
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    WILD. RECKLESS. IRRESPONSIBLE. A FATHER?


    Jackson Cole has been called many things: immature, irresponsible, sexy as hell. But one thing he’s never been called is “Dad”—until Child Services shows up on his doorstep with a waifish nine-year-old claiming he’s the father. What’s a rock star to do? Call your best friend, who just happens to be super hot, funny, and even more commitment-phobic than you, and beg her to help. Of course, now that his friend is living in the same house, Jacks is finding it harder and harder to keep his hands to himself.


    Bryan Lawson never expected to become pals with a charming, hilarious, breathtakingly handsome rock star, but after they met backstage at one of Jacks’s concerts, she couldn’t stop texting him. He’s just the sort of person she could imagine being with forever, except that, try as she might, she’s never managed to stay interested in a relationship for more than three months. Now that Jacks is a dad, the stakes are much higher. A breakup wouldn’t just ruin their friendship, it would destroy a little girl who’s just learning to love. But maybe also the game has changed.
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  For all the moms out there…whether your child grew in your heart or under it.
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  PLAY FAIR


  “When you meet the one who changes the way your heart beats, dance with them to that rhythm for as long as the song lasts.”


  —Kirk Diedrich


  Bryan and Jacks’s Text History

  (after the music festival)


  Me: You tried talking to a counselor.


  J: I saw this on the internet and thought of you http://www.vballfails.fhg.jk.com


  B: Awwww! You were thinking about me while you were watching porn?! So sweet. And highly inappropriate.


  J: Just click the link


  B: Omg. Who told you?!


  J: Told me what?


  B: I’m the 3rd clip…


  J: Hahahahahahalolhahahahahahahahahahahalolhahahahahahahahahahalolhahaha hahahahahahahalolhahahahahahahahahahahah


  ***


  B: Whatcha doin’ love?


  J: Playing Grand Theft Auto


  B: Oooo the one where you can buy coke and screw hookers? Little art imitating life there, Jacky Boy?


  J: Yes. But I don’t bang hookers


  B: I always thought that game looked fun. And I’m preeetty sure hookers and groupies are one in the same.


  J: I’ll send you a copy of the game. I don’t pay groupies, they blow fo’ free!


  B: Nothing in life is free, kid. And I don’t have my Nintendo anymore, my mom sold it in a garage sale.


  J: Nintendo? Are you serious?


  B: Yeah, why? Is Sega the cool one?


  J: Expect a large package tomorrow


  B: Why? You coming to see me ;)


  ***


  J: Good morning Baby Doll


  B: Mornin’ Jacky Boy


  J: You ready to play?


  B: You are insatiable


  J: Is that a yes?


  B: Yes. But this time I want to bang a prostitute.


  J: No. It’s weird. It makes me think of you in a sexual way. Makes my dick happy.


  B: The wind makes your dick happy. You’re being sexist. Just don’t watch. Close your eyes.


  J: Okay


  B: And picture me, naked, writhing in the back seat of a car


  J: I hate you


  ***


  B: You going out to get some strange tonight, lover boy?


  J: Nah. I’m beat, we were in the studio all day. You going out with the douche?


  B: I don’t think so. His frat is throwing a party tonight. I’m all toga’d out this semester, he’s starting to bore/smother me anyway.


  J: Wanna play?


  B: I’m a little Grand Theft Auto’d out too. Movie?


  J: I’m overnighting you a new game right now. Zombies.


  B: I hope it’s super bloody


  J: You know it! What movie do you wanna watch?


  B: Something campy and low budget


  J: That’s my girl


  ***


  J: You awake?


  B: It’s 2 am, dude.


  J: I can’t sleep


  B: Roll over and bug the chick that’s in your bed


  J: I’m alone. And I’d rather bug the chick that’s in my phone


  B: That’s sweet. In a really sad pathetic way


  J: :(


  B: Awww, I’m sorry Jacky. What’s wrong?


  J: Nothing. Just wide awake. I drank a red bull at dinner.


  B: Why?


  J: We were out of milk


  B: You’re right, Red Bull is a superb substitute for milk.


  J: Come hang out with me


  B: Okay, I’ll be there in…about…uh…


  J: Can’t figure out the math in your head?


  B: No :(


  J: It’s okay.


  B: I would though, come hang out with you, if you weren’t a lot of hours away


  J: I would come hang out with you too. Don’t make fun of me, but I think you might be my best friend.


  B: Ditto


  ***


  J: What are you wearing?


  B: Did you text the wrong chick?


  J: No


  B: Oh, okay. I’m wearing a t-shirt.


  J: And?


  B: That’s it, a t-shirt. I just got out of the shower.


  J: Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea


  B: Why? You don’t want to hear about the water trailing down my thighs?


  J: No


  B: Dick happy?


  J: No… Maybe.


  B: Hahahaha


  J: You’re my bff. You shouldn’t make my dick happy.


  B: I can’t help it. I make everyone’s dick happy ;)


  ***


  B: I have a confession to make


  J: You think of me while you bang your d bag of a boyfriend?


  B: No.


  J: Darn.


  B: I played the zombie game without you this afternoon


  J: YOU DID WHAT?!


  B: I’m sorry. But I had a break in between classes. I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer.


  J: I was in the studio. I got in trouble for texting yesterday and they made me leave my phone in my room


  B: Those bastards


  J: I know, right?


  B: Forgive me?


  J: I could never stay mad at you.


  B: I beat your high score.


  J: This friendship is over


  ***


  J: You still up?


  B: Barely


  J: Sorry. The band had a dinner we couldn’t get out of and it ran late


  B: No worries


  J: I missed hearing your voice tonight


  B: Ditto


  J: Call you in the morning?


  B: Yes, please :)


  J: Good night, doll


  B: Night, Jacks


  Chapter One


  Jacks


  My forearms were straining. “Yeah, that’s perfect. Right there.”


  “Okay, good. Don’t stop.” I could almost hear her biting her perfect plump bottom lip.


  “Wait, watch me, I’m coming behind you.”


  “No! Stay back there. You said I could be in control this time.”


  I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “I know…but I’m better at it, doll. Just let me in.”


  “No way. It’s my turn to win.”


  “Ugh! Fine. You are such a brat.” I fell back to let Bryan take the lead on the apocalyptic war game we were playing via speaker phone. Who knew this volleyball-spiking, gorgeous klutz would be a good gamer? “B! Come on, how did you miss that shot?! See? This is why I need to be in front.”


  “Shut it, Jacks. It was one missed shot. Look at the screen, my average is better than yours this round.”


  I glanced to the bottom right-hand corner—she was right. “Well, look at that. Good job, B.” I fired off two rounds in the zombie coming up on my left. “Although, you are only improving so much because of my excellent tutelage.” I was the lead guitarist of The Devil’s Share, one of the hottest bands in the nation. I met plenty of great girls. But Bryan? She broke the damn mold. She had this amazingly down-to-earth personality. And she was gorgeous. Like a lingerie model: tiny waist, perfect curves, ice blue gorgeous eyes. I’m sure she turned heads everywhere she went, and I’m also sure she barely even noticed. If she were any other girl, I’d be hitting her up with the sexting on the regular. But I actually cared about her, like as a human. And although she was the coolest chick, ever, sex complicated things. AKA, it made nice girls turn into crazy clingy super fan stalkers. I wasn’t willing to lose her, or get a restraining order. So I kept my dick and my dirty thoughts to myself.


  Bryan laughed. “Yeah. My zombie shooting skills have gone up and my grade point average has gone down. Thanks for the mentoring, Jacky Boy.”


  I smiled. I was always smiling when I was spending time, well, virtual time, with Bryan. I’d only actually seen her in person once, at this music festival in New Orleans a month or so ago. She was visiting her older sister Dylan, who happened to be our tortured bassist’s new girlfriend. Bryan and I had clicked instantly. And by clicked instantly I meant that I’d tried to kiss her (my dick went rock-hard the second I laid eyes on her) and she punched me in the gut and then tripped on a floor cable, twisting her ankle in the process. She never ratted me out and we’d been long-distance besties ever since. My bandmate’s girlfriend’s baby sister was the best friend I’d ever had.


  “You still dating that frat strap?” She’d been going out with some preppy frat boy for a few months now. Although, I talked to her for at least an hour every night, so I wasn’t really sure when they actually spent time together. She didn’t mention him much, which was fine with me. She may be my friend, but I was a selfish dude, I didn’t want her attention to go to anyone else.


  “Kind of. I guess.”


  “Kind of? I guess? It’s a yes or no, doll.” I took out a zombie coming up on her right. “I thought you liked him.”


  “I did. I do. I don’t know.”


  “He isn’t good enough for you.”


  She laughed. “How would you know? You’ve never met him.”


  “First, no one will ever be good enough for you, because you are the best. Second, his name is Shepard. I picture tossed-to-the-side old-school Bieber hair and Polo shirts galore.”


  She laughed again. I’d grown to cherish each and every one of those I got to hear. In a totally friends-only kind of way. “You aren’t far off.”


  “Figured.” I paused the game when I heard a knock.


  “What the hell, Jacks?”


  “Sorry, someone’s at the door. Just give me minute.” I threw my legs over the side of my enormous bed. I had yet to get up and head downstairs even though the sun had been up for hours now.


  “Crap! No, just call me back later. I lost track of time, I have a final in twenty minutes.”


  “Physics or poly sci?” I flipped the game off.


  “Physics, poly sci was yesterday.”


  I grabbed a t-shirt off the floor, smelling it before pulling it over my head. “Good luck, baby doll.”


  “Thanks. Same time as usual?”


  B and I had a standing phone call date at nine o’clock. “You know it. Peace.” I tossed my phone onto the blue plaid bedspread and opened my bedroom door. Blue plaid. Not something I would ever choose for myself, but freeloaders can’t be choosers. The label had set the band up in this amazingly large and very Truman Show-ish house down in Florida. The tour was over but here we were, all living under the same roof.


  Smith, our bassist and my closest friend, walked in and started looking around, confused. “Who were you talking to?”


  I jerked my head in the direction of the TV. “Game.” No one knew that Bryan and I were friends. Smith had started searching for us like a madman when we’d wandered off at the music festival. He didn’t trust me alone with her, not even for a second. That’s why we figured it was easier this way. It’s not like any of them would understand. She lived hundreds of miles away and I was Jacks, the perpetual partying man whore. They wouldn’t think I was capable of being friends with a smokin’ hot chick. “What’s up, man?”


  Smith took a deep breath and sat down on the edge of my bed. “Look, there is no easy way to say this. So…I’m just going to say it.”


  Smith seemed like he was about to pass out. Holy shit. Did someone die? “Okay…” I grabbed a pair of pants off the back of a chair. Yeah, I liked to play video games in my briefs.


  “There is a social worker in the living room. With a little girl. That looks a hell of a lot like you, bro.”


  I paused with one leg in my pants, Smith’s words slowly sinking in. Nope. I shook my head and let out a little chuckle. “Haha. Very funny, man.” I pulled them up the rest of the way and buttoned. “What’s really going on?” I stared at him, willing him to smile. Wordlessly commanding him to tell me he was joking. He didn’t. He just stood there, silent and stoic. For some reason those words started to play on a loop in my head. Silent and stoic. Silent and stoic.


  “No joke, man. There is a social worker downstairs, with a little girl, looking for you.” Smith clasped his hand on my shoulder and steered me out the door.


  I couldn’t talk, I felt paralyzed. If Smith hadn’t been guiding me, I wouldn’t have been able to put one foot in front of the other. Silent and stoic, down the hall. Silent, down the stairs. Stoic, around the corner. I kept my eyes on the ground. I was afraid to look. Almost like when I was a kid and I was watching a scary movie. If I didn’t see it, it wasn’t real.


  “Mr. Cole?”


  Dammit. Now I had to look. A pretty older lady in a very professional pantsuit stood from her seat on the couch. “Yes?”


  “My name is Diane Harris. I’m a social worker…do you know why I am here?”


  I heard her talking. Like, I knew she was talking to me and that I should answer. But I couldn’t seem to look away from the little girl standing next to her. She had huge blue eyes, a button of a nose, and jet black hair. She was tiny, thin.


  “Mr. Cole? Did you hear me?”


  The little girl narrowed her eyes at me, her mouth a hard line. Was she giving me a go-to-hell look? “No. I’m sorry… I actually don’t know why you are here…” I tore my gaze from the girl with beautiful tough eyes and looked over at the social worker.


  Smith stayed right by my side, never saying anything, just standing there next to me and looking at the child. I didn’t know what to say to either of them. I didn’t know if it was okay to freak out in front of the kid. Luckily Dylan, his girlfriend and Bryan’s sister, walked in and kneeled down by the little girl. The little girl that could be my twin. “Hi, sweetheart. My name is Dylan, what’s yours?”


  The girl looked right at Dylan, no wavering. “Landry.”


  Landry. I actually really liked that name. I mentally shook my head. Not really what I should be focusing on right now.


  “Well, Landry, it’s very nice to meet you.” She stood. “I just made a huge pile of chocolate chip pancakes, would you like some?”


  Landry cocked her head to the side, “No, thank you. I don’t eat chocolate for breakfast.”


  Dylan’s smile faltered slightly before she recovered. “Uh, okay. Well, there is still some batter left…. Can make you some without chocolate?”


  Landry looked up at the social worker, not in an asking-permission type of way. More like she was observing her thoughts on the matter of chocolate-free pancakes. Then she looked to me. Her pretty blue eyes narrowed again. Shit. This kid was not a fan of mine. She silently let Dylan lead her out of the room.


  My eyes went to Smith when he cleared this throat. “We’ll just be in the kitchen if anyone needs us.” He sent me a small smile and then left me alone in the living room with the pretty social worker.


  “Mr. Cole—”


  “Jacks. Please, call me Jacks.” I held my hand out, a polite gesture for her to sit. I sat. I had to. My knees felt like they would buckle at any second.


  She followed suit, and then opened up her briefcase and pulled out a bunch of very official-looking papers. “Jacks, do you remember a woman by the name of Amelia Johnson? You would have met her in Louisiana?”


  Laughing would probably be the most inappropriate response imaginable. But that’s what I felt like doing. Did she know who she was talking to? I was in a famous-as-fuck rock band. I met lots of women. “No, ma’am, I can honestly say I do not.”


  “Well, she put you down on the birth certificate as Landry’s father.”


  I was expecting those words, I knew they were coming. But still, hearing them caused my lungs to seize up momentarily. “There must be some mistake.”


  The social worker, Diane, smiled. It was a kind, understanding smile. “Mr. Cole—”


  “Jacks.” Mr. Cole was my father, he was old and responsible. I was neither of those things.


  “Jacks. I understand the shock that comes with the kind of news I’ve just delivered. And while I strongly urge you to get a paternity test—”


  “Yes. One of those. I need one of those.” I knew I kept interrupting her, and I knew it was rude. But my manners were starting to escape me.


  She reached into her bag and handed me a cotton swab. “Remove the cap, swab the inside of your cheek, and then replace the cap. You’ll have the results in two days. Landry’s is already on file. But Jacks, there is something you should know…Amelia, her mother, she’s gone.”


  Gone? “She died?” I rubbed my cheek with the rough cotton and then handed it back to Diane.


  “No. Well, I don’t know, maybe. But either way she abandoned Landry two weeks ago.”


  I turned toward the kitchen. I could hear her small voice responding to Dylan with one-word answers. “Landry was alone?”


  Diane leaned forward, drawing my attention back to her. “She was, yes, for about eight days. A neighbor finally noticed and called 9-1-1.”


  Apparently I knocked up a horrible person. “Was she hurt? Landry, I mean.”


  “No, quite the opposite in fact. She cooked her own food, gave herself a bath, and tucked herself in at night. The house was clean and tidy when social services got there.” Diane shook her head, in a very sad sweet lady way. “It appeared that Landry was very used to taking care of herself.”


  That poor tiny girl. Maybe Smith should adopt her, they probably had more in common. I was a spoiled brat. My parents were insanely loving and supportive. I was never left alone a day in my life. I never had to worry about where my next meal was coming from, my next hug. I never had to worry about anything, ever. I silently laughed to myself, talk about product of your environment. “How old is she? Like twelve?” She was small, but to be able to take care of herself like that she had to be older than she looked.


  “Landry is nine.”


  My chest hurt. How often was she left alone that she could fend for herself for that long at the age of nine? I couldn’t even figure out the microwave at that age. “What happens to her now?”


  “Well, that depends on you.”


  Me? No, not me. I wasn’t an adult. I should go get Dash, he’d know what to do. “You want me to take her? What if she’s not mine?” It was possible, right? I mean, there was certainly a chance that her mom was lying. This chick abandoned her kid, so honesty wasn’t her strong suit.


  “If you don’t, then she’ll have to go into the system. A foster home, until we can figure something out. Landry’s mom has another week to come forward before her rights are terminated automatically.”


  “She gets another chance? Why?” That sounded like a horrible idea. Why would they want to let a clearly shitty person get her kid back?


  “Jacks, kids Landry’s age rarely find permanent placement once they go into the system. People looking to adopt usually want babies or younger children. The best thing for Landry would be if her mother came forward, agreed to enter treatment and parenting classes. I assure you she would have to prove herself in order for us to let Landry go home.” Diane pulled out a few different papers and a pen. “If the paternity test shows that she’s yours, and you don’t want to claim custody, I have papers for you to sign your rights away.”


  Sign my rights away? That didn’t sound good. That sounded like a really crappy thing to do. I was an immature pain in the ass, but I wasn’t a shitty person. Right? “I live here with the rest of my band…and two chicks. Oh, and a giant dog. I mean, is it okay that she’s here?” Shouldn’t she be somewhere more…normal?


  “While we agree that this is a rather unusual living situation, social services feels that having her with her father is far better than putting her in the system.”


  Was I her father? Probably. I’d lost count of the number of women I’d slept with. Of course I knocked one of them up. Too bad it wasn’t one of the fifty kindergarten teachers. I bet they were all great mom material. “She can stay here. Until we know for sure, I mean.”


  Diane smiled; I guess that was the right answer. She stood and I followed. We were headed into the kitchen. To talk to Landry. We were going to the kitchen to tell Landry, my possible daughter, that she could stay here. Was she my daughter? She looked just like me. And she seemed to hate me. Seemed about right. “Landry, sweetheart, can we talk to you a minute?”


  Diane reminded me of a grandma. Very calm, very loving. Maybe she should take Landry. The tiny little girl with the raven hair and the piercing eyes turned her full attention toward us. “Landry, this is Jacks. This is the man I was telling you about in the car. He lives here, with his friends.” Landry shifted her eyes toward Smith and Dylan. And then to me. Her gaze was intense. “Jacks would very much like it if you agreed to stay here, with him.”


  The sweet social worker elbowed me in the ribs. “I would, like you to stay. If that’s okay…with you…” Was I supposed to ask her? Or tell her? I would make a terrible father.


  Landry stared at me for a beat before she nodded and then went back to eating her pancakes. Diane leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be back to check on you, sweetheart.”


  I followed her out to her car, and took Landry’s small pink suitcase from her hands. “You’ll come back, right? To see us? And to let me know about the test.” I knew I sounded desperate, but I was.


  “Yes, I’ll be back soon. I’ll give you a few days to settle in and when I have the results of your paternity test I’ll come by. And of course I’ll let you know if Landry’s mother contacts us.” She looked back toward the house, and then to me. “There’s something about Landry… She just tugs on my heartstrings, that one.”


  She got in her car and left. That nice polite pretty lady got in her car and left me alone. Now what? Go inside and talk to my kid? Was she my kid? Probably. I hung my head and made my way back to the kitchen. Dylan was sitting next to Landry and they were both reading the newspaper. It was odd to see such a small person holding a giant newspaper. Was she old enough to read? I don’t think I’d ever read the paper. Maybe Dylan should adopt her. “Uh, Landry?”


  She sat her paper down and looked at me. “Jacks.”


  For such a small quiet person, she was intimidating as hell. “Do you, uh, I mean. Shit. Oh, sorry. I shouldn’t have said shit. Damn it.” Maybe I should just stop talking. Maybe I should run out the door and chase down Diane’s car and offer to pay her an ungodly amount of money to stay and help me. Always seemed to work for Dash. I took a deep breath and tried again. “Landry. Is there anything you need? To be more comfortable here? We can find you a room, and we can, uh, well… I can send someone to the store to get your favorite foods….” Shelter, food, water. Kids were like pets, right?


  She just stared at me. I sat down on the bar stool next to her and banged my head on the granite countertop. When I turned to the side to look at her, she was smiling. Not a big smile, more like a smirk. Like me at a loss for words was humorous. Well, that’s a start. I smiled back.


  “Good morning, famil—”


  I raised my head when Dash walked in, with a sleepy pregnant Lexi trailing behind him. Our lead singer and his girlfriend stopped in their tracks when they saw Landry sitting beside me. No one moved, no one talked. Dagger, Lexi’s giant gray pit bull, came bounding down the hall and into the kitchen. He came right to me and licked my hand, looking for food. Then he moved on to Landry. They stared at each other for a few seconds, and then Dagger put his paws on the counter and pulled himself up until they were face to face. Should I make him get down? Did she like dogs? Was she scared of dogs? Man, I would make a crappy dad.


  Landry laughed. She had this adorable tinkling little laugh, like a pixie. She speared a soggy bite of pancake with her fork and fed it to Dagger. He ate it and then licked her face. She laughed again. So she liked dogs. Okay, I’d buy her a puppy.


  “Uh, Jacks?” Dash’s voice sounded shaky.


  Oh yeah. “Landry, that’s Dagger. And then those two people over there are Dash and Lexi. They all live here too.” I turned to my friends, my chosen family. “Guys, this is Landry.”


  Lexi came into the room and held her hand out. “It’s nice to meet you, Landry. I was going to let Dagger run around and play in the backyard for a little bit. Would you like to take him? He seems to really like you, Dylan will go too.”


  Landry looked from Lexi to me. “If you want to talk without me in here, it’s okay.” She hopped down off the stool and followed Dylan and Dagger out the back door. Dylan sent me a reassuring smile on her way out.


  I took a deep breath and turned toward my people. “A social worker showed up here this morning with Landry. Said she’s my kid.”


  Dash ran his hands through his hair, “Holy shit, Jacks. Are you serious? Who’s her mom?”


  I shrugged, “Apparently some chick named Amelia I banged somewhere in Louisiana.” I let out a humorless laugh, “Really narrows it down, huh?”


  “Where in Louisiana?” Smith went to the fridge and grabbed a beer. I didn’t blame him. I wanted one too. Beer and pancakes, the breakfast of champions.


  I grabbed Landry’s fork, the one she’d fed Dagger with, and took a bite of her leftovers. “Didn’t say.”


  “They sure she’s yours?” Smith took a pull off his beer. Then Lexi grabbed it and poured it out in the sink, giving him her I-dare-you-to-cross-me look.


  Dash pointed to the backyard. “Are you kidding, she looks just like him!”


  “I did this cheek swab thing, for a paternity test…but you’re right. She’s like my mini me.” I looked out the window. Landry was throwing Dagger his ball. She was quiet around us, but damn she liked that dog. “Although she kind of looks a little like Bryan too.”


  Smith crossed his arms over his chest. “Bryan? Dylan’s sister?”


  “Uh, yeah, uh, you know she has that dark hair and light eyes thing going on. She looks like the Lawsons.” Dylan and Bryan looked just alike. I’d never met their other sister, Mikah, but I was guessing she was another carbon copy.


  Dash leaned against the counter, running his hands through his hair. “Where is her mother?”


  “No one knows. The neighbors called the cops when they noticed that Landry had been alone for over a week.”


  Lexi put her hand on her stomach, cradling her baby bump. “Oh my God. How awful! That poor little girl. Was she okay? Was she hurt?”


  Maybe Lexi should take her. She was about to have a baby anyways. Insta-family. “No. She was fine. They said she took good care of herself: cooked herself dinner, gave herself a bath, cleaned the house…”


  “So she’s used to being alone. How old is she?” Lexi looked like she was going to be sick.


  “She’s nine.”


  Lexi wiped away a tear. “What now?”


  “I told the social worker that she can stay here. That’s okay, right?” Was I supposed to ask if I and my kid could live here? Would they make us leave? Holy crap, was I going to have to get my own house? I needed to call my mom. Wait, they were on a four-week-long cruise through Europe. Shit.


  Dash put his hand on my shoulder. “Of course that’s okay, man. If that’s what you want to do, we’ll support you. But…”


  I raised an eyebrow. “But what?”


  “I love you, man. But are you sure you can handle this? Handle taking care of this little girl for the foreseeable future? You aren’t exactly the most adult person in this house. Landry’s been through the wringer; I can’t even imagine what she’s feeling right now.”


  Smith nodded, slowly, in agreement. “I can. And it’s a lot to take on, bro. Maybe she needs to be with some professionals? Some people who know what the hell they are doing.”


  Lexi shook her head. “No. What she needs is to be with people who will be nice to her, will provide for her, pay attention to her. What she needs is to feel safe. And being in some group foster home surrounded by other kids with just as many issues? Isn’t going to help.” She rested her hand on my shoulder. “Does she know you’re her dad?”


  Smith and Dash were my friends, my family, two of the people closest to me. If they didn’t think I could do this…maybe I couldn’t. “I guess the social worker told her I was her dad…but I mean, chicks are crazy, right? What if some nutjob fan listed me on this kid’s birth certificate?” It could happen.


  Smith looked out at the backyard. “She’s your kid.”


  I laid my cheek on the cool countertop. “Probably.”


  Landry


  Diane said that Jacks was listed as my next of kin. She asked me if I knew what that meant on the drive over here. I get it. My mom said he was my dad. But my mom said a lot of things that didn’t end up being true. Like, I’ll be right back for starters. Their house was huge. Like a palace or a castle. Everyone that lived here was nice. They were all really pretty too. Like people on TV. The best part though was this big gray slobbery dog. I loved dogs. I begged my mom for a dog. She always said no. I didn’t blame her, as she could barely take care of herself…let alone me and a dog. My mom wasn’t a bad person. But I was old enough to know she wasn’t a good mom. Not like those moms on TV. The moms who made dinner and sent you to school with a perfectly packed lunch. That wasn’t my mom. And now she was gone. I didn’t know if I missed her or not. I couldn’t tell.


  I was glad to be outside with Dylan and Dagger. There were a lot of people who lived here. I didn’t like being around a lot of people. My mom used to have parties with lots of smoke and music and bottles and people. I always just hid in my closet. I had a lantern that one of our neighbors had lent us the last time our electricity was turned off. I would turn it on and pile all my pillows and blankets in that tiny room. It was cozy and safe. The way things were supposed to be at your home. Like on TV.


  Dagger raced back toward me, with the green ball in his mouth. I could feel Dylan watching me. She seemed nice enough. I didn’t cry. When my mom didn’t come home, when the social worker came…I never cried. And even though I was scared and I felt lonely and out of place, I still wouldn’t cry. Because tears never really made a difference.


  Chapter Two


  Bryan


  Well, that sucked giant horse balls. Physics was never my strong suit, which was why I put it off until my absolute last semester of school. Everyone else took their science basics first…but at least that was the last final I’d ever have to take. I was officially done with college. Now if I could just figure out what the hell I was going to do with this mass comm degree. The wind whipped my long dark hair all over the place as I walked through campus toward my car. I pulled my phone out, checking my messages. I had three missed calls from Jacks and two from Shepard. I knew why I’d started avoiding Shep; it happened to me all the time. I’d date a guy, things would get physical, it’d be exciting for about two seconds and then I’d get bored as hell. Which sucked, because Shep was handsome, polite, bound to be successful… In short? Perfect long-term partner material. He was nothing like Jacks. Jacks and I met about a month ago in New Orleans; my older sister was dating his bandmate, Smith. I can’t tell you why, but we struck up an instant friendship. We went together like peas and carrots, or ice cream and sprinkles. He was a wicked guitarist with a gaming addiction. He was like an oxymoron. And oddly enough, he’d become one of my best friends. I was glad that I lived in another state. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to Jacks. But with Dylan dating his friend and my “commitment issues” it wasn’t a good idea. Still, we talked on the phone at least once a day, we texted nonstop, and we played video games all the time. No one could make me laugh like Jacks could.


  I clicked play on the voicemail from Jacks as I climbed inside my car. “B. It’s me. You have GOT to call me back. The craziest shit happened this morning. Call me.”


  I shook my head, hitting redial. The crazy shit was probably something stupid. Like Dagger ate my new controller or I walked in on Smith nailing your sister. His phone rang twice before he picked up.


  “B! Holy shit.”


  “Why are you whispering? Are you hiding in the closet again? You know Dash is never scared when you jump out at him like that. You only piss him off.” I checked my mirrors and backed out of my parking spot.


  “No. I’m not in the closet.” I heard some rustling around and then a door closed. “A social worker came to the house this morning—”


  “A social worker? Why? Ooooo, does Smith have some Cajun love child? Was Dylan pissed?” I was mostly kidding.


  “No. I do.”


  I pulled to the shoulder, slamming on my brakes. I ignored the cars behind me as they honked on their way past. “What?!”


  “Yeah. This really nice lady brought this tiny little girl to our house. And she said that this little girl, Landry, her name is Landry. Anyway, she said that Landry’s mom put my name on her birth certificate as her father.”


  “Holy. Shit.” I turned the AC down. I was suddenly sweating. “Do you remember her mom?”


  “Really? Of course not. I’m a horrible slut of a man.”


  I couldn’t argue with that. I’d heard stories from Dylan, as well as read plenty in the gossip mags. Didn’t make me adore him any less though, nothing could.


  “I did a paternity test. We won’t have the results for a couple of days. But she’s here.”


  I rested my forehead against my steering wheel. “The mom?”


  “No. Landry. She’s staying here, with us.”


  I was silent. I didn’t know what to say to that. I was proud of him for stepping up and taking her in. But I had no words of wisdom, no advice I could dole out.


  “B? You still there?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. I just… I mean… I have no idea what to say, Jacks.” Was it odd that part of me was jealous? Jealous of this chick who had his baby? Not that I wanted to have Jacks’s baby or anything. We were friends. Just flirty friends.


  “Say you’ll come see me. Please, doll, I need you.”


  His words tugged at my heart, but seeing him again in person sounded like a recipe for disaster. He had enough going on at home, and our being around each other would only complicate things. There was attraction under our friendship, no doubt about it. “Jacks…”


  “You are my best friend, B. Please.”


  I banged my head on the steering wheel. To top it off, Dylan had no idea I’d been talking to Jacks. “No one even knows we’re friends. My sister is going to flip shit.”


  “Please, baby doll.”


  Yep, I was a typical girl, pet names were my undoing. “Fine.” I put my car in drive and pulled back out onto the main road. “But you’re buying my ticket.”


  “Of course! Thank you, thank you, thank you. You are going to love Landry.”


  I’d literally just finished my college career an hour ago. And all of a sudden I was getting booked on a flight to Florida? This was why my friends called me flighty. This was quite possibly going to end up being a huge mistake. Jacks was charismatic and adorable and so damn attractive. I was already in lust with his personality. What was going to happen when I was staying under the same roof? I took a deep breath and straightened my spine. I would just have to stay strong, and stay focused on helping him through this. He didn’t need added stress or distractions. And I refused to lose him as a friend because we ruined it with sex. AKA, he became clingy and I got irritated.


  ***


  Three hours later and I was at the airport, with my carry-on stowed safely in the overhead bin and my phone in my hands. I fired off a quick text to Jacks, letting him know that I had boarded, before turning it off and dropping it into my purse. This was an odd situation. Dylan had no idea that Jacks and I had become friends… I wasn’t sure how she would take it. I knew Jacks’s reputation, I knew the life he led. No one would understand our friendship; they wouldn’t think he was capable of having a girl as a friend. Which meant everyone was going to assume we were boning (his choice of words, not mine). Although my sister had hooked up with a man-whoring rock star…so it wouldn’t be fair if she got pissed about that. The problem was, Dylan had a hair-trigger temper when it came to lies and secrets. And what about this little girl? Her life had just been turned upside down. Did she really need one more person in the mix? I leaned my head back and took a deep breath. If it was anyone else asking this of me, I’d say no.


  “Where you headed, gorgeous?”


  I looked to my left at the man sitting next to me. He was handsome enough, in that older distinguished sort of way. He was wearing a black suit with a blood-red tie. And sporting a hefty wedding ring tan. “Florida. Just like you. Because, we’re on the same flight.”


  The man’s smile never faltered. “You have beautiful eyes.”


  “Yes, I know. Thank you.” I wasn’t vain, but I heard that all the time and this guy was irritating me. My best friend just found out he was a dad, I was going to have to deal with my sister’s bitch fit, and Casanova over here wanted to join the mile-high club.


  He let out a little chuckle. “Business or pleasure?”


  Really?


  “Neither. I have a sentencing hearing coming up. I cut off my ex-husband’s dick and fed it to our dog.” I looked pointedly at his ring finger and then back to his face. “He cheated on me.” I smiled as the man moved over one seat to the window and pulled out a magazine. Problem solved.


  Chapter Three


  Jacks


  I booked Bryan on the first flight out here. When the shock of this morning wore off, she was my first thought. If I could just have my best friend here, then everything would be okay. Bryan didn’t see me as the immature playboy the rest of my friends saw me as, she saw more. She made me want to be more. That’s what made me know she was in fact my best friend. My roommates had scattered in different directions when Landry had come back inside with Dagger. Dylan had to go to work, Lexi was down in the studio editing photos while Smith and Dash started on ideas for the new album. And our drummer, Luke? Well, Lukey had come in the front door looking like hammered shit and promptly shut himself in his room. I didn’t know what the hell was going on with that guy, but he was partying waaaaay more than he used to. It had started a couple of months ago and was escalating quickly.


  It was just Landry and I in the living room now. We were sitting on the couch with about two feet of space between us. She had the remote in her hand and her head leaned back against the cushions. I’d asked her if she wanted to watch a movie, thinking I’d finally be able to catch that new Pixar flick. But instead she’d chosen a documentary on the Animal Planet about chimpanzees. The girl liked monkeys? I’d buy her a monkey. At this point I’d buy her anything she wanted to get her to talk to me. The only member of this family that warranted a happy response from her was Dagger. Which reminded me I needed to buy her a puppy.


  I didn’t want Landry to catch me staring at her so I kept my head straight like I was watching TV, but every once in a while I’d cut my eyes to the side, taking her in. She really was very pretty with her dark hair and her light eyes. She was striking, like Bryan and Dylan. This little girl was going to grow up and be gorgeous. Her poor fath…oh wait, that was probably me. Shit. The longer I looked at her, the more I saw. Her beautiful hair had edges that were jagged and uneven. Almost like she had tried to cut it herself. And she was thin, thinner than I thought a kid should be. Her jeans were three inches too short and her shoes looked like they’d seen better days. I wondered if all the clothes in her suitcase were too small. I should take her shopping. No. I should wait for Bryan to get here, then I’d take her shopping. I glanced down at my watch; that was five hours from now. What was I supposed to do with Landry until then? She was going to need to eat again, right? And how many documentaries could one kid watch in one day before it was considered too many? Okay, I’d take her shopping and feed her and then we could swing by the airport and pick up B. And then everything would be okay. Once Bryan got here, things would be fine because she’s a girl and she’s my friend and she’ll know what to do. At least until my mom gets home. I should have never bought my parents those stupid cruise tickets.


  “Hey, um, Landry?” She turned to look at me, her expression never changing. Talk about stoic. Except for those eyes, they were expressive. They held caution and doubt and fear. She was just as terrified as I was. She was just stronger than I was. Her life had made her that way…. The horrible person I’d knocked up had made her that way. “Um, well, I was…I had planned on going shopping today for some new clothes. Would you like to come and do some shopping, too? I mean, with me?”


  Her voice was steady. “I don’t have any money.”


  What was I supposed to say to that? Well, kiddo, as a matter of fact you do have money. Whether by design or accident, you hit the genetic jackpot! “I have money and I would very much like to give you some…to go shopping with.”


  “Really?” Now those baby blues held hope. Just a tiny spark of hope.


  My chest swelled with emotion, and suddenly I wanted to give this kid the whole damn world. “Yes, will you go with me?”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay? Okay, good. We’ll go after the monkey show is over.”


  Landry turned back toward the TV. “Chimpanzees aren’t monkeys; they are apes.” She used the remote to point at the screen. “You need to pay closer attention.”


  ***


  I had no clue where to take a young girl shopping. I knew where I liked to shop, and I knew where Lexi and Dylan liked to shop…so we went to Nordstrom’s. We walked in and headed straight to the personal shopper section. I did not need to incite a chick mob in front of Landry. She needed normalcy, not grown women asking me to sign their breasts. Our personal shopper’s name was Garrett; he was as gay as the day was long. And I loved him. He made Landry laugh, so in my book? He was a superhero.


  “What about these?”


  I looked up from the game I was playing on my PS3 to see Landry standing in a very pretty sundress. She was smiling. “It’s perfect. We’ll take it in every color.”


  Garrett put his hands on his hips. “Whatever you say, Daddy Warbucks.”


  Landry looked up at him. “Who’s Daddy Warbucks?”


  Garrett put his hand on her shoulder, steering her back toward her plush dressing room. “You’ve never seen Annie?”


  And that’s how the next hour went. If Landry was smiling I told her she looked amazing and I loved whatever she was wearing. If she looked uncomfortable, I shook my head. This all seemed to make her happy. But she still wasn’t really talking to me. I could hear her laughing with Garrett in the dressing room and she held his hand as they flitted around the store. Still, she never said much to me. I was trying not to take it personally. I was freaked out too. Total uncharted territory.


  We were standing at the private cash register while they totaled up our purchases and boxed up all Landry’s new clothes and shoes. I looked down when she tugged on my shirt. “What’s up, Buttercup?”


  She held her hand out. “You said I could use your money.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I sure did.” I smiled and pulled out my wallet. “Here you go.” I handed her my black AmEx card.


  She stood on her tiptoes and placed the card on the counter. Garrett took it from her. “Thank you, my lady.”


  I looked down when I heard her giggle at his words. She was wearing a pair of black leggings with a bright pink tutu and t-shirt. She had on a pair of bright pink Chucks. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a GAP Kids catalogue. Much better. There was just one more thing… I cleared my throat. “Uh, Garrett? Is there a good place to get a haircut around here?”


  He looked up, an understanding smile on his face. He grabbed the phone next to him and hit one button. “I need a favor…”


  ***


  Ten minutes later and Landry and I were sitting side by side in the Nordstrom’s salon. I didn’t even know Nordstrom’s had a damn salon. Landry looked a little nervous. “Have you ever had a haircut before?”


  She nodded her head. “Sometimes my mom would cut my hair.”


  I had a million questions for this kid. I wanted to know about her mom, I wanted to know how she survived an obviously hard childhood. But at the same time, I was afraid to ask. Afraid to know what she’d had to endure. “Well, this will be a lot like that. Only better. They are going to wash our hair, and then cut it, and then blow-dry it. Is that okay?”


  She nodded again.


  “After we’re done here, we’re going to go pick up a friend of mine from the airport. Her name is Bryan and she is really nice. She’s Dylan’s sister.”


  “Is she your girlfriend?”


  “No. She’s just my friend…”


  Landry spun her chair around in a circle. “Is she pretty like Dylan?”


  I smiled. “She’s pretty like you.” That wasn’t a lie. Bryan and Landry could be related. I loved that she was talking to me right now. I loved the way she was spinning in her chair. Even if it was just this small moment in time, she seemed happy.


  Landry looked up at me, humor in her eyes. “You think I’m pretty?”


  I nodded. “Yes. I think you are probably the prettiest little girl I’ve ever met.” I leaned forward. “Good genetics.”


  “Are you my dad?”


  Stomach, meet floor. Apparently she knew what genetics meant… What did I say to that? Probably? “Well, your mom thinks I’m your dad. And you look an awful lot like me. Although you’re smarter and stronger than I am…” I shrugged.


  “My mom lies a lot.” She said it without emotion. Like it was just a fact.


  Chapter Four


  Bryan


  I was nervous when I saw Jacks’s car pull up to the curb, my stomach was in knots but I was smiling like a crazy person. I talked to this guy daily, but I hadn’t seen him in weeks. He opened the door and came around the front, throwing his arms around my waist and picking me up. “I am so fucking glad you are here, doll.” He looked good in his jeans and tight vintage Pantera shirt. He looked good period.


  His dark brown hair was tickling my neck but I didn’t want to let him go. I just wanted to stay like this, wrapped in his toned arms. “Is it weird to say that I’ve missed you?” My words slipped out before I could stop them.


  He pulled me back by the shoulders, grinning. “Hell no. I’ve missed you too.” He hugged me to him one more time, placed sloppy kisses on both my cheeks and then grabbed the bag out of my hand. “Landry fell asleep a few minutes ago.” He loaded my stuff into the trunk of his black Tesla as I climbed into the front seat.


  I was careful to shut my door quietly so I didn’t wake her. I turned in my seat to look at her. “Jacks, she’s beautiful.” And she was with her dark hair, olive skin, and tiny features.


  “I think so.” He checked his mirrors and then glanced at me. “I think she looks a little like you and Dylan.”


  I turned again, studying her sleeping face. “Yeah. I guess she does.” I took my phone out. I had two texts from Shep asking me where I was. I fired off a quick vague explanation and then put my phone away. “What did you do today? With her, I mean.”


  “I took her shopping and then we got haircuts and went to lunch.” He lowered his voice. “She doesn’t talk to me all that much.”


  I reached out and touched his arm. “She’s got to be terrified right now. You know that, right?”


  He nodded. “I know. I am too.”


  I couldn’t imagine what either of them was going through. I knew him; Jacks woke up this morning without a care in the world. And now he had a daughter. And Landry? Who knew how many worries and fears this kid lived with daily? “Did she say anything about her mom?”


  “Other than the fact that her mom lies a lot? Not really.”


  “Do you think she lied about…?” I let my words trail off. I didn’t want to voice it out loud, afraid that Landry wasn’t actually sleeping.


  Jacks shook his head. “No? I don’t know.” He adjusted his rearview mirror so he could see her. “She looks like me. And, I know it sounds weird, but sometimes I just get this feeling when I’m looking at her…this feeling in my chest.”


  His words made me smile; he was so sweet. And he didn’t even realize it, no one did. “What now?”


  He let out a small chuckle. “I have no idea, baby doll.” He reached for my hand. “But now that you’re here, I feel like I’ll be able to figure it out.”


  We were both silent for a while after that, letting those words settle between us. Was that why he wanted me here? He wanted me to help him figure it out? Jacks and I had become so close over the past few weeks. I would skip out on parties and blow off dates with Shep just to talk to him. He made me laugh; he made me…happy. I loved being his friend, but I didn’t know the first thing about being a parent. Jacks lived a crazy indulgent life. He partied and drank and stayed out all night. He cussed and talked about fucking like it was nothing. I started to laugh, and once I started I couldn’t seem to stop. It was one of those manic inappropriate laughing episodes.


  Jacks flicked his gaze to me. “What?”


  I shook my head, waving his question off with my hand. I snorted.


  He started to chuckle. “What is so damn funny?”


  “You have a daughter. And she’s beautiful.” I snorted again, pointing at him. “You are such a bad, bad boy and you treat women terribly. And now you have a little girl.”


  He let go of my hand and grabbed my thigh, tickling me. “You are the worst best friend in the history of best friends. I asked you here to help me, not point out the fu…fudging obvious.”


  “I know what fudging really means.”


  I smiled at the sweet sound of Landry’s small voice and turned in my seat. “Jacks has a horrible potty mouth.” I held out my hand, “My name is Bryan.”


  She sat forward and put her tiny hand in mine. “I’m Landry.”


  “Nice to meet you, Landry.”


  She sat back, her head cocked and her eyes on mine. She looked like a tiny fierce little kitten. Landry was one tough cookie, or at least that’s how she came across. “You’re Jacks’s best friend.”


  I glanced at Jacks to see him smiling. I nodded. “I am.”


  Landry nodded, mimicking me. “Jacks thinks you’re pretty.”


  “I do.” Jacks lifted his head, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “And I think you are pretty too. I am the luckiest guy in the world, to have two such pretty girls.”


  Jacks’s sweet words made my heart do this weird flutter and Landry smiled so big, her whole face lit up. But as quickly as it appeared, the light left. Had this little girl ever been told she was pretty before? Did she not believe him? Or was she afraid to? Afraid to believe anything good or positive from a grown-up.


  A few minutes later Jacks pulled the car into the driveway. The house was large and powder blue with lots of white trim work and shutters. The front yard was full of flower beds, surrounded by pine needle mulch. The tiny white picket fence capped off the beachy Leave It to Beaver vibe perfectly. Now my heart was pounding, not fluttering. Jacks reached over and grabbed my hand, rubbing his thumb over the frantic pulse in my wrist. He whispered, “Everything is going to be fine. We don’t need their permission to be friends, B.”


  I nodded and got out of the car. I opened Landry’s door and helped her out while Jacks unloaded my suitcase, plus several large shopping bags. “Miss Landry, did you go shopping today?”


  She nodded enthusiastically. “Jacks let me spend his black card money.”


  I put my hands on my hips and leaned toward her. “Lucky! Next time you go spend Jacks’s money, can I come?”


  Landry giggled. “Sure. Garrett can get you clothes too.”


  Jacks came around to our side of the car so we could walk to the house together. “Garrett is Landry’s personal shopper.”


  I tapped the end of Landry’s nose. “That settles it, next time I’m coming too.” I smiled even though my stomach was, once again, in knots. This man was going to give me an ulcer. Every step up to the house made the knot grow bigger until it was like a giant ball of rusted barbed wire. I wasn’t scared of my sister, but she hated secrets. She and I were close, we talked a few times a week. And even though I hadn’t flat out lied to her about Jacks and I, I’d withheld information. Dylan was a hard ass.


  “Hey, Buttercup, can you get the door?” Jacks was balancing all the bags and I was behind him like a coward refusing to enter first.


  Landry went up to the door and opened it slowly, then she stepped back making Jacks walk in front of her. I wasn’t the only nervous girl here.


  Chapter Five


  Jacks


  I sat all of Landry’s shopping bags and Bryan’s suitcase on the floor in the massive tiled entryway. The girls were still behind me, both timid for two entirely different reasons. Dagger came bounding down the hall and went straight to Landry, licking her face and making her laugh. Usually I was Dagger’s number one stop, but apparently I’d been replaced.


  Landry turned to Bryan, her arm resting on Dagger’s back. “This is Dagger. He is Lexi’s dog.”


  Bryan reached down and scratched Dags behind his ear. “Hello, Dagger.”


  “All right, ladies, who’s hungry?” I smelled food. Dylan had been cooking a lot; she claimed we ate out too much. Fast food was a no-no these days. I ushered my insanely hot best friend and my cute-as-a-button maybe-daughter toward the kitchen. They both seemed so hesitant that I refused to let my fear show. They needed me to be strong? I was sure as hell going to give it a shot. Huh, look at that. Maybe I wasn’t going to be such a shitty father after all. “What’s for dinner?”


  Dylan was at the stove, stirring something in a large stainless steel pot. “Well, I wasn’t sure what kind of food Landry liked. So I went with spaghetti, because everyone likes—”


  Her words cut off when she turned and saw the three of us standing on the other side of the bar.


  “Bryan? Oh my gosh, what are you doing here?!” She dropped the wooden spoon and rushed up to her sister, pulling her into a big hug. “I didn’t know you were coming to see me! What a great surprise. Is Mikah with you too?” Dylan released her and then looked over her shoulder back toward the front of the house.


  Bryan took a deep breath and shook her head. “Uh. No, it’s just me.”


  “You had your last exam this morning, right? I can’t believe you are a college graduate now!” Dylan took her by the hand and pulled out a chair at the large center island. “Dinner is almost ready. Let me get you a glass of wine.” Bryan nodded. “I would love that, thanks.” She looked over at me and shrugged.


  I guess for the time being we were going to let Dylan think that Bryan flew down here to see her and celebrate her upcoming graduation. Easy way out sounded okay to me. At least until after we ate. I was starving, and Dylan wasn’t above using food as punishment. “Where is everyone else?” The house was oddly quiet this close to dinnertime.


  Dylan set a glass of white wine in front of Bryan. “Oh they’ll all be here in a minute. Smith and Dash are still down in the studio, Lexi is napping and Luke literally just woke up and got in the shower.”


  I glanced down at Landry. She was quietly petting Dagger. I tapped her on the top of the head. “You like spaghetti?”


  She nodded. Good. One potential problem solved.


  Dylan pulled out a carton of milk and poured a glass for Landry before handing it to her. “Landry, Bryan is my baby sister.”


  Landry pursed her lips. “And Jacks’s best friend.”


  Bryan choked on her wine and Dylan looked confused. “What?”


  Well, shit. “Hey, Dagger accidentally rolls around in his own poop sometimes. You should go wash your hands before dinner. Do you remember where the bathroom is?” Landry looked between me and Dylan. She looked like she wanted to say something but instead she nodded and then walked off with Dags trailing behind her. Bam! Another father point.


  Dylan turned off the fire under the sauce, which smelled perfect by the way. “What did Landry mean? You aren’t Jacks’s best friend, why would you tell her that?”


  “Well, uh… You see… Jacks, you want to answer that?” Bryan took a very large gulp of her wine. My feisty little friend was a bit of a chicken when it came to her big sister.


  I put my hands on B’s shoulders, pulling her back against me like it was the most natural thing in the world. Which made Dylan narrow her eyes into tiny little slits. “Bryan and I have been talking since we met in New Orleans.”


  “Talking? Why?” Dylan took a step toward me.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. We just hit it off when we met and we’ve kept in touch.”


  Dylan looked between us. “Kept in touch? So, like, you guys text every once in a while or something?”


  I was hoping Bryan would jump in at that point, but instead she picked up her wine again. I gave her hair a quick tug. “We text all the time, and not a day goes by that we don’t talk on the phone. We’ve become friends.”


  “So you didn’t come here to see me?” Dylan stole the glass of wine out of Bryan’s hand before she could busy herself with another sip and not answer her question. Smart. I should have done that two questions ago.


  Bryan shook her head. “Jacks called me this morning and told me about Landry. He asked me to come out here.”


  All at the same time Smith and Dash came upstairs and Landry, Luke, and Lexi all came downstairs. The kitchen was suddenly full of people. Smith went straight to Dylan and pulled her in for a kiss, which was when he noticed Bryan. “Hey! I didn’t know you were coming down!” He beamed at her…until he noticed my hands on her shoulders and the tension in the room. He looked at me. “Why are you touching her?”


  Dylan pointed at me with the knife she was currently using to cut a loaf of French bread. “Because Jacks and Bryan are BFFs. Didn’t you know?” The sarcasm in her voice was unmistakable. I cleared my throat and nodded toward Landry. I was fathering like a champ right now. Dylan set down the knife. “Hey, sweetheart, would you like to help Smith set the table?”


  Landry sighed and looked at me. She knew that we were once again trying to very nicely get her out of the room and away from the tension. I winked at her and she walked toward the large dining room with Smith. The silent room suddenly erupted with words. Lots and lots of words. I held up my hand. “One at a mother fu…fudging time.”


  Dash went first. “I’m confused. Bryan is here, but to see you? Not Dylan?”


  Bryan rose to stand at my side. United front. Good choice. “Of course I am happy to be able to spend time with my sister. But, yes, I came here because Jacks asked me.”


  Lexi grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge. “And Jacks asked you to come because you guys are friends?”


  I slung my arm around her shoulders. “Yes, Bryan and I are friends. We have become very close over the last month or so. When Landry showed up, I asked her to come. I needed her.”


  Dylan shot me another go-to-hell look. “You needed her? You needed my baby sister who you’ve only met in person once to help you with this huge life event?”


  “I did.” I took a deep breath, trying to maintain my calm. I wasn’t really sure how to explain what I was feeling, or how to put into words why I wanted Bryan here. “She treats me like I’m more than some dumb-ass man-whoring guitarist. Which I know is how all of you see me.”


  Bryan wrapped her arms around my waist and laid her head on my chest. I liked having her in my arms. It felt…natural. “Dylan, I wanted to tell you. But I didn’t think you would understand that we are just friends and—”


  “Why wouldn’t I understand? You think lying about it helps the situation?” Dylan continued cutting the bread, with a little more force than necessary. Obvo she was picturing my…head…on the cutting board.


  I threw my hands in the air. “Look. We didn’t want to say anything and risk you guys freaking out over nothing.”


  Lexi cleared her throat. “If no one else is going to ask, I sure as hell will. Are you guys fu…fudging?”


  I snorted with laughter; I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t shocked that it was Lexi who had the balls to ask. It was always Lexi. “No. We are not fudging.”


  Bryan added, “I have a boyfriend.”


  I rolled my eyes. “You’re dumping him and we both know it.”


  She just shrugged, still in my arms.


  Lexi nodded then pursed her lips, “What about phone fudging?”


  Bryan sounded a little exasperated. “I just said I had a boyfriend.”


  “Phone fudging isn’t cheating.” Lexi stole a piece of bread off the island.


  Dash looked at her like she was crazy. “Excuse me? It sure as shit is.”


  It was Lexi’s turn to shrug.


  I shook my head. “No. No, phone fudging.” I stepped away from Bryan and grabbed the wine out of the fridge, refilling her glass. “We are friends, nothing more, nothing less. And neither one of us are looking to ruin our relationship with sex.” I met Dylan’s eyes. “I won’t hurt your sister, Dil. I promise.”


  Dylan gave me a sad smile. “She’s not the one I’m worried is going to end up hurt, Jacks.”


  Bryan cocked her head. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  Dylan scoffed. “When’s the last time you had a relationship that lasted longer than three months, Bryan? Hmm? Can’t remember? Yeah, that’s because you never have.”


  “Those cartwheels don’t matter.” I popped a piece of bread in my mouth as everyone looked at me like I’d lost my mind.


  Dash shook his head, confused. “What the hell does that even mean?”


  I shrugged. “You know, like a clown at the circus. Their cartwheels don’t matter. No one cares; they’re irrelevant.”


  Dash scratched his head. “I can’t believe someone left a child in your care.”


  I ate another piece of bread, smiling at the low blow I knew he’d said with nothing but love in his heart. “Anyone have any more questions?”


  Luke raised his hand. “I do. Who is the child setting the dining room table?”


  ***


  Dinner went surprisingly well. Dylan loosened up after a glass or two of wine and she and Bryan made us all laugh with stories about when they were little. Even Landry was giggling. After it was over Bryan went into the kitchen with Dylan and Lexi. Leaving me alone once again with my daughter. Was she my daughter? The more time I spent with her, the more convinced I was that her mother had actually been telling the truth. But we wouldn’t know for sure for a few more days. In the meantime this kid deserved some comfort and happiness and warmth. And I was going to make sure she got it. But I wasn’t super positive what to do next. It was late and she’d had a big day. That meant bedtime, right? “Do you want to come upstairs and pick out a room?”


  Landry nodded and got to her feet. We stopped and grabbed all her bags before heading up the dark wood stairs. There were two empty bedrooms on the second floor, which was where Luke’s and my rooms were. Whichever one Landry didn’t want, Bryan could have. I doubted it would go over well if B stayed in my room, even if nothing was going to happen. Plus, was that a good example for Landry? I had no clue what was good for her and what wasn’t. I was so out of my element it wasn’t even funny. “Okay, this is my room and the one at the end of the hall is Luke’s.” I flipped on the lights in both empty rooms. “Which one of these would you like?” The one across the hall from me was super girly-looking and had its own bathroom where the one next door to me shared a bathroom with my room.


  “Uh…this one.” She picked the one right across the hall from mine. The doors were lined up exactly.


  I nodded. “Good choice, the bathtub in there is huge. It’s like a swimming pool.” I sat her bags down. “Uh, do you want to use it? The bathtub?”


  She peered inside and smiled. “Can I?”


  “It’s your bathtub, Buttercup. You can use it whenever you want.” Right? Wait. Did I have to bathe her? She seemed old enough to do that herself. Right? “Do you take baths by yourself? Or did your mom…? I can get Bryan to come sit with you, if you want.”


  She shook her head. “No thank you. I can do it myself.”


  I nodded. “Okay. Well, uh, how about I stay out here and unpack your stuff?” I dumped all her bags out on the bed. “Want to grab some jammy jams?”


  She giggled at my words and I felt like I’d just won the lottery. Like every giggle, every time she was happy and carefree was a gift. After she shut the bathroom door I made myself busy putting away all her new stuff. After I was done I reached for her tiny pink suitcase, unzipping it and opening the lid. Just like I figured, all her clothes were tattered and worn. All her shoes had holes in them. Did her mom work? If she knew I was her dad, why didn’t she come to me for money? There was nothing personal in her bag. No stuffed animal, no pictures. I went across the hall to my room and opened my top dresser drawer. I had a stuffed elephant named Ello that I’d had since I was a kid. I took him with me everywhere, every tour and every hotel. I kept him packed in my bag, I didn’t sleep with him or anything…but I just liked having him close. Maybe Landry would too.


  Chapter Six


  Bryan


  Landry and Jacks had been gone for a while by the time I’d helped Dylan clean the kitchen and put away the leftovers. Smith, Luke, and Dash were all stretched out in the living room watching a movie. Lexi was lying with her head in Dash’s lap and her feet across Luke’s legs. Smith smiled when my sister walked into the room, holding his arm out for her to climb onto him. I liked Smith for Dylan; it was so obvious that he loved her, cherished her. I stood for a minute watching the two of them talking quietly while he ran his fingers through her long hair. Jacks was right, I was going to break up with Shep. I never once looked at him the way Dylan looked at Smith, or the way Lexi looked at Dash. I’d never looked at anyone like that. I’d dated some really nice guys, and some really not nice ones. But either way, Dylan was right, it never lasted. I was a wild card, a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kind of girl. And I had just never found a guy who held my interest past a certain point.


  I headed up stairs and smiled when I heard Landry’s laughter. I leaned against the open bedroom door, watching as Jacks pulled back the covers and then tucked her in tight. He handed her a stuffed elephant. I couldn’t hear what he was saying to her, he was talking softly. But the look on her face was priceless and she tucked the elephant in next to her. I stepped back into the shadows and waited for him in the hallway. He closed her door partway and then gestured to the room across the hall. I followed him in and shut the door a smidge when he turned on a lamp. We were in his room. I recognized the dark gray walls and the plaid bedding from our FaceTime calls. “Think she’ll be okay in there?”


  Jacks stood staring across the hall. “I hope so.”


  “My gosh, I can’t even imagine what she is going through right now. You know? I mean her shitty mom bailed out and abandoned her, then she was plucked from the only home she knew and brought to live with people she’d never met.”


  Jacks hung his head. “I know. It’s fucking gut wrenching. To top it all off she thinks her mom is lying about me being her dad. And I can’t set her mind at ease, I don’t want to tell her I am and then the paternity test says otherwise.”


  “What if it does? What are you going to do? Let her go into the system?” I felt sick just thinking of Landry being passed around from one foster home to another.


  “No. I don’t know. I have no fucking clue what I’m doing. I play video games and wear t-shirts that say Blow me, I’m in a band. I’m not father material, B. I’m not even grown-up material.”


  I sighed. “Don’t sell yourself short, Jacks. You are a good man and you are already doing a good job with her.”


  He sank down on the bed and then reached for my hand, pulling me next to him. “I’m trying. I’ll keep trying. For as long as she needs me, I’ll try.”


  “That’s all she needs, love. For someone to put in the effort to be there for her, to make her happy, make her safe.” When he held his arm out, I snuggled into his side. “She’s opening up to you, she’s talking more. Laughing. This morning she didn’t know you either.”


  He ran his fingers up and down my arm. It felt good. “Thank you for coming, B. Thank you so fudging much.”


  I hid my face in his shirt to quiet my laughter. Inhaling his scent. He smelled damn good. “You are going to be a great father, Jacks.” I knew who Jacks was; I knew his heart. And whether Landry was his, biologically or not, he’d never turn her away. He’d spend the rest of his life making sure that girl was well taken care of. We sat together, in comfortable silence, until he yawned. I took that as my cue. “Where is my room?”


  “You don’t have one.”


  “Oh, uh, okay. I’ll just bunk with Dylan, and Smith can sleep on the couch or something.”


  I made a move to stand and Jacks tightened his arms around me. “Number one, Smith would go outside and build a room onto this house for you before he’d sleep anywhere but next to your sister. And two? I’m kidding, your room is right next to mine; we share a bathroom. I let Landry pick which one she wanted and she picked the room with the en suite and the giant claw-foot tub.”


  I nodded. “Smart kid.”


  “I don’t want to give you up yet. Let’s Netflix and chill.”


  I scoffed. “Jackson Cole. I know darn well what Netflix and chill is code for. What kind of girl do you think I am?”


  He spoke with his lips against the top of my head. “The kind of girl who loves campy horror movies and jammy jams.”


  “You, sir, are correct.”


  Landry


  This bed was really soft and really big. My bed at home was small, and my mattress had some sharp parts that I had to be careful to stay away from. The elephant Jacks gave me to sleep with, Ello, he was soft too. He smelled nice, he smelled a little like Jacks. Like cologne and the stuff he put in his hair to make it look dirty. I didn’t know why he put stuff in his hair to make it look that way. All he had to do was not wash it for a while and it would look like that for free.


  I could hear him and Bryan talking across the hall. He’d left my door open and she had done the same with his. I knew they were both probably worried about me. Worried that I would be scared to sleep alone in this big bed, in this big house. But I wasn’t scared to be alone, I was used to that. It was scarier to be surrounded by loud people you didn’t know. It was nice here and I liked everyone so far. I needed to be careful not to like it too much though. My mom probably lied, and Jacks probably wasn’t my dad. And when he found out, I’m sure he’d make me leave. No one wanted to raise someone else’s kid. I’d heard more than one man tell that to my mom.


  I wondered if that’s why she left me. Maybe she met a man and he wanted her but he didn’t want me. I tried really hard not to cause trouble and not to get in the way. But I always ended up making people mad. Or at least it seemed like they were mad, because they were never really very nice. Not like the people here. All of Jacks’s friends were super nice and they smiled a lot and laughed a lot. They were like happy TV people. And Jacks was right, Bryan was really pretty. I’d stared at my reflection in the huge mirror in the bathroom. My hair was dark like hers and my eyes were light like hers…maybe when I grew up I’d look even more like Bryan. If I looked like her, maybe I could have a friend like Jacks too.


  Chapter Seven


  Jacks


  Having Bryan in my arms was nice. Like really, really nice. I knew that when she left, I’d miss her. I’d miss her every day she wasn’t lying next to me. She smelled like vanilla and sugar. It was okay to think your friends smelled good, right? I mean just because she was making my mouth water and I was already dreading the day she went home didn’t mean I was going to try to bang her. Or that I was falling for her. It had just been a few weeks since I’d gotten any. Just built-up lust is all it was. We were propped up against my headboard flipping through the movies on Netflix, trying to find something to watch. “How about Halloween?”


  Bryan looked up from her phone. “Which version?”


  “Rob Zombie.”


  “Nope. Keep scrolling.” She looked back down and resumed her texting.


  “Who could you possibly be texting? I’m right here. Don’t tell me you have other friends. I won’t allow it.” I was only halfway joking.


  “Shep. He keeps texting and calling, wanting to know where I am.” She shut her phone off and tossed it on my nightstand. “Stage five clinger.”


  I didn’t like Shep. Well, I didn’t like the idea of Shep. And I didn’t really think B was all that into him anyway. “The Grizzly Maze?” I pressed info and we both read through the description. It sounded ridiculous. Which meant Bryan would love it.


  “Perfect.”


  I nodded and hit select. “So what did you tell him?”


  She shrugged. “That I came to Florida to visit my sister and some friends.”


  “What did Dylan mean earlier? About your relationships never lasting?”


  She cocked an eyebrow. “I thought those cartwheels didn’t matter?”


  “They don’t, in regards to our friendship. But I’m curious.”


  She sighed. “She’s right, my relationships never seem to last. I don’t really know what happens. It’s like everything is going great and then all of a sudden I get bored and have this urge to move on. I’ve never brought a guy home to meet my parents; I’ve never said I love you… It just never ends up going anywhere.”


  “Does that bother you?” I didn’t mention that I’d never done those things either. That I never even made it to actual relationship status before sending a girl packing. Comparing her to me…just didn’t seem right.


  “Honestly?”


  “Always.”


  “Not really.”


  She snuggled into my side, the conversation obviously over, with her head on my chest and her leg thrown over mine. “By all means, B, make yourself comfortable.” Bryan reminded me of Lexi in that sense. Both girls loved to touch and hug, every person near them was a body pillow.


  I felt her smile against my chest. “Tell me to move and I will.”


  She called my bluff. I didn’t want her to move, I loved having her pressed against me. Because she was my friend. And I, uh, liked having my friends close. I needed to calm down or I was going to end up getting a semi and with the way her leg was draped over mine? She’d feel it. We were both quiet for a while, wrapped up in the movie, which ended up being not half bad.


  Luke walked past my room, then backed up and stood in my doorway, eyebrows raised in question. My arm was around her, resting on her hip, her shirt hiked up. I’m not quite sure when I started tracing little circles on her bare skin with my fingers…but I was. I used my free hand to flip him off and he walked away chuckling. It wasn’t my freaking fault. Since we moved into this house, I’d been acting like a monk. At first it was just because I was exhausted from touring for months on end. Then it was because I went out and realized this was family friendly central, and there were no good bars to pick up chicks. I kept meaning to head over to Panama or Destin one night, but I just never got around to it. And now here I was, manhandling my best friend and thinking sappy thoughts. “Hey, B?”


  “Hmmm?”


  “Do you think you could watch Landry for me tomorrow? I need to do some work down in the studio with the band and then I have a few errands I need to run after Landry goes to sleep.” And by errands? I meant ass.


  “Sure.” She scooted closer to me. “Now stop talking and watch the movie.”


  I never set out to have Bryan fall asleep wrapped in my arms. I had every intention of keeping my hands to myself and tucking her into her own bed as soon as the movie was over. But you know what they say about the best of intentions. And the worst part? I didn’t want to wake her up. I didn’t want her to go to her bed. I wanted her to stay right where she was. I wanted to breathe in her sweet scent until the sun came up. She was out cold, and she didn’t know I was awake. In the morning, I could act just as surprised as she did. I buried my face in her neck and closed my eyes.


  ***


  “Just friends, my ass.” I opened one eye and saw a very annoyed-looking Dylan standing over me. I closed that eye and took inventory of my surroundings. I was under the covers and I was big spooning her little sister.


  Bryan rolled over, stretching her arms over her head, and yawned. “Leave him alone, Dylan. We fell asleep watching a movie, it’s not a big deal.”


  Dylan scoffed, “That’s what I told Dash the first time he caught Smith and I like this.”


  I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Believe me, if something had happened between me and B last night, neither of us would be wearing clothes. And I wouldn’t have woken up with this massive er—”


  Bryan cut off my words with an elbow to the ribs. “Good morning, Landry.”


  She was standing in her doorway, looking into mine and clutching Ello to her chest. I smiled and crooked my finger. “Come here, sweet girl.” I patted the bed and waited until she climbed on before asking, “You ready for breakfast?”


  She nodded.


  “Me too. I’m starving.” I looked over at Bryan, giving her my best puppy dog eyes and pouty bottom lip.


  She shook her head. “Really? I fly all this way and I have to make breakfast?” But then she got out of bed, smiling. “Landry, you like scrambled eggs?”


  Landry nodded again, her face buried in Ello’s fur. She was quiet again this morning. I wondered if she’d have to warm up to me all over again, if this would happen every morning.


  “I’ll meet you guys downstairs, okay?” I needed them to leave so I could put on my clothes and hide my wood. Bryan put her hand on Landry’s back and led her out of my room and down the hall.


  “You like my sister.”


  Oh, yeah, Dylan was still here. I threw back the covers, not giving two shits if she saw it, and grabbed my jeans off the chair I’d tossed them over last night. “Of course I like your sister. I told you, she’s my best friend.”


  She shook her head. “No. You like her like her.”


  I chuckled. “We in sixth grade now? Boys can’t like girls without wanting to kiss them?”


  Dylan crossed her arms over her chest. “You and she have been talking since the music festival?”


  I ran my hands through my hair, essentially fixing it for the day. “Yeah.”


  “Every night since then?”


  I let out a quick irritated sigh, throwing my hands up. “Yeah. So?”


  She poked me in the chest. I fought the urge to rub the spot. She was strong for such a tiny person. “So it’s just a coincidence that you haven’t gone out partying since we’ve been here? You haven’t stayed the night out. You haven’t picked up any chicks.”


  Ha. Dylan said chicks. We were so rubbing off on her. “It is, in fact, just a coincidence.” I put my hands on my hips. “Despite what you might think, I’m not a sex addict. I like to party, I like girls. But lately, I’ve just wanted to take a break. And that has nothing to do with B.” Right? It didn’t have anything to do with her. Sure I talked to her every night, sure I didn’t want to miss her call… But that’s not what kept me alone in my own bed. Right? Nah. Besides, I was going out tonight.


  Dylan narrowed her eyes in that way she always did, clearly not picking up what I was putting down. “Bryan doesn’t stick around. She’s a kiss-and-run type of girl.”


  “Have you met me? And we are JUST FRIENDS! I won’t be doing anything dirty with your little sister.”


  She sighed, clearly irritated. “Yeah, I have met you. I spent the past few months of my life living with you. Which is why I can see that you like my sister and that you are trying your damnedest not to fall for her.” She put her hands on my shoulders. “Don’t cross that line, Jacks, because I can promise you, you won’t like what’s on the other side. Bryan has a line of broken hearts behind her.” Then she walked out.


  I scrubbed my hands down my face. Everything about my life was different than it had been yesterday. I’d been terrified when I’d walked in the living room and seen Landry. I’d wanted to run. But the more time I spent with Landry, the more times I made her smile or laugh… She was so perfect; she was so good. She deserved so much better than she’d had in this life. And I wanted to give it to her. Bryan made me feel like I could too. She made me feel like I was a good man, a man who had something to offer. Granted I had no fucking clue what I was doing, and I’d probably screw up a thousand times…but I was going to do my best. And I was going to stick around. So, I was already doing better than her mom.


  As far as Bryan was concerned, Dylan’s worries were wholly unnecessary. I didn’t know how many more times I would have to stress the fact that we were only friends. Only friends for that very reason: we didn’t want to hurt each other or the people around us.


  Chapter Eight


  Bryan


  I was somewhat glad to escape Jacks’s bed. I woke up smiling, with his huge hard-on poking me in the back. I wasn’t shy, and I wasn’t some blushing virgin. But holy hell. The rumors about Jackson Cole were true. I shook my head, trying to clear the images out of my brain. I made scrambled eggs for breakfast, two dozen scrambled eggs to be exact. It seemed that if someone smelled food in this house, it was game on. And these boys (plus Lexi) could eat. Landry helped me crack the eggs and she set the table again. She was such a good kid. Why anyone would want to leave her was beyond me. Why anyone would abandon their kid, good or not, was baffling. After breakfast the guys headed down to the studio to work on their new album. Dylan went to work. I didn’t know what she would do once they all moved to the compound they were building in Texas, but for now she’d kept her job as physician’s assistant at the ob/gyn office. Lexi was sitting in the recliner, flipping through a baby furniture magazine. Landry and I were on the couch, watching Animal Planet. We’d been sitting here for over an hour. There wasn’t really anything else for her to do here. She didn’t have any toys or games. No books…. “Hey, sweet girl, you want to go to a toy store?”


  Her eyes lit up. “Really?”


  I nodded. “Really. We can spend more of Jacks’s black card money.” I didn’t really figure that he would mind. He wanted to take care of her, and she needed something else to do around here besides watch documentaries.


  Lexi looked over at us. “I want to get in on that.”


  I clapped my hands together. “That settles it, we’re going shopping.” I made a mental note to stop by the grocery store as well; this house needed more kid-friendly food. I stood and held my hand out for Landry. “Let’s go get that card.”


  Landry smiled and put her hand in mine, and the three of us girls—well, four if you counted the baby girl in Lexi’s tummy—headed to the studio. When we walked in, we were greeted with the wail of a guitar. Jacks was standing in the center of the room, his eyes closed and his fingers flying. My mouth became dry, and my heart did that little flutter thing again. Holy hell. My best friend looked hot. I’d seen him play before, in New Orleans, but damn. The way his tongue darted out to wet his lips, the way his hands on the strings seemed to mimic his hands on his cock. Not that I’d ever seen his hands on his package, but still…it was almost too much. He opened his eyes and winked when he caught me watching.


  Dash held his hand out and pulled Lexi down to his lap. “What are you girls up to?”


  Jacks quieted the strings and then sat his guitar on a stand, taking a few steps in our direction. It was nothing, a causal movement. But I couldn’t help but feel that there was purpose in his steps. That he was stalking toward me.


  “We are going shopping.” Landry’s hand was still in mine. I gave it a little squeeze when she leaned her head against my hip. I was surprised by the gesture; it was so natural.


  Jacks got down eye level with her. “You need some black card money?”


  Landry nodded shyly.


  Jacks stood and took his wallet out of his back pocket. He removed the card and handed it to her. “Here you go, Buttercup.” Then he looked at me, a cocky smile on his face. “Get yourself something pretty.” Damn. He was too cute for his own, as well as my, good.


  I smirked. “Oh, don’t you worry, I intend to.” I held my hand out. “I need car keys.”


  Jacks’s smile fell. “You want to drive the Tesla?”


  “What else am I supposed to drive?” I played it nonchalant, casual. But hell fucking yeah I wanted to drive the Tesla. I had a need, a need for speed.


  “It’s a really fast car, and if you aren’t used to driving it…” He was trying to think of a reason not to give me the keys.


  Luke expertly twirled his drumsticks around, one in each hand. “You know, Jacks, you really need to get a more family-friendly car.”


  Jacks whirled around, glaring at Luke. “You bite your tongue. The Tesla is the safest car on the market; it has all those sensors and stuff.”


  I nodded, hand out. “Which is why you want us in it, right?” Thanks for the setup, Luke.


  Jacks hung his head in defeat.


  ***


  He was right; that car was FAST. Driving it was the most fun I’d ever had in a car. And I’d had plenty of fun in cars, if you catch my drift. The three of us had gone from store to store buying everything a kid could ever want or need. We got bags of books, tons of board games, coloring books, paints…you name it? We got it. And on the way home I ran into the grocery store with Landry while Lexi napped in the car. I got all her favorite foods. Which consisted of a lot of canned pasta and macaroni and cheese. Now we were back at the house, and it was just before dinner. Landry was exhausted; she and Lexi were in the living room playing some electronic version of Go Fish on Landry’s new iPad. I was making my favorite childhood meal: crunchy beef tacos.


  “That smells amazing, baby doll.” Jacks came up behind me, tugging lightly on my dark hair. He seemed to like touching my hair. Not that I’d noticed or that I’d intentionally worn it down for him or anything. “Where’s Landry?”


  “In the living room playing on her new iPad.”


  He grabbed a beer out of the fridge and sat down at the island. “How was your day? Is my car okay? Did you get a speeding ticket?” He didn’t ask how much I spent, evidently unconcerned about the money. He didn’t even ask for his card back.


  I scoffed, “Of course not.” I actually had been pulled over, but he didn’t ask that and I’d only gotten a warning. So there was no reason to tell him. I really didn’t want to hear an I told you so. “Did you guys get a lot done in the studio?”


  He ate a pinch of shredded cheese out of the bowl I’d placed on the counter. “We got started, and that’s always the hardest part.” He took a pull off his bottle. “The label wants more of what we’ve always given them, but we want to try something new. It’s going to be a fight.”


  I turned off the burner under the skillet of ground meat. “Will they drop you?”


  “Maybe. They’ve mentioned it, but I think it’s more a scare tactic at this point. And it’s not going to work.” He stood. “Do you need help with anything?”


  “Nope. All done.” I gestured to the living room. “You can grab Landry and let everyone know it’s ready though.”


  Once again we were all gathered around the table. As odd of a family as this was, I was sure it was still good for Landry to experience. People who loved each other, joking and laughing, coming together at the end of a busy day to share a meal. I knew that Jacks worried about normalcy with her, but really, what defined normal these days?


  “So, Buttercup, did you have fun with B and Lexi today?”


  Landry nodded. “We went shopping and we went to lunch and we met a really nice policeman.”


  I wrinkled my nose and held my breath.


  Jacks’s eyes got wide. “You met a policeman? Where?”


  Landry’s little body was bouncing as she swung her legs back and forth. “In the car on the way home.”


  “Oh really?” Jacks sat his fork down and leaned closer, engrossed in her story.


  She nodded again, the dark topknot I’d done for her wobbling. “Yeah, he flashed his lights and then came up to the window and asked for B’s number.” I couldn’t help but smile when she called me B; it was sweet. Even though she was ratting me out.


  Jacks looked over at me. “I thought you said you didn’t get a ticket.”


  “I didn’t.”


  Lexi laughed from the other end of the table. “She got a warning and then asked out on a date.”


  Jacks’s smile faded as he turned to me. “Did you say yes?”


  “No.” I reached across the table and moved Landry’s milk away from the edge; with all the bouncing around she was doing she was bound to spill it. Not that Dagger would mind. I’d seen him camped out under her chair at every meal so far.


  Luke leaned back in his seat, stretching his arms overhead. “Thanks for dinner, Bryan. It was delicious.”


  “No problem, glad you liked it.” I stood and started gathering dishes, glad the subject of me getting pulled over had been dropped.


  Jacks put his hand on my arm, stopping me. “No, you cooked. I’ll do the dishes.”


  “I thought you had some errands to run tonight.”


  He nodded, grabbing mine and Landry’s plates. “I do. But that’s later.”


  “Okay. Well, Landry and I are going to watch The Little Mermaid, can we use your TV?” While we were out that day I realized that Landry had never seen any of the Disney movies. My sisters and I had watched those movies over and over when we were younger. The Little Mermaid was always my favorite, so when I’d seen it at the store, I bought it. Along with The Lion King, Aladdin, Tarzan, and Sleeping Beauty.


  Dylan clapped her hands together. “The Little Mermaid?! I want to watch it, put it on down here.”


  Fast forward twenty minutes? Everyone in the house was gathered in the living room. There were pillows and blankets and bowls of popcorn everywhere. Jacks was on the couch sitting between Landry and me, with Luke stretched out on the L part of the sectional. Dash and Lexi had made a pallet on the floor with Dagger. And Smith and Dylan were on the recliner. I couldn’t help the contentment I felt. I loved getting to be around my sister. And I had thoroughly enjoyed getting to know Lexi today. I felt very at home here with all these people.


  After a while Landry leaned her head against Jacks’s arm. So he lifted it and pulled her against his side. She bit her lips together to hide her smile. I felt so lucky to be here, to be able to watch the bond forming between those two. I looked up to see Jacks watching me watch them. He kissed the top of my head and then put his arm around me. And that’s how we stayed, the three of us, snuggled together watching The Little Mermaid.


  When it ended, Luke jumped up. “This was fun, I’m going out. Jacks, you’re coming, right?”


  “Yeah, I’ll meet you out front.”


  I stood and put my hand on top of Landry’s head, playing with her now disheveled topknot, trying to hide the sudden pang of jealousy that coursed through me. “Come on, sweet girl, I’ll get you tucked in. Jacks has some stuff he needs to do with Luke.” I wasn’t stupid, I knew when he asked me last night to watch Landry what kind of “errands” he needed to run. I mean what else would someone need at ten thirty at night? I’d put it out of my mind all day, not particularly comfortable with the way it made me feel. I didn’t want to say I was jealous. Because why would I be? We were just friends. Sure we spooned all night, sure I’d woken up with a huge smile on my face, sure he smelled amazing all the time. But we were just friends.


  When Landry and I stepped past Jacks, he reached out and grabbed my free hand. “You okay with that?”


  I smiled, giving his palm a squeeze. “For sure. No worries, have fun.” I waited by the stairs while he told Landry good night and that he’d be home soon. And then I watched, silently, as he left the house in search of something our friendship would never give him.


  Chapter Nine


  Jacks


  I didn’t want to go out with Luke. I didn’t want to go to a bar and drink and flirt and fuck some chick in a bathroom stall. I wanted to go upstairs and tuck Landry into bed; I wanted to spend some time alone with B. I wanted to wake up in the morning and have breakfast with them. Landry and Bryan had been here for two days. Two days and already everything I wanted out of life had shifted. When Bryan had come into the studio this morning…the look on her face when she was watching me play…I knew that look. I saw it a thousand times a night. I was turning her on. And fuck if that hadn’t made me ecstatic. I knew I was walking a fine and dangerous line. I knew we couldn’t be together, I knew that we were just friends. But that didn’t mean I wanted to be with someone else while she was here. Which was precisely why I needed to.


  “Hey, man, you’re killin’ my buzz.” Luke clapped a hand on my back and handed me another shot glass full of brown alcohol. I’d seen Luke drink, but damn, we’d only been here for about an hour and he was downing shots like a man dying of thirst.


  “I’m sorry. I just feel guilty about being out instead of at home with Landry.” I took the shot he was offering. “This is only her second night here.” And I was already leaving her at home to try to prove a motherfucking point?


  Luke chuckled. “It’s Bryan too, isn’t it? You don’t want to be out with me. You want to be at home with Bryan.”


  “We’re just frie—”


  “Shut the hell up, Jacks. You don’t have to prove anything to me, you don’t have to convince me of anything.” He signaled the bartender for another beer.


  I kept quiet. I knew Luke had his own shit going on, his own issues and demons. And I knew a lot of them stemmed from his friendship with Lexi, their past together.


  He took a pull from his bottle, eyes scanning the crowd at the overpriced club we were in. “If you want to be at home, go home. If you want to try to fuck her out of your system? Pick a girl.”


  I leaned against the glass top of our little VIP bar, finally letting myself take notice of all the chicks hovering around our table. Every single one of them just waiting for us to crook a finger. Maybe I didn’t need to prove anything to Luke, but apparently I needed to prove it to myself. The first girl that caught my eye was thinner than a rail with mounds of dark wavy hair. She was gorgeous, but she not only looked too much like Bryan, she looked too damaged. I tried my best to stay away from those chicks. I made eye contact with a leggy blonde, letting my gaze rake over her porcelain complexion. The dress she was wearing was small enough to be called a shirt, and I’d be willing to bet that she was naked underneath. I gestured with my head, giving a slight nod in the direction of the private bathroom behind me.


  Luke shook his head, letting out a humorless laugh, but not stopping me. I didn’t call him on his vices tonight, and apparently he was returning the favor. Old habits die hard.


  I held the door open, waiting for her to strut through before shutting and locking it behind me.


  She smiled coyly, letting her finger trail down my chest. “Jackson Cole.”


  “Always dreamed of fucking a rock star? Bachelorette party? Girls’ night out? Someone’s birthday?” These girls were a dime a dozen and there was always a reason they used to justify their behavior.


  Her cheeks tinted red. “I’ve had a crush on you since I was sixteen.”


  “How old are you now?” Usually Chase our security guy checked the IDs of the girls backstage.


  “Old enough, I promise.” She put her hands on my hips, bringing her body against mine.


  I dipped my mouth to her throat, sucking on her neck, leaving marks and not giving one shit about it. I ran my hands down her body to her thighs, grabbing the hem of her dress and lifting it above her waist. And wouldn’t you know? I was right about the no panties thing. I ground against her, my dick finally starting to stir to life. “Turn around, bend over, and grab the edge of the sink.”


  She bit her bottom lip, doing exactly as I said. I took a condom out of my wallet, unbuttoning my pants and pulling them down just enough for me to take my dick out. I slid the condom down my shaft and then positioned myself at her pussy. I could feel her eyes on me, feel her watching me in the mirror. I kept my head down, focused on the task at hand. I didn’t want to see her, didn’t want to know her. I grabbed her hips in both hands and plowed into her body. She cried out, arching her back, but I didn’t stop. I closed my eyes, slamming into her over and over. “You like that, do—”


  I stilled instantly. What the fuck was I doing? I was using this girl. And for what? To convince myself I didn’t have feeling for my best friend? To distract myself from all the changes in my life? This girl was someone’s daughter, someone’s friend. But she sure as fuck wasn’t my doll. My doll was at home, sleeping across the hall from my daughter. A relationship might not be in mine and B’s future, but a friendship was. And I shouldn’t have left the house. Not for this.


  “Why did you stop? What’s wrong?” She looked over her shoulder, pushing back against me, trying to make me keep fucking her.


  “I’ve gotta go.” I pulled out, threw the condom in the trash, and zipped up my pants on the way out the door.


  ***


  When I got home I headed upstairs with the intention of checking on Landry and then heading to bed. I didn’t want to wake Bryan, and I didn’t want to look too closely at the way I’d booked it out of that club. As I reached the top of the stairs I heard Bryan’s voice and Landry’s giggles. I glanced down at my watch; it was after midnight at this point. I poked my head into her room. “Hello, my beautiful girls. What are y’all still doing up?”


  They both smiled when they saw me, and I ignored the way my heart leapt. “You’re home.” Bryan said it like a statement. Not a question.


  I grinned. “Yeah. Turns out I’d rather be here.”


  She held up a large hardbound book. “Landry asked me to read to her and we both kind of lost track of time.” Bryan closed the book and put it on the nightstand. “It’s late, sweet girl, we’ll read more tomorrow.”


  I walked across the room, leaning down to kiss Landry’s forehead. “Good night, Buttercup.”


  “Night, Jacks.”


  We both headed across the hall to my room and collapsed on my bed, staring at the ceiling.


  Bryan lightly slapped my thigh. “You can go meet back up with Luke if you want. She’ll be asleep as soon as her head hits the pillow. No worries here, if that’s what you came home for.”


  “Nah, I’m right where I want to be.” And that was the God’s honest truth.


  She was quiet for a few minutes, the only sound in the room was us breathing, me because I was struggling for the right words. Finally she moved to face me, and I automatically did the same. “Good. I’m pretty happy where I am right now too.”


  She was so damn pretty. I could get lost in those blue eyes of hers. I fought the urge to kiss her plump pink lips. Friends don’t kiss. And we were just friends. Maybe if I said just friends in my head enough times I’d start to believe it. “Want to watch a movie?” I didn’t want her to leave me.


  She grinned, a wicked glint in her beautiful eyes. “I have a better idea.”


  I shifted closer to her on the bed, playing along. “Oh yeah?”


  She bit her bottom lip, nodding.


  My dick strained against my zipper. He was still pissed that I’d denied him earlier, not turned on by Bryan’s flirty banter. “What did you have in mind, baby doll?”


  She rolled over and grabbed a hot pink bag from the floor beside my bed. “I bought us a present today…”


  I shifted onto my stomach, taking the bag from her hands and hiding my massive hard-on. I pulled out the tissue paper, tossing it over my shoulder. “What?! You got Zombies 5? I didn’t even know this was out yet!”


  She giggled, putting her hand over my mouth. “Shhh…you’re going to wake up Landry, and this game is definitely not suitable for children.” She sat up. “I’ll go get ready for bed in Luke’s bathroom.” She paused on her way out the door. “Change clothes. You smell like sex and whiskey.”


  “B…I couldn’t, I mean, I didn’t…uh, nothing happened.”


  She shook her head. “Jacks, it’s none of my business. I’d just rather not, um, just shower, okay?”


  I nodded. My heart was racing, the distress I felt at her thinking I’d been with someone else was unwelcome. And it was freaking me the fuck out. Why did it matter so much? Why did her thinking that bother me? Probably the same damn reason I’d run out of that club like it was on fucking fire.


  Because I was falling for my best friend.


  I paced the room the whole time she was gone, well, after I quickly rinsed off and changed my clothes. I stopped when Bryan came back in, her long wet hair braided to the side, her face fresh and clean. Her perky breasts were on display in her white t-shirt, and her ass looked fucking perfect in her cotton shorts. I thought I’d wanted to kiss her a few minutes ago? That was nothing compared to the way I felt right now. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Bryan was gorgeous, and I’d always known that. But like as an afterthought. Like hey, this is my best friend Bryan, and she’s super-hot. Now it was like, this hot-as-fuck chick is my best friend, Bryan.


  “You ready to play?”


  She smirked. “You ready to get your ass handed to you?”


  I was pretty sure she was capable of doing just that. The beautiful sexy girl next door with commitment issues and a flighty nature. Yep. The universe was definitely handing me my ass.


  She picked up a controller and climbed up on my bed while I loaded the game. We sat side by side, talking trash and laughing. One game turned into two, two turned into three, and three turned into me using all the willpower I possessed to not grab her by the face and stick my tongue down her throat.


  I talked to her all the time; we gamed, we laughed, we joked around. And it was all fine. Having her here, sleeping next to her, watching her with Landry…it had fucked with my brain. You know that super sappy movie, the one where the girl dies? That quote that was on all those previews—I fell in love like you fall asleep at night—that was me. That’s what happened. It snuck up on me. I was perfectly fine last night; I slept next to her for hours without jumping her bones. From friends to falling in two-point-five seconds.


  “Hey. You okay?” She cocked her head to the side, studying me.


  “Yeah. I’m good. I’m great.” I sounded like a moron. “You want to play another round or you ready for bed?”


  She put her hand over her mouth, yawning. “I think I’m ready for bed…” She stood. “Good night?”


  Did that mean she was sleeping in her bed? “Uh, yeah, sure. Good night.” Holy shit, get it together, Jacks. My voice was squeaking like my balls were about to drop.


  I didn’t want her to go. The thought of her sleeping a whole room away from me actually made my chest hurt. But I didn’t trust myself. I knew I would wind up making a move. And now wasn’t the time. I needed to sort all this out in my head. I needed to not be a spastic mess.


  ***


  I woke a few hours later to the sound of Landry crying. I jolted out of bed and fumbled around trying to pull on some pants before making it across the hall to her room. I stopped short when I realized Bryan was already in there. She had Landry’s head in her lap and she was gently running her fingers through her hair, speaking quietly in a soothing tone. I leaned against the door frame, watching them, watching my girls. Landry’s tears stopped and slowly her eyes began to drift close. Bryan looked up and met my gaze, giving me a sad smile. Landry’s little arms were wrapped around her waist, and you could tell she was holding on tight. I raised an eyebrow at B, silently asking her if she wanted me to take over. She shook her head no, and lay down next to Landry.


  Chapter Ten


  Bryan


  The next morning I was up before the sun, which meant I was up before Jacks and Landry too. I’d ended up falling asleep in Landry’s bed and staying there the rest of the night. I got out of bed carefully, so I wouldn’t wake her, and went across the hall to my room to get dressed. I peeked in on Jacks; he was sleeping at the foot of his bed, his head facing Landry’s room. I knew he was scared he didn’t have the ability to raise Landry, but he was already a good father. Or a good guardian.


  I went downstairs and found my sister sitting at the bar, a steaming cup of tea in her hands. “Hey, you.” I kissed her on the cheek before going to the stove and putting hot water in a cup for me.


  “Hey.” She took a sip. “I happened to notice you didn’t sleep in Jacks’s bed last night.”


  I laughed. “Happened to notice? Or made it a point to check?” She just shrugged. “I actually spent most of the night in Landry’s bed, she had a nightmare.”


  “About what?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know, she wouldn’t say. I don’t even want to begin to try to guess. Who knows what that little girl has seen.”


  “She needs to talk to someone. Jacks needs to get her into counseling.”


  I dropped a mint tea bag into my cup and brought it over to the bar. “I know. I was going to talk to him about it last night, but I didn’t get around to it.”


  “You’re good with her, with Landry.”


  I smiled. “So is Jacks.”


  Dylan nodded thoughtfully. “I heard Jacks come home last night, it was early…”


  He had come home early. I hadn’t expected him to come home at all. It was clear to everyone but Landry why he’d left the house with Luke last night. When he’d told me that with us was right where he wanted to be, my heart had done that little flutter thing again. But I was sure he didn’t mean it like I took it. He’d probably just felt guilty. Right? And I was probably just developing a heart condition or something.


  “Yeah, he probably just felt bad about leaving Landry here.”


  “You sure? Because I think he’s falling for you and it took him being in a bar surrounded by willing and able chicks to realize it.”


  I made a face at her. Childish, I know. “I think you’re crazy.”


  “Don’t hurt him, Bryan. Don’t do what you always do: flirt and play and make him love you… Don’t do that, not to him.”


  I scoffed. “I don’t do that!” On purpose. I leaned my elbows on the cool granite, ready to change the subject. “You know what I really want to talk about? You and your super dreamy boyfriend.” I batted my eyelashes. “What’s it like to be loved and lusted after by one of the world’s hottest rock stars?”


  “I don’t know, you tell me.” She cocked a perfectly shaped brow.


  I rolled my eyes. “Come on, Dylan, just drop it, okay? Jacks and I are friends. I’m here to help him out with his daughter. He isn’t into me, not like that.”


  “You’re blind. He’s so into you he can’t even think straight.” She held up her hand to stop my protest. “Just be careful, okay? I don’t want Jacks to end up hurt because you get bored.”


  She wasn’t wrong, even though I really wished she was. “Will you please drop it?”


  She was quiet for a minute before she finally answered me the way I’d wanted her to in the first place. “Life with Smith is…perfect. He’s so kind and thoughtful. And it’s the best sex I’ve ever had. Ever.”


  Lexi came down the hall, grinning. “What are we talking about? Sex? I want to talk about sex.” She perched her pregnant butt up on the stool next to Dylan and put her chin on her hand. “Dash is the best sex I’ve ever had too.”


  I chuckled. “Is ‘great at sex’ a prerequisite to being a rock star?”


  Lexi nodded. “Like I’ve told Dilly before, these guys fuck like it’s their job, because it kind of is.”


  I liked Lexi, she was funny and easy to talk to. She reminded me a lot of Mikah. The youngest and the most carefree of the three of us. “From the stories I’ve heard, Jacks likes his job.” I grinned. “Although, from what I’ve seen of this area, there aren’t really any good bars to go to work at.”


  Dylan looked at me. “Jacks hasn’t been going out at all.”


  Lexi stole Dylan’s tea and took a sip. “You know, now that you mention it, he really hasn’t.”


  She took it back. “There is caffeine in that. Make yourself a cup of the mint.” Lexi rolled her eyes, but got up to make herself a new cup.


  Dylan looked toward me and held my gaze. “He hasn’t gone out once since before the music festival in New Orleans.”


  “He went out with Luke last night.”


  Dylan snorted. “He came home two hours later. That only proves my point.”


  Oh, here we go again. “So that’s what you’re basing all this on? The fact that Jacks has gone a month without whoring it up? That’s insane, Dylan. Maybe he just needed a break. A detox.”


  Lexi’s eyes shifted from me to Dylan and back again. “What’s happening? Why do you both have on angry faces?”


  “Dylan thinks that Jacks is in love with me, and that’s why he hasn’t been partying and why we are friends, why he asked me to come here.”


  Lexi cocked her head, tapping her chin. “Interesting…”


  “No. Not interesting, ridiculous. Besides, I have a boyfriend.”


  Dylan turned to me, full of attitude. “Oh yeah? What’s his name?”


  “Shepard Kensington.”


  Lexi snorted. “He sounds like a tool.”


  Dylan ignored her. “And how does he feel about you flying out at the drop of a hat to see another guy?”


  I took a deep breath. “Well, I don’t know how he feels about it. Because I didn’t ask for permission.”


  Lexi put her fist in the air. “Good for you, sister.”


  Jacks came down the stairs before Dylan could ask any more questions. His bed head was sexy and his sweet, sleepy smile was making me weak in the knees. Neither of which I’d ever admit. I didn’t need to give Dylan any more ammo. He came straight to me and kissed the top of my head before going to the coffee machine. “What are you girls gabbing about?”


  “Bryan’s boyfriend.” Dylan leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. She was getting more irritated by the second and Jacks’s casual morning kiss hadn’t gone unnoticed.


  Jacks wrinkled his nose. “Who? Shep?” He looked over his shoulder at me. “He’s a tool, she’s dumping him.”


  Landry came walking into the kitchen. “What’s a tool?”


  Jacks picked her up and sat her on the island next to me. “It depends on the context. If I were to say, Buttercup, can you hand me that tool over there? That would mean I was asking you for an instrument used to fix things. But if I said something like B’s ex-boyfriend was a tool, that would be different. That would be me using the word in a negative connotation to describe someone’s less-than-sparkling personality.”


  Luke walked in, holding his hand up to Jacks. “Parenting. Nailed it.”


  Jacks slapped his hand and then went back to the coffeepot. Was it wrong that I felt no urge to defend Shep? He wasn’t a bad guy; he just didn’t seem to be the guy for me. We’d been together two months; I’d slept with him, then immediately started to get bored as hell. Dammit. Dylan was right. Sort of. I let out a deep breath and then tickled Landry’s ribs. “What do you want for breakfast, sweet girl?”


  She giggled and squirmed. “Uh…muffins? Can we make muffins?”


  She’d asked me to buy muffins at the store yesterday. I told her we could make better ones ourselves and then piled the ingredients in our cart. I nodded. “We sure can. Blueberry or chocolate chip?”


  “Blueberry. I don’t eat chocolate for breakfast.” I turned to the pantry and laughed when I saw Jacks with a cookie halfway to his mouth.


  ***


  Landry and I made muffins, and the wolves descended and ate all of them. Then the guys went down to the studio and Dylan went to work. Once again it was just Lexi, Landry, and I all alone in this massive house. Landry was at the coffee table with a coloring book and huge box of crayons. Lexi was watching a pregnancy yoga workout on TV. Smith had put it on for her before he went downstairs, and she’d gotten on her mat and done it until the door shut. Then she’d gotten up and climbed on the couch. I adored her. I looked out the window, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was too pretty to be inside.


  “Hey, Landry? Have you ever seen blue water and powder sugar sand?”


  She turned around, her long hair whipping to the side. “No.”


  I grinned. “You want to?”


  She hopped up, that fun little light in her eyes. “Yes! Can we go?”


  “Go upstairs and change into a swimsuit while I get some stuff together.” I looked across the room to Lexi. “How ’bout it, Lex?”


  She put her hands on her belly. “I’d love to. But I have a Skype meeting with the builders today. I’ve been overseeing our house as well as Luke’s and Jacks’s. I am spent.” She sat up. “Actually, I was wondering if maybe you wanted to take over Jacks’s place while you are here.”


  “Take over how?”


  “The guys all worked on their own plans with the architects, but they need help picking out everything else. Tile, paint colors, fixtures. Would you mind?”


  Would I mind picking things out for a house that wasn’t mine? That some other woman would live in one day? I couldn’t say I was thrilled about it. But if Lexi needed help, I wouldn’t deny her. “Uh, yeah, sure, I can do that.” I’d just pick out a few different options and then let Jacks do an either/or type of deal. It wouldn’t take long and then he would be responsible for the final decisions. “But can I start tomorrow? I’m taking that girl to the beach.” I jerked my thumb in the direction of the stairs.


  “Yeah, of course. You guys go have fun and I’ll put all the catalogues and builder notes in your room.”


  I went to the kitchen, got some snacks together, and loaded it all in the small cooler I’d found in the pantry yesterday. Then I headed into the studio to let Jacks know where we were going. I was once again greeted with the sound of a guitar, and before I even saw him, I was licking my lips in anticipation. His eyes opened when my foot hit the last step, like he could sense that I’d entered the room. He continued to play, his gaze never leaving mine. I was captivated by him, and I barely resisted the urge to jump him. After the last chord was strummed, he sat his guitar down and came toward me. My breath hitched in my chest. I had a sudden vision of him grabbing me by the back of the head and pressing his mouth to mine. Well, our friendship was taking an odd turn…


  “What’s up, baby doll?”


  I blushed. I freaking blushed at the sweet nickname that I’d heard a hundred times before. “I, uh, we’re going to the beach.”


  He frowned. “Right now?”


  “Yeah, well, Landry said she’s never seen the ocean and it’s such a pretty day.” Why did he look so upset? He asked me to watch her and…oh. “I’m sorry, how selfish of me, I didn’t even think to… You should take her for the first time, you should be there when she sees it.”


  Jacks shook his head. “No. That’s not…” He pursed his lips and looked over at his bandmates. “I’m going to skip out today if that’s okay with y’all.” He smiled. “I’m going to take my girls to the beach.”


  Chapter Eleven


  Jacks


  Bryan and I were sitting on a blanket; all the fear and nervousness I’d felt last night had been gone when I woke up. Like I’d worked out all my fears and worries in my sleep. Plus, seeing her comfort Landry in the middle of the night? Was everything. I guess what they say is true, things always look better in the morning. For once, I wasn’t scared of a relationship. I wasn’t running or avoiding commitment. B was perfect, and I was going to take things one day at a time. And today? We were watching Landry build a castle in the sand. Bryan had thought of everything. She was the one that slathered Landry in sunscreen, she was the one who stopped off and bought Landry this floaty ring noodle thing and a bunch of shovels and buckets… I’d have been lost without her. Landry and I spent an hour playing in the waves while Bryan laid out on the beach with a book in her hand. Her body was toned and tanned; she wore her long dark hair piled on her head. The way the sun kissed her skin, the way she looked in her aviators, everything about her was sexy as fuck. The only thing capable of distracting me from Bryan was Landry. She had so much fun jumping the waves and watching for dolphins.


  Seeing the world through Landry’s eyes, like it was brand new, it was almost like reliving the best parts of being a kid all over again. I bumped my shoulder against Bryan’s. “Thanks for today, for suggesting this.”


  She bumped me back. “Thanks for letting me be part of it. I’m sorry I didn’t think to check with you before telling her we could come.”


  How did I tell her what I really wanted to say? That there was nothing she could do wrong in my eyes. “You don’t need to check with me, doll. Whatever you think for Landry is the right call.”


  “You’re her dad or whatever…and I almost brought her to see the ocean for the first time without you. That’s not okay. You need to be there for her firsts, you need to be the one making these memories with her.”


  I sat up and grabbed her by the nape of her neck, bringing her forehead against mine. “You’re her family too. Because you’re my family.” Because I think I’m falling in love with you. I sat back and took a long pull off my bottle of water, yet another thing that Bryan thought of. Kids needed hydration when they played in the sun, who knew?


  Landry came over and sat down in front of us. “I love it here, thank you for bringing me.”


  I reached out and tapped the end of her nose. Between Bryan and me, that gesture was becoming a habit. Neither one of us could help touching her tiny button nose. “You’re welcome, Buttercup.”


  She smiled. “Can we come back again someday?”


  “We can come back every day if you want to, I mean as long as we live here.”


  Her smile fell and she looked down at the ground. “Oh, okay. I understand.”


  It took me a few seconds to realize what I’d said and how she’d taken it. “Hey, hey, come here.” I reached for her hand and pulled her against my side. “I think you misunderstood what I meant.” I kissed the top of her head and blinked back my tears. The thought that I could have made this sweet girl feel sad or alone, even for a second, tore my heart to pieces. “You and me? We’re together, from now on. When I said as long as we live here? I meant both of us. Because one day we’re going to move to Texas. That’s where our forever home is. This house? The big one with tons of people in it? We’re just staying here until Lexi has the baby.”


  She looked up at me, her big blue eyes searching. “What if my mom lied?”


  What if she did? Would I ever be able to send Landry away? I was just a dude in a band, my life was chaos and irresponsibility. There were definitely people out there better suited to raise a little girl. But then I’d never know if she was safe; I’d never know if she was happy or had clothes that fit and shoes she could walk in. I wouldn’t be able to live like that. The second Landry walked into the house, she’d walked into my heart. I took a deep breath. “Doesn’t matter. You’re mine, and I’m never letting you go. No matter what.”


  “You promise?”


  I nodded. “With all my heart.” Landry smiled, got up, and went back to building her sand castle. B and I watched her in silence while she decorated it with tiny seashells. I couldn’t look at Bryan, I couldn’t see the emotion I was sure was in her eyes. If I did? I’d start to cry and never stop.


  “Does Landry know that her mom could come back for her? Still have a chance at taking her home?”


  I hung my head. “Guess not. Either that or she figures there’s no way her mom would ever come back.”


  Bryan picked up a handful of sand and let it fall back to the ground. “What are you going to do if she does?”


  “I don’t know. She has four more days…we just need to make it four more days.” The life this brave, perfect little girl had led—the abandonment she no doubt felt, the fears she dealt with on a daily basis—in a way, they were all my fault. I treated women like they were toys. I used them and then tossed them to the side. No wonder her mom didn’t come to me, no wonder she didn’t ask for help. I probably made her feel like she was nothing, like she was less than nothing.


  “Stop.” Bryan put her lips against my shoulder, kissing me lightly and causing goose bumps to break out all over my body. “I can hear your self-deprecating wheels spinning.” She looked out toward Landry, with her head resting on my arm. “You’re at the beach with your daughter. You just handed her your heart and made her the happiest little girl in the world. Don’t let your guilt ruin this for either of you.”


  She was right. Whether Landry was my blood or not, I promised to never let her go. And I wouldn’t break that promise. She was mine. I put my arm around Bryan. “You are the best friend I have ever had, baby doll.”


  She tilted her face up to mine, kissing my jaw. “Me too.”


  ***


  Landry fell asleep the second we got in the car, and it was only about a three-minute drive home. I didn’t want to wake her just yet, the cool AC and the alone time with Bryan were icing on the cake. I leaned my seat back and Bryan did the same.


  We looked at each other, smiling at our choice of hangout location. “Did you always want to be a musician?”


  “I guess so. I don’t ever remember wanting to be anything else. We’re lucky, the guys and me, our success came early in life.” I never thought about the future when I was growing up. I was loved and safe and cared for; I never had to worry about anything. I met the guys, we formed the band, and it took off. My life was cake. And I took it for granted. “What about you? What did you want to be when you grew up?”


  “A vampire slayer.”


  I turned and looked at her. “You serious?”


  “Hell yeah, I’m serious. I watched Buffy the Vampire Slayer one day with my grandparents and that was it. I wanted to grow up and be a badass like Kristy Swanson and be kissed by a guy who looked like Luke Perry.”


  “There is a Buffy the Vampire Slayer movie with Luke Perry? I thought you were talking about the TV show with the tiny blonde and that British guy.”


  “Oh I watched that too, but no, my obsession was born with the movie.”


  I reached out and tapped her shoulder. “You got plans tonight, baby doll?”


  She shrugged. “Depends on who’s askin’.”


  “I am. I was thinking—” I stopped talking when a black car pulled up to the house. I sat my seat up and watched out the window as Diane got out. My heart jumped into my throat.


  Bryan put her hand on my arm. “Who is that?”


  “The social worker. She must have the results for the paternity test.” I was suddenly terrified. What if Landry’s mom had lied? What if they tried to take her anyway from me? I couldn’t let that happen. I shouldn’t have requested the stupid test in the first place. I opened my door and got out on shaky legs. “Diane, hi.”


  Bryan got out and walked around the car to stand next to me. She held her hand out to Diane. “Hi, I’m Bryan.”


  “Nice to meet you, Bryan.” She looked toward the house. “Do you live here too?”


  “She’s Dylan’s little sister. I have to work during the day so I asked her to come help me watch Landry.” I don’t know why I jumped in with that. I just felt like I needed to justify bringing one more person into Landry’s life.


  Diane nodded. “Well, that is very kind of you, Bryan.” She reached into her bag and handed me a thick manila folder. “I have the results of your paternity test, Jacks.”


  I was afraid to touch it. “What does it say?”


  She eyed me cautiously. “She’s your daughter.”


  I smiled. My first and most honest reaction was to smile. “What does that mean? What if her mom comes back?”


  “Well, you’re her biological father, so even if her mom comes back you can fight for custody. As long as you can prove that you can provide a stable home, you stand a good chance at winning too. If that’s what you want.”


  “That’s what I want.” I let out a deep breath and ran my fingers through my hair. I had never been more relieved in my entire life. Even if Landry’s mom showed up, I could still fight for her. I still had a chance at keeping her. Three days. Three days with Landry and she owned my heart and soul. I wrapped an arm around Bryan, pulling her close to me for a second before turning back to Diane. “I want her. I want to keep her. Just tell me what I need to sign, what I need to do, and I’ll do it.”


  “Believe me, I wish it was that simple.” Diane smiled. “Landry’s mom has a few days left before her rights are terminated. And in the meantime, I need to come in and observe your home. Observe Landry here. So, I’ll be back the day after tomorrow. But by the looks of it, she’s doing well.”


  We all turned, Landry was still sound asleep in her seat. Her cheek resting against Ello and her hands clutching a sandy shovel.


  Chapter Twelve


  Bryan


  Landry was so exhausted from her day at the beach that she only woke up long enough to eat some yogurt, take a bath, and then crawl into bed. She was asleep in a matter of minutes. Jacks was downstairs filling the rest of the family in on the results from the paternity test, so I used that time to take a long hot shower. I had sand in places I didn’t remember putting it. When I got out there was a message on the mirror, written in the fog: MY ROOM with an arrow pointing to the door. I got changed and then went into Jacks’s room instead of mine. “You summoned?”


  He was lying on the bed wearing nothing but a low-slung pair of shorts. His hair was wet; he must have showered in Luke’s room. “I did.” He patted the bed next to him and waited for me to climb on. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  “Okay…”


  “The ticket I bought you to fly down here, it’s open-ended and I was thinking—”


  My stomach sank. “You’re ready for me to go, aren’t you? I totally understand. You and Landry need some time together, time to get settled.” I was trying to be cool about this, but my heart was hurting. I hadn’t thought about leaving, not once, since I got here.


  He chuckled, shaking his head. “No, baby doll. I’m not ready for you to go. I was actually hoping you’d stay for the rest of the summer.”


  “The rest of the summer?” I sure as hell wasn’t ready to leave, but stay the rest of the summer? That was a huge commitment.


  “I need to spend some time each day in the studio with the band. I can’t bail on this album. And I don’t want Landry to spend her days alone, or with some stranger. She adores you, and I know you feel the same way about her. I’ll pay you.”


  I snorted, slapping his chest. His bare, toned, lickable abs. “You do not need to pay me to watch Landry; that’s ridiculous.”


  “I know you usually work during your summers off, plus I’ll be taking time away from you trying to find an actual grown-up job. I already told the social worker you were here to help me take care of Landry.”


  “Yeah, why did you do that? Why didn’t you just tell her we were friends?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know the rules here. I thought saying you were here to help me with her, to make sure she was safe when I couldn’t be with her… I thought that sounded good.” He reached out and took my hand in his. “Please, B, you’re the only one I trust with her. I need you.”


  There were those words again. I need you. Was it wrong that I would rather hear him say “I want you”? I knew I was developing feelings for Jacks. More than friend feelings. The friendship was still there but now there was an undeniable tension between us too. My core tightened when I watched him play the guitar. I’d wanted him to kiss me on more than one occasion. I got chills when he touched me. We were either playing with fire or on the verge of something really amazing. And with my past? It was most likely fire. I needed to stay strong, for both of us, because I refused to lose him. “Of course I’ll stay.”


  I giggled when he threw his arms around me and tackled me on the mattress. He kissed my cheek over and over. “You are the best! Thank you thank you thank you!”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Jacks pulled back but stayed on top of me. He brushed the hair off my face and rested his hand on my cheek. “I mean it, doll. You are the best thing in my life.” He smiled. “Well, you and Landry.” I closed my eyes as he sweetly kissed my cheek one more time before sitting up and pulling me with him. He pointed the remote at the TV and pressed play.


  I started laughing when I realized that he’d found Buffy the movie on Netflix. We watched the whole thing snuggled together in bed. Well, except when I climbed out and did the dance with the characters in the opening present-day scene. Once Buffy climbed on the back of Pike’s bike and they rode off into the sunrise, I sat up and turned to Jacks. “Well? What did you think?”


  He let out a deep breath. “I think Kristy Swanson still gives me a boner.” He reached down and adjusted his pants.


  “On that note…I’m going to bed.” I stood and picked up my phone from the nightstand. Shep had called twice today. I’d yet to call him back.


  Jacks grabbed my hand and pulled me back down. “Do you want to watch another movie? Or we could play a game.”


  I checked the time on my phone; it was only 10:30 but I was beat. The sun and the water combined with the fact that I hadn’t really slept all that well last night. “I don’t think I could keep my eyes open long enough to watch another movie.”


  “So keep them closed. Just stay in here with me.”


  My heart fluttered. Jacks was the only guy who had ever made my heart flutter. “Jacks…” If Dylan caught me sleeping in his bed again, I’d never hear the end of it. “You aren’t going out with Luke tonight?”


  “Do you want me to go out with Luke tonight?”


  No, I think I want you to stay here and kiss me. I shrugged instead of answering him. Because I was a coward. And because what if he didn’t feel the same way? He’d been on top of me earlier, kissing all over my cheeks. If he’d wanted to, wouldn’t he have made his move then?


  He rolled his eyes and scooted down under the covers, holding them out for me. “Get in. You know you want to.”


  I did want to. Which was exactly why I should be walking away, not climbing in beside him and laying my head on his chest. Or smiling like a schoolgirl when he kissed the top of my head.


  “B?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Will you go out with me? Tomorrow night?”


  My stupid smile got bigger. Was he asking me out on a date? Or was he asking me out as a friend? I had joked with him in the past about my kick-ass wingman abilities, maybe that’s what he was after? “Was that why you came home last night? Luke’s a bad wingman and you’re looking to replace him?”


  He scoffed, “Like I need a wingman. I can get any girl, anytime, anywhere. Just you wait and see.”


  Great. Now I was going to have to watch Jacks hit on every girl who walked by. “What about Landry?”


  “I figured we could wait to leave until she was in bed and then we can just ask Lex and Dylan to keep an ear out for her.”


  “Okay. Sure.” You know maybe this would be good for us, for me. Watching him flirt and paw all over other girls would most likely irritate the hell out of me. Which would make these tingly feelings he kept giving me go away. It would be like a therapeutic night out with a friend.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Jacks


  I woke up with a smile on my face, wrapped around Bryan. I’d lain awake holding her and playing on my PS3. I brushed a soft kiss across B’s forehead and then got out of bed, careful not to wake her. I pulled on a t-shirt and then padded across the hall to check on Landry. She was still asleep, her face resting on Ello, just like in the car yesterday. I had both my girls here with me, and neither one of them was going anywhere. My heart felt…full. Full in a way I’d never thought I wanted.


  I was the first one up in the house; I couldn’t tell you the last time that happened. I was sitting in the kitchen, reading some song lyrics the label had over-nighted to us. We usually wrote our own stuff, but they weren’t liking what we were turning in right now. So they sent some “suggestions.” They weren’t bad songs; they were good. But that just wasn’t the direction we were going with this new album. We’d never really been into mellow songs or ballads. But things in our lives were changing. Dash’s world had changed in one night. Smith’s world had changed with one girl. And mine? Mine had taken two. Two beautiful girls and two crazy days. It wasn’t a constant rock star free-for-all anymore. We were growing up, and it was only fitting that our music did too. Dash was going to flip shit when he saw these.


  I looked up when I heard the front door open, and then quietly click close. Luke was wearing the clothes he had on last night and his sunglasses. He stumbled into the kitchen and laid his head on the granite island. “Tough night, Lukey?”


  He let out an unintelligible groan.


  “Yeah. I’ve been there.” And I had. I spent ninety-nine percent of my time on tour drinking, banging, and partying. I was wasted every night and hung over every morning. This past month was the longest I’d ever gone sober. Or celibate. I walked to the fridge and got him a bottle of water, handing it to him. “Go to bed, dude. You look like roadkill and if Lexi sees you coming home like this again? She’s going to go pregnancy postal.”


  He stood then grabbed the island to steady himself. “You have any bars?”


  I shrugged. “I might. Go look in the medicine cabinet in my bathroom.” He turned toward the stairs. “But be quiet. Landry and Bryan are still sleeping.” He waved his hand over his head, dismissing me. Letting Luke take my Xanax was probably not the best decision I’d made today. But he needed to come down from whatever high he was experiencing and sleep it off. I didn’t want Landry seeing him walk around like a wasted zombie.


  Dash came into the kitchen just as Luke cleared the turn at the top of the stairs. “Hey, man, what are you doing up so early?”


  “Honestly? I have no idea.”


  He chuckled and gestured to the stack of papers resting in front of me. “What are those?”


  “Songs.” I took a sip of my coffee. “The label overnighted them.”


  Dash picked up the stack and leafed through it. “They are really starting to piss me off.” He shook his head. “We write our own stuff. Or we do collaborations. That’s the way it’s always been. Why are they trying to change it now?”


  “We both know why, man.” I watched as Dash took the creamer out of the fridge and doctored up his java before adding, “The label wants the hard-core bad boys of rock and roll. They want smashed guitars and lyrics about hollow sex and cocaine. It’s insane. You’d think they’d be happy that we are on the straight and narrow.”


  “Nah. Straight and narrow doesn’t sell out stadiums or incite riots.”


  Dash stirred his coffee and then sat his spoon in the sink. “I’m getting tired of selling out stadiums, bro.”


  If we were being honest? I was too. “I’ve been thinking about that, since Landry showed up.” On tour with a rock band wasn’t the place for a little girl. And she’d been left alone enough in her short life. Dash had a daughter on the way, Smith’s sobriety wouldn’t survive being away from Dylan, and Luke was on the highway to hell. “Maybe it’s time we made some changes.”


  “Slow down a little? Don’t pack the dates in so tight? Play smaller venues?”


  I nodded.


  He let his head hang a little, clearly tired. “We’re on the same page, man.”


  “So what do we do?”


  Dash eyed the pages of lyrics and notes. “We send them a demo of one of our songs, maybe the one we worked on yesterday. And if they don’t like it? They can fuck off.”


  “And what about these?” I gestured to the stack of papers with my cup.


  Dash picked up the stack and tossed them in the trash.


  ***


  We spent all day down in the studio, fine-tuning the demo we were sending the label and coming up with a new and calmer game plan. The Devil’s Share had been going ninety to nothing for ten years straight. It was starting to catch up with all of us. I’d gone upstairs long enough to eat lunch with Bryan and Landry. They’d spent the morning coloring and playing board games and had plans for the park after lunch. I was so damn lucky to have B here to help me with my kid. My kid. Holy hell. If someone would have told me four days ago that I was going to be a dad? I would have grabbed a bottle of whiskey and locked myself in my closet. But loving Landry, wanting what was best for her? It just came natural. I’d called my parents and left them a voicemail asking them to call me as soon as they got home. They had a granddaughter they needed to meet.


  “Okay, Buttercup, it’s time for lights out.” Bryan had read her a few more chapters in their book and was now in our bathroom getting ready for our night out, and I was tucking Landry into bed. I wanted to do something nice for Bryan, something to show her how grateful I was to have her support. Of course Dylan had finagled her way into our plans. She said she hadn’t gotten to spend any time with her sister since she’d been here. So Dylan and Smith were tagging along.


  “Are you and B leaving?” Landry was surrounded by pillows and stuffed animals with her beautiful dark hair in a pile on the top of her head. She looked so much like Bryan and Dylan with her hair like that. Our mini hot mess, that’s what Smith called her tonight at dinner.


  “We are going to go out for a little bit, but Lex and Dash are right downstairs. Okay?” I was nervous to leave her. I didn’t want her to feel alone or scared.


  “You’re coming back, right?”


  Yep. That’s what I was afraid of. “Of course we’re coming back, we’ll always, always come back.” I tapped the end of her nose. “I told you, it’s you and me now.”


  “And B.”


  I smiled. “And B.”


  “Are you taking her on a date?” She giggled. “Because you think she’s pretty.”


  I leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Good night.”


  “Good night…Jacks.”


  I hadn’t told Landry yet that she was my daughter, biologically. Last night she was too tired and I was in the studio all day today. But she needed to know her mom had been honest about one thing at least. “You’re my daughter, Buttercup. Your mom didn’t lie about that.”


  Her eyes got wide. “Really?”


  “Really, really.” I brushed some hair off her forehead. “Diane came by yesterday while you were sleeping and told me.”


  She was quiet for so long, I wasn’t sure she was going to say anything else on the subject. But then, “Do you want to keep me?”


  How many times in this life was she going to make me tear up? Was this normal? I felt like Lexi. “Yes. Do you want to keep me?” I figured it was only fair to let her have a choice as well.


  She nodded.


  I clapped my hands once. “Well that settles it then, doesn’t it? We’ll keep each other. And we’ll keep hanging out with all the crazy people who live in this house and keep playing with Dagger and keep going to the beach.”


  She smiled, full of light. “Like a family.”


  “Like a family.”


  Her voice cracked. “What if my mom comes back?”


  Did she know that her mom could still get custody? “Well, if your mom comes back, then she comes back. We’ll figure it out. I’m still not going anywhere.”


  I turned off her lamp and headed downstairs with a pep in my step. I had Landry; I had B; I had the band; I had it all.


  ***


  I figured it was useless to try to rush Bryan. I’d just get Smith to make me a drink while I waited. Lexi and Dash were posted up on the couch, a large bowl of popcorn between them. “Lex, should you be eating that much salt?”


  She stuck her tongue out at me and Dash answered for her. “Dylan only buys the low sodium kind.”


  Smith was in the dining room, standing at the vintage bar cart the house came furnished with. I smiled when he handed me a whiskey on the rocks. “You read my mind, man.” I took a sip and closed my eyes as I swallowed. It’d been forever since I’d had a good drink. Those shots with Luke didn’t count.


  “Landry asleep?”


  “Probably. She’s usually out as soon as I turn off the light.”


  “How you doing with that? I feel like other than band stuff, I haven’t gotten to really talk to you about everything.”


  “I’m good. We’re good.” I let out a quick laugh. “I mean, walking into the living room and seeing Landry standing there was the biggest shock of my life. I was so damn overwhelmed and terrified.” I took another drink. “But then? I don’t know. Things just started to fall into place. I feel so damn guilty that she’s had a hard life, that I wasn’t there for her. But honestly, if I’d have found out about her nine years ago? I don’t know if I would have stuck around. Now, the more time I spend with her, the more I fall in love. I never thought I wanted to be a dad. But now that I am, now that she’s here, it just feels right.”


  Smith wiped the corner of his eyes with his fingers. “If you tell anyone I just cried, I’ll kick your ass.” He pulled me in for a hug. “I’m proud of you, bro. Really fucking proud.” He pulled back a little but didn’t let me go. Sober Smith was kind of an emotional sap. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, where was Landry living? She has the sweetest little accent, it reminds me of—”


  “Are we interrupting something? We can always come back later.”


  Smith and I stepped back from each other at the sound of Bryan’s voice. I turned toward her to make a smart-ass comment, but the words died on my lips. She rendered me speechless. Her long hair was flowing down her back in soft curls, her ripped jeans were tight, her shirt fell off one shoulder, and her heels screamed fuck me. She wasn’t wearing much makeup. She never did; she didn’t need it. Her eyelashes were thick and curled and her lips were plump and glossy. Yep. It was official. I wanted to bang the hell out of my best friend. Like, up against the wall, fingers digging into her flesh, sweat dripping down our bodies. Bang her.


  ***


  I’d planned on taking Bryan out to a nice expensive dinner. But she and Dylan had a different idea. They wanted shots, beer, and bar food. Who didn’t love a low-maintenance Southern girl? I’d hired a driver for the night, and B ordered him to take us to a dive bar. And he had. We pulled up to a rundown shack. The name across the top was so faded I couldn’t read it and there were more old rusted trucks out front than anything else. I thought the girls would balk, but instead they walked in like they owned the joint, ordered a round of tequila shots, a round of beers, and put twenty dollars in the jukebox.


  The four of us were playing darts, and B was kicking my ass. “I think you’re cheating.”


  She let out a chuckle. “And I think you are a sore loser.”


  Smith clapped me on my back. “Always has been.”


  The place was pretty much empty when we got here, but it was starting to fill up fast. We’d gotten some stares from a couple younger chicks, but no one had asked us to sign anything or pose for pictures. Yet. Bryan had been a little quiet at first, but I just kept joking around and messing with her until she lightened up. Maybe I’d been making her uncomfortable lately. I’m sure I’d been putting out weird vibes since I realized I had feelings for her. If treating her like my BFF made her feel better, then I would. Well, I would as long as I could. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to wait to kiss her. I kept staring at her lips.


  “Show me how you pick up chicks. Let me watch. I’ll be your wingman, whether you think you need one or not.” Bryan took a pull off her beer and then used it to point to a blonde on the small dance floor. “What about her? She looks easy.”


  I shook my head. “Nah. Easy is no fun. Besides, I like brunettes.” The truth was I was never picky before. Blonde, brunette, redhead. All had the same thing I wanted. But Bryan was a brunette and I was very subtly trying to drop hints.


  “Okay, okay. Uh…there’s one. The girl at the pool table in the short skirt.” Bryan watched as the girl bent over to line up her next shot. “I’m pretty sure she isn’t wearing underwear.”


  I didn’t bother looking. No one could ever compare to Bryan. The way her eyes held so much humor, the way she smiled with her lips against her beer bottle, everything about her was what I wanted. Did she not see that? Or did she see it, and not like it? “It’s all about the chase, doll.” I polished off my beer and then tossed it into the trash. “First I make eye contact with the one I want, hold it for a little longer than I normally would, and then look away. I go about my night, dancing and drinking and laughing. But every once in a while, catch her eye again. I don’t smile, don’t let her know it’s intentional. Sooner or later, she’ll come to me.”


  Bryan laughed at my words as Dylan came up and grabbed her hand, pulling her out to the dance floor. Smith walked over and handed me a fresh drink. “Could you eye fuck her any harder? Is that the way a friend behaves?”


  I took a drink from the cold bottle. “I think I just might have a crush on your girlfriend’s baby sister.”


  Smith put his hand to his chest. “What?! You fell for your sexy, down-to-earth, hilarious, bad-ass best friend? Who could have possibly seen that coming?” Then he crossed his arms, his tone once again becoming serious. “Oh, right. All of us.”


  I winced. “It’s slightly terrifying for several reasons. One being that Dylan isn’t a fan of us being together and I’m afraid she’ll cut my dick off.”


  Smith nodded. “Be careful, she’ll do it. I mean, shit, she shot my dad.”


  My eyes went wide. “What? She shot your old man? When?”


  Smith turned slightly away from the dance floor. “New Orleans.”


  I knew there was a confrontation with Smith’s asshole drug-addicted low-life father, but I had no idea that Dylan shot him. “Did she kill him?” I didn’t think so. I figured we would have known if he had died, but maybe not. Smith wasn’t one to share about his family.


  “Nah. She shot him in the foot. He was fine.” Smith let out a laugh. “Dylan means well, you know? She’s protective of the people she loves, and it seems to me that she is trying to look out for you just as much, if not more, than she is her sister. She says that Bryan never sticks around, she gets bored easily. You have Landry now, stable is your new middle name.”


  “I just can’t picture Bryan leaving us…but maybe Dylan is right to worry, she’s known her a hell of a lot longer than I have.” That last comment felt bad on my tongue. I hated even entertaining the thought that Bryan would just up and leave us on a whim.


  “Don’t worry so much about what Dylan thinks. She cleaned up your puke. She watched you stumble in, night after night… She’s hesitant when it comes to the two of you. You both seem volatile to her, you know?”


  Smith was right. Dylan had literally cleaned up my messes when she had joined us on tour. I knew to her I was just a player with a drinking problem. And I couldn’t really blame her for thinking it. “Lexi cleaned up your messes too, man. But she didn’t get in the way of you and Dil.”


  “Dylan isn’t Lexi’s baby sister.” Smith smiled, almost apologetically. “Look, man, you did me a solid when I was about to screw things up with Dylan before they even started. I owe you, and I’m here for you.”


  I shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not even sure Bryan is into me. I’ve never had to guess at that before, never really had to put myself out there.”


  “She’s into you, man. Why do you think Dylan has her panties in a twist about everything?”


  We both stayed quiet for a while, just watching the girls dance and sing. You could see the love between them, that unmistakable bond of sisters. I bet when you added Mikah to the mix, it was even more profound. “You have any advice? You have insight into these Lawson girls.”


  Smith took a deep breath. “They were raised to be strong, capable women. They can hold their own in any situation, don’t forget that. And just be yourself, and be honest. They don’t take well to fake.” He chuckled. “Oh, and ice. Keep some ice handy.”


  “Ice?”


  “You’ll see.”


  I watched as Dylan spun Bryan around. I made sure to catch her eye. She wanted to watch me pick up a chick? She’d get a front row seat. “Let’s go do some shots.”


  After the next song was over, the girls came and joined us at the bar. It was a good thing too, because we were starting to draw a crowd of ladies. Smith grabbed Dylan, dipped her back, and kissed her—letting the chicks know he was taken and the men know to back the fuck away. My hands itched to do the same to B. Every male eye in the bar had been on her while she danced with her sister. I settled with pulling her in for a one-armed hug around her neck and a kiss to the top of her head. It would have to do for now. I didn’t need Dylan chasing me around the dance floor with a knife.


  Bryan looked around the room. “Did you pick one?”


  I chuckled, “Yeah, I picked one.” The jukebox was blaring out some Manfred Mann’s. I grabbed B’s hand, spun her in a circle, singing at the top of my lungs, “Wrapped up like a douche another roller in the night!”


  Bryan started cracking up, like bending over holding her side, cracking up. “What the hell did you just say? What kind of musician are you? Those aren’t the words to that song.”


  I scoffed, “Yes they are.”


  She shook her head. “No. They aren’t.”


  “Okay, lyric police, what is he singing?”


  Bryan waited for the chorus to come back around and then sang loudly next to my ear, completely and totally off key. “Revved up like a deuce another runner in the night!”


  I pursed my lips. That did make more sense than singing about a douche. “You sure?”


  Smith threw his arm around her shoulders. “Why’d you correct him? We’ve been letting him sing the wrong words for a decade. It’s hilarious. I’m pretty sure there is even a YouTube video of it somewhere.”


  I gasped in outrage. “You guys are all assholes.”


  Eventually Bryan and Dylan went back out to dance, so Smith and I hustled a few games of pool. Before I knew it, a couple hours had gone by and it was last call. We grabbed the girls on the way to close out our tab. Thanks to her cock-blocking older sister I hadn’t gotten to spend any alone with B all night. Watching her dance and laugh had only made me want her more. She used my own pick-up moves on me without even knowing it. The way she danced, holy hell. Her tight little body, her curves. I knew every man in the bar was thinking the exact same thing I was. It made me want to kill them, and fuck her. I didn’t know if making a move would be the best thing I ever did, or the worst. But I couldn’t stay away from her any longer. It was inevitable.


  While we were waiting outside for our driver, Bryan put her head close to mine. “You know, I’m pretty sure that blonde chick we saw earlier would be up for anything.”


  I put my hand on the small of her back and pulled her body against mine, putting my mouth next to her ear. “The question is, doll, would you?”


  She took a small step back, her eyes searching my face for any traces of humor. But I was dead serious. I grabbed her and brought her back against me, letting her feel my hard body. “You’re the only girl I have eyes for.”


  “Guys! The car is here.”


  Bryan stepped back again when Smith opened the door to the black SUV. She climbed into the third row and when Dylan went to climb in next to her, Smith put his arm around her waist and gestured for me to get in. I loved my bandmate. I got in and sat down as close to B as possible. She was quiet, I could feel the confusion coming off her. The inside of the car was dark, the tinted windows not really letting in any light from the street. I reached for her hand, threading our fingers together. Our first kiss would not be in the backseat of a car with her sister sitting a few feet in front of us. I wanted to savor her.


  ***


  As soon as we got home I headed upstairs to check on Landry. She was still sound asleep in her pile of stuffed animals and blankets. Her dark thick eyelashes resting against her beautiful skin. I shut her door a little more and then crossed the hall to my room. I was nervous. And scared. Crossing this line with Bryan? It was intense; it was important. And I didn’t want to fuck it up. I wasn’t sure I knew how to give her the relationship she deserved. And apparently she might not know how to stick around after three months. It’d been so long since I was with someone I actually cared about. I sat on the edge of my bed, my head in my hands. What kind of example was I to my kid? I vowed right then and there to change my ways, change the way I saw and talked about women. I’d be damned if my little girl grew up thinking that it was okay to be treated like anything less than royalty. And I’d start with Bryan. I’d treat her so damn good that she’d never want to leave.


  I looked up when I felt her walk in. I could always feel her when she entered a room. It was like she caused a shift in the air around me. “Hey, doll.”


  Her smile was cautious, like she was nervous too. “Hey.”


  I stood and closed the door softly. I’d open it later, just in case Landry needed us. Us. I stepped back and placed my hands on Bryan’s face. “You looked gorgeous tonight, although I might be biased because I think you look gorgeous every night.” I let one hand move to her hair, grabbing the dark silky strands in my fingers. “I couldn’t see anyone but you. You are all I ever see, baby doll.”


  “Jacks…” She said my name in that soft way again.


  “I want you. If I’m being honest, I’ve wanted you since the moment I fucking met you. I haven’t wanted to go out, haven’t wanted to miss your call. Talking to you is the highlight of my day. You are the best friend I’ve ever had, I couldn’t have made it these last few days without you. But having you here, holding you while you sleep and seeing you across the dinner table… I want more than your friendship. I want all of you. And I’m done pretending like I don’t.” I held my breath, it was all out there now. There was no taking it back. I told her how I felt, what I wanted. And now it was up to her. I should take a step back and give her room to think, but I couldn’t. “Talk to me, baby doll.”


  She sat down across from me at the desk chair. Her mouth opened and closed a few times. Like she was trying to find the right words. Was she trying to find a way to let me down gently? For a brief moment in time I got a glimpse of what heartbreak felt like. And it fucking sucked. “I think I want more too.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “You think?”


  She took a deep breath and pulled her lower lip through her perfect teeth. “No. I know I want more. I just— Jacks, this can all become really complicated.” She stood and started pacing the room. “For starters my sister is dating your bandmate and friend. Not to mention the fact that I’m here for the whole summer to help you with Landry.” She paused long enough to gesture across the hall. “And Landry…that poor girl. I mean what if things so south with us, what would that do to her? Dylan isn’t wrong, Jacks. I get bored. I leave. I can’t explain why or what happens, but it does. There are just a lot of variables here. And as much as I would love to just throw caution to the wind and mount you right now, there are people we love at stake.”


  See? That right there was why Bryan and I were perfect together; I was ready to dive in head first and she was being slightly cautious and hilariously sexy. She said she wanted to mount me. We were soul mates. I reached out and grabbed her hands, making her stand still. “I completely agree with you on Landry. The last thing I want to do is harm her or make her feel sad or abandoned. As far as your cock-blocking sister goes, she will just have to deal with us being together. And I promise you, doll, you’ll never get bored with me, so don’t even worry about that.” I wasn’t like any other guy she’d ever dated, she’d see. I was the one she’d been waiting on, I was the reason she always left before.


  That got a smile out of her. “Jacks, what happens when this ends badly?”


  “This will not end badly, baby doll.” I pulled her toward me, looking up into her eyes. “You and me? There is only happily ever after.”


  She snorted out a giggle. “That was incredibly sappy. But also very sweet.” She climbed into my lap and rested her head on top of mine. “Can we go slow? One step at a time?”


  “Go slow…? Like how…?” Did that mean I was going to have to wait a long time to get inside her? That would suck. It’d be worth it, but it’d suck.


  “Like one date at a time? One base at a time?”


  “Base? You mean sex?” My dick was frowning.


  “I don’t want to rush this. I don’t want to complicate it right away with sex.” She bit her lower lip again. “And to be honest? Your cock kind of scares me. I need to work up to it.”


  Couldn’t argue with her there. She was petite, we would definitely need to ease into it, pun intended. I kissed her chest. “Does that mean that tonight was our first date?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay, get up.” I scooted her off my lap and walked her back toward my bedroom door. “Pretend like I’m walking you to your door after our date.”


  “This is your door.”


  “You are on so much crack if you think I’m sleeping without you next to me ever again. Now, come on, play along.” I waited until she nodded before continuing, “I had a really great time tonight.”


  She shook her head, laughing quietly. “I did too. Thanks for finally asking me out.”


  I looked down at my shoes. “Would you, um, maybe, like want to go out again some time?”


  “Uh…I don’t know. Maybe.” She shrugged.


  I stomped my foot. “You are supposed to act all giddy and excited that I want to see you again.”


  “Okay, I’m sorry, ask me again.”


  “No. You lost your chance. You hurt my ego, now I’m probably going to try to bang your roommate.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “My roommate would never go for you. She likes really beefy muscular guys—”


  I didn’t let her finish her joke; I tackled her on the bed. When we locked eyes, all the laughter faded away. I was looking at the girl I was falling in love with, the only girl I’d ever fallen for. I put my hand on her cheek and brought my mouth down to hers. When our lips touched, I swear I felt that kiss from my head to my toes and everywhere in between. We lay side by side on the bed, our body a tangle of mouths and limbs. I grabbed her leg and hitched it up higher on my hip. I was hard as hell, and the friction against her core was making it difficult to breathe. I ran my hand up the inside of her shirt, rubbing her nipple through the rough lace of her bra. I let out a groan when she started to move underneath me, seeking the same release I needed.


  “Jacks?”


  I dipped down and licked at the wild pulse in her throat. “Hmmmm?”


  She arched into me, grinding her hips against mine and running her nails down my back. “What are we doing?”


  “Looks like dry humping to me.” We both froze and turned our heads to the open doorway. Smith was leaning against the frame, wearing a shit-eating grin.


  I let out a sigh and lay back on the bed. “Is there something I can help you with, bro? And can’t you knock?”


  Smith was still smiling. “I was just on my way to bed, and I assumed you two would be doing something nerdy like watching a movie or playing a video game.”


  My eyebrows arched. “Your room isn’t on this floor.”


  He nodded. “Very true.” He tossed my cell phone on the bed. “You left this downstairs.”


  When I didn’t say anything Bryan used the leg she had still tangled between mine to softly nudge me in the balls. “Say thank you.”


  “Thank you, Smith.”


  “You’re welcome, Jacks. You two have a good night.” He winked and then headed off down the hall. I was almost positive that was payback for the time I puked and he ended up with blue balls.


  Much to my dismay Bryan sat up. “Jacks, I don’t think sex on a first date counts as taking it slow.”


  I nodded in agreement, although my hormones were adamantly shaking their head. “We can take this as slow as you want, doll. No rush.” We had all the time in the world, because I never planned on letting her leave. Did my mental statement of love sound borderline serial killer?


  “Okay, thanks.” She used the rubber band on her wrist to pile her hair up in that adorable messy way I loved. “Look, I totally understand if you want me to go sleep in the other room.” She pointed at my dick.


  I glanced down. Yeah, it was pointing straight out like a divining rod. The memo of no sex hadn’t made it from my brain that far south yet. I reached out and grabbed her hands in mine. “I don’t want to fall asleep without you next to me. And I don’t want to wake up that way either.”


  She tickled my palm with her fingernails. “Have you always been this cheesy? Do you write all the love songs on y’all’s albums?”


  “No. I’ve never uttered a romantic phrase in my life. You just bring out that side of me.” Damn. I did it again.


  Bryan giggled. “All right, Shakespeare, I’m going to go shower off all the bar smell.” She pointed down at my dick again. “And I think you should go take care of that in Luke’s bathroom.”


  “Are you telling me to go jack off?” Was that normal?


  She shrugged. “I only hit second base on a first date. And if you don’t get rid of that thing I’m afraid it’ll end up pushing me off the bed.”


  Landry


  When I woke up the house was silent. It must be too early because this house was never silent. There were so many people who lived here, and there was always music and laughter. It was a nice house. There were lots of bedrooms and bathrooms, and Jacks’s studio in the bottom with the weird-looking walls. I liked hearing his guitar when we went down there. I wanted to ask him if I could listen to him play some more, but I was afraid he’d say no. I didn’t know why I was scared; the adults around here always said yes when I gathered enough courage to ask them to spend time with me. It was nice. It was different from my other life.


  Over the past few days, where things had been good and I felt safe and happy, I started thinking of life with my mom as my other life. I didn’t want to go back there. Ever. I knew little girls were supposed to love their moms, but I’m pretty sure she never really gave me a reason to. I climbed out of bed, bringing Ello with me. I thought I was too old to be carting around a stuffed animal but I liked the soft elephant. I opened my door and then peered across the hall to Jacks’s room. My dad’s room… I didn’t know if he wanted me to call him Dad. It wasn’t really his choice to be my dad, and he’d just found out I was his kid.


  Jacks and B were both in his bed and they were hugging. I’d seen my mom hug lots of men, but never like that. They looked so…comfy. I took a step outside my door, and the floorboard creaked under my foot. I froze, afraid that I would get in trouble for waking them up. Jacks opened his eyes and lifted his head, and then he smiled. I smiled back. Good, I wasn’t in trouble. He scooted away from Bryan and lifted the covers. “Wanna watch some cartoons?”


  Now I smiled bigger. I’d been doing that lately, smiling so big my face hurt. I nodded and ran across the hall and jumped into his bed. When I landed, Bryan woke up, laughing. “Good morning, sweet girl.” She looked over my head at Jacks. Her smile looked like mine. Jacks turned on the TV and asked me what I wanted to watch. Then for the first time in my life, I lay between two happy adults and watched Saturday morning cartoons. Yeah, I never wanted to leave.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Bryan


  Landry, Jacks, and I lay in bed for over an hour watching TV, laughing, and talking before we were reminded that this was a house full of people. Luke came walking by the open door, still wearing the same clothes I’d seen him in yesterday. This seemed to be a pattern for Luke. I didn’t doubt that it was easy for him to find a bed for the night. He was sexy in this very boy-next-door kind of way. His hair was a little longer than the first time I’d met him, and he always looked like he was in need of a shave. But the guys were all attractive as hell.


  He stopped and leaned against the wall. “Good morning, little Cole Family.”


  I wondered if Landry had Jacks’s last name or if her mom had used her maiden name. There were a lot of things I didn’t know about Landry, mainly because none of it mattered. She was Jacks’s daughter; I loved her instantly.


  Jacks reached over and tickled Landry’s ribs, making her squirm and giggle. “Buttercup, why don’t you run across the hall and get dressed? We’ll go get some breakfast.”


  She jumped up and did what Jacks asked. Luke moved to the side so she could get past him, ruffling her hair as she did. Then he crossed his arms over his chest and resumed his post on the wall. “You three looked adorable all piled in that bed.”


  “Well, we are all very adorable people.” Jacks threw back the covers and got up. His tight ass looked good in those shorts. An image of my hands digging into his flesh flashed across my mind. Last night was the start of something, and even though I wanted to go slow, I was more than ready to get to the good stuff. So far so good; I definitely wasn’t feeling bored. “You stay out all night again, Lukey?”


  Luke glanced down at what he was wearing. “Looks that way, Jackson.”


  What was this tension between them? What did Jacks care if Luke whored his way down 30A from Destin to Panama?


  Jacks grabbed a tee from his closet, pulling it over his head and then slipping on some flip-flops. “You want to tell me what is going on with you? What’s causing you to stay out all night, then come home looking like death warmed over?”


  Luke’s jaw tightened. “Just picking up where you left off, brother.”


  Jacks nodded, his hands on his hips. “If you don’t want to talk about what’s bothering you, that’s fine. Just make sure that none of your new activities happen in front of my kid.”


  Jacks had gone from the life of the party to a protective father in under a week. In my opinion people had been underestimating him for most of his life. Jacks had always been capable of being this man: this responsible, loving, kind man. He just didn’t have a reason, or anyone to believe in him. Now he had both.


  Luke let out a sigh, defeated. “I would never do that.”


  “You’re right. The old Luke? The one from before Lex joined the tour? Would never even think about letting a child see him destroying himself. But you see, the old Luke didn’t want to destroy himself.” Jacks faced his bandmate, arms crossed. “I’m sure Landry has seen enough shit in her life. I won’t let her see any more. You feel me?”


  Luke pushed away from the wall, turning to leave. “I feel you.”


  Landry came bounding back into the room. I loved seeing her run around like a normal kid. For the first few days she was here, she kind of walked around very cautiously most of the time. Like she needed to be invited into every room before she entered. Jacks playfully dove onto the bed next to me. “What do my beautiful girls want for breakfast this morning?”


  This man melted me. He gave love and affection so easily, so naturally. He’s exactly what Landry needed right now. “Hmmm…I think I want…doughnuts!”


  Jacks looked over to her. “What do you say, Buttercup? Want to go for a drive and get B some doughnuts?”


  ***


  When those two left to get everyone breakfast I headed downstairs and found Dylan sitting on the back porch with a cup of tea in her hands. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt and a pair of leggings. I looked down at the shirt I still had on, the one I’d slept in. It was Jacks’s. When I’d gotten out of the shower last night it had been sitting on the bathroom sink. There was a note in the mirror fog that said WEAR ME. It didn’t necessarily look like a man’s shirt; it fit me pretty well. Jacks wore his shirts incredibly tight; maybe she wouldn’t notice. “Hey.”


  She looked up when I opened the back door, smiling. “Hey.”


  I sat down in the padded chair next to her. “What are you doing up so early? It’s Saturday.”


  Dylan took a sip out of her cup. “Just used to getting up early, I guess. What about you? Where is Landry?”


  “Jacks took her to go pick up doughnuts.” I leaned back in the chair, enjoying the early morning sun before it turned blazing. “He asked me to stay, for the summer. To help with Landry.” I hadn’t told her last night, I didn’t want to ruin all the fun we’d been having.


  “And? What did you say?” I could hear the disapproval in her voice already.


  “I said yes.” I brought my knees up, hugging my legs to my chest. “I want to be here; with him, with her, with you.”


  Dylan sat her cup down. “I love having you here, Bryan. But you need to be careful when it comes to Jacks and Landry. Children need consistency, and you have a tendency to be the opposite. You need to make him be her father; you can’t start to raise her for him.”


  I jerked back. Disapproval was one thing, but I wouldn’t let her belittle Jacks. “What are you talking about? He is amazing with her and she adores him. He spends time with her every day. He has never once acted like she is a burden. And could you please stop acting like I have one foot out the damn door? Because I don’t.” I couldn’t understand her concern. Jacks was doing the best he could and from where I was standing, which was pretty damn close, he was doing a great job.


  “Yeah, he spends time with her, plays with her. But what about all the other things she is going to need? Counseling? School? Boundaries? Jacks is a child, and he needs to learn to be a parent.” Dylan turned to me, taking my hands in hers. I barely resisted the urge to pull away. “And what about you? Is it fair to ask you to stay here, to help him? You just finished college. You need to be finding a job, getting your life together, taking on your own responsibilities.”


  I stood. “This is my life, Dylan. Right here, right now, I’m living it. I’m not running from anything, can’t you see that? I’m just…” I threw my arms out to the side. “Living.” I put my hand on the back door. “I’m staying here, with Jacks and Landry. And I’m not asking your permission or your opinion.” I went inside and stood in the kitchen. I wasn’t really sure what to do now. Jacks and Landry were still gone, I was done talking to Dylan for the moment, and everyone else was still asleep.


  I didn’t need to be in South Carolina to figure out my future; I could do that from here. And Jacks was a good father. He’d known about Landry for less than a week; it was okay that he hadn’t figured everything out yet. I took my tea and headed back upstairs. I sat at the small desk in my room and started going through the catalogues that Lexi had left for me. There was a note with a checklist attached. Jacks’s house had five bedrooms and six and a half bathrooms. Seemed a little large for just him and Landry. But I guess one day he’d have a wife and more kids. Would that be me? We’d decided to take our friendship to the next level last night. But there were a hell of a lot of steps between making out and moving in together, right? I flipped open a huge magazine full of light fixtures and lost myself in decisions for a house I might never even see.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Jacks


  Landry and I had been gone forty-five minutes, and the second I got home all I wanted to do was find Bryan and kiss the hell out of her. Because I could. Because we’d crossed that line, hell, we’d shot that line all to shit. I wanted her before, but now? It was a whole new level of want. “B? You up here?” I peeked my head into my room. Then walked farther down the hall. “Doll? What are you doing?” She was sitting at the desk, a pile of catalogues surrounding her and a pen stuck between her teeth.


  She looked up when I walked in, a bright smile on her pretty face. She still hadn’t put her contacts in yet and seeing her sitting there with that topknot and sexy glasses about made me pass out. She must have noticed my level of want, because her smile turned wicked. She started playing with the pen in her teeth and brought one of her bare legs up to rest on the chair, causing her shorts to ride up her thigh. I growled like a dog with a bone and made it across the room in two long strides. She stood and threw her arms around my neck when I got to her. I put my hands on her tight little ass and pulled her against me, kissing her sweet mouth. She moaned, the vibrations making me lift her up and wrap her legs around my waist. I stepped forward, putting her back against a wall, grinding against her core. My hands were braced above her head, her grip on my hips with her thighs and the wall were the only things holding her up. “Tonight is date number two, right? Another date, another base, baby doll?” She grabbed me by the hair and brought my mouth back to hers, nodding furiously. I smiled against her skin, trailing my kisses down her neck.


  “That’s hot. Now I’m horny.”


  I pulled my mouth off Bryan’s throat and rested my forehead against her chest. I was breathing like I’d just run a marathon and I could feel her heart racing. “Is there something we can help you with, Lex?” I could hear the unusual edge to my voice. I was wound tight. That little shower session last night helped calm me down for all of fifteen minutes. About as long as it took for B to come get in bed and snuggle her perky ass against me.


  I sat Bryan on her feet as Lexi walked in and took a seat on the bed. “As a matter of fact, yes you can.” She pointed to the desk. “I need to get your color choices to the painters.”


  “For what? The house? Was I supposed to be picking out paint colors today?” I reached down and adjusted my dick. I was hard as fuck and I didn’t really care if Lexi knew it.


  And judging by the smirk she had on her face, she did. “Uh, yeah, you were.” She shrugged. “But I knew you wouldn’t. So I asked Bryan to do it for you.”


  “Oh. Okay.” I looked over at B. That’s what she was doing in here? Picking out colors for the house I was building. Was that weird? Was that too soon for her? She wanted to take things one step at a time. I’m pretty positive that designing a house for us to live in is a step numbered in the thousands.


  Bryan walked over to the desk and picked up a handful of colored squares of paper. Color swatches? Is that what those were called? “Here are two different choices.” She spread them out on the desk. “You can either go with these grays or these beiges. Then everything will be neutral and you can be bolder with lighting and furniture.”


  “Uh…the beigggge—” I saw both Lexi and Bryan start to wince. “Ggggray. I choose the gray.”


  Bryan smiled. “Good choice.”


  “Thanks. Cabinets and countertops are next, Baby Dil.” Lexi grabbed the swatches off the desk and started toward the door. “You guys can get back to sucking face. Although, unless you are ready to announce to the family that you are now ‘more than friends,’ I’d shut the door.” She winked over her shoulder as she walked out.


  “Did she just call me Baby Dil?”


  I sat on the bed and pulled Bryan between my legs. “Lex loves a bad nickname.” I slid my hands up her sides, stopping my thumbs against the underside of her breasts. “Now, where were we?”


  She smiled and moved toward me a fraction of an inch. “Were we about here?”


  “No, doll, I think we were a little closer than this.” I reached up, fisting my hands in her beautiful hair and tugging her closer to me. Within seconds I was caught up in her again. Lost in the feel of her mouth on mine, her hair in my hands. She climbed on my lap, straddling me and making me want to toss her on the bed and bury my face between her legs. That was second-date material, right?


  “Really? What did I just tell you two?”


  I pulled back a second time, shooting Lexi an annoyed-as-hell look. “Why are you still watching, creeper?” Bryan climbed off my lap, but I held her hip to keep her from going too far.


  “I’m not still watching, I forgot to tell Bryan we have a Skype call with the GC on Monday morning.” Lexi rubbed her hands on her belly, a serious look on her face. “And also, I won’t say anything to Dylan, about what I saw. Twice. But I won’t lie to her either.”


  I stood, wrapping my arms around Bryan’s chest and pressing my hard-on against her ass. I didn’t really know what to say. Luckily, it didn’t look like Lex expected me to say anything at all. She turned and walked out without another word.


  Bryan leaned her head back. “Is that a pistol in your pocket? Or are you just really fucking horny?”


  I snorted. “You are perfect for me, you know that?” I spun her around. “You want to tell your sister?”


  “Not really. Is that okay with you?” She rested her forehead against my chest. “I’m just not ready to deal with anyone else’s opinions.”


  I reached down and squeezed her ass. “It’s okay with me. We can tell her whenever you’re ready.”


  “Are my doughnuts downstairs?”


  I chuckled. “Yes, Landry got you ones with sprinkles.”


  Bryan held on to my hand and pulled me toward the door. “Hey. Speaking of Landry, I wanted to talk to you a little bit about some activities for her this summer.”


  “Okay, sure. Tonight? After she’s asleep?”


  She nodded. “It’s a date. Now let’s get downstairs before I let you have your way with me and ruin all my steps.” I looked longingly at the bed, my bottom lip out in a pout.


  I put one hand on the back of her neck and steered her out the room and down the stairs. “Don’t tempt me, baby doll.” When we got downstairs I found Landry on the couch with a book balanced on her lap. It seemed like that girl spent a lot of her free time reading. Which I assumed was a parent’s dream come true. Although I wouldn’t mind if she wanted to pick up a guitar and give that a try too. Lexi was sitting next to her, her legs on the ottoman and her laptop open. Dylan was in the recliner thumbing through some kind of house magazine. “Where is all the testosterone? Dagger isn’t even in here.”


  Lexi and Dylan both answered, “Studio.” At the same time.


  “The studio? It’s Saturday!” I left the girls to go search for my bandmates. When I descended the steps I expected to see papers all over the place, chewed pen caps, instruments out, and a giant pot of coffee. We used to use coke to keep us awake. Those days were long gone. Instead, Smith was lying on the floor asleep, Dash was on the couch looking at something on his phone, and Luke was playing on the PS3 I’d left down here yesterday. “What are y’all doing? Because you sure as hell ain’t working.”


  Dash tilted his head back toward me. “Lexi wanted me to help her pick out bedding.” He winced. “I didn’t want to spend my Saturday looking at sheets.”


  Luke shrugged. “It’s dark and quiet down here, I’m hung over.”


  I pointed to our bassist. “And that one?”


  Dash chuckled. “Dylan wanted to eat brunch at some new vegan place.”


  “So you are all hiding down here, waiting for the chicks to leave?” I sat at Luke’s drum set and started to play. I wasn’t near as good as Luke, but I wasn’t as bad as Dash. I laughed as Luke covered his ears and Smith jerked awake. I hit the cymbal and then reached out to calm it with my hand. “Now that I have your attention, what do you guys want to do today? Because I’m sure as shit not spending this beautiful Saturday indoors.”


  Dash sat up, putting his phone down beside him. “How ’bout you tell us what happened with you and Bryan last night?”


  I sat Luke’s drumsticks down. “What do you mean? We went out with Smith and his cock-blocking girlfriend. Danced, drank, came home, and went to bed.” I was never one to mind a good kiss-and-tell. Although the banging had always been implied. But with Bryan it didn’t seem right to talk about it with my bandmates. Last night meant something to me, even though it was only kissing, I didn’t want to cheapen it with high fives. Not that any of them would actually high-five me for making out with my best friend…but, whatever.


  Luke turned off my PS3. “Dude. Did you bang Bryan?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Really? What are we, sixteen?”


  “Sixteen? I thought you started earlier than that.” Luke winked.


  I sighed. “We may have crossed over that friendship line, just a little.” I held my finger and thumb up, about an inch apart. Then two inches, then three.


  Smith let out a loud chuckle. “Just a little? You two can’t even see that damn line from where you’re standing.”


  “I asked her to stay for the summer, to help me with Landry.” I gestured around the studio. “I need to be in here with you guys working on the new album and I want Landry to be with someone she likes and trusts.”


  “And you aren’t ready to give Bryan up yet.” Dash said it like a statement.


  I nodded.


  “You two just boning?” Luke sat up, running his fingers through his hair.


  I shook my head. Technically we hadn’t boned yet, but even when we did (and we would) it still wouldn’t be just sex.


  Smith grinned. “You tell her how you feel?”


  “Yeah, I told her last night. We’re going to take things slow, and she doesn’t want to tell Dylan yet.” I shot Smith an apologetic look.


  Smith held his hands up. “No way, Dylan hates secrets, man. If she found out I knew and never said anything? She’d shoot me. For real.”


  “Look, all you know for sure is that you saw us kiss and that I like her. I’m sure Dylan has already figured that out by now. And one kiss isn’t that big of a deal.” Even if it was the best kiss of my entire life. I scrubbed my hands down my face. “I feel like a chick. I’m the one who started calling her every night, I’m the one who begged her to come here. I’m the one who basically put my heart on the line last night. I don’t know what the fuck happened. It’s like one minute my life was all groupies and drugs and then the next I’ve got a girl and a kid.”


  “Do you actually want Bryan? Or are you just getting caught up in all this because of Landry? Because if you’re just looking for a mother for your daughter, that’s not fair. To any of you.” Dash stood, stretching his back.


  “I think I fell for Bryan back in New Orleans. I don’t know what it is about that girl, I can’t get enough.” I rose and stepped around the drums. “We spent weeks talking and texting, and then when Landry showed up, all I could think about was how I needed Bryan here with me for this.” I threw my arms out. “To be honest, she’s the best friend I’ve ever had. She makes me laugh; she makes me happy; she gets me. You know? And she makes me feel so…capable. It all happened so damn fast! My life is unrecognizable.”


  Smith stood and clapped me on the back. “Welcome to the club, bro.”


  I collapsed on the couch, my head in my hands. “I have a daughter.” I looked up, near hysterics. “I have a kid, and she’s had a horrible shitty life. Because of me. Because I can’t be bothered to learn chicks’ names, or to make sure they are okay after I leave. I use them, and then I throw them away.”


  Smith wore a understanding smile, “Jacks, bud, you—”


  “I don’t deserve Bryan’s love, and I sure as hell don’t deserve Landry’s.” I nodded slowly. “But I want to.” Dash threw his arm around me and pulled me in for a hug.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Bryan


  “Well, all the testosterone sure as hell isn’t down here.” The guys broke apart at the sound of Lexi’s voice. Dash walked to the base of the stairs, his hand out to help his pregnant girlfriend down. I followed, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off Jacks. What was it about him down here in the studio? Seeing him in his element always turned me on. Was the lust just the buildup from not being together yet? Or would it always be this way between us? I hoped it would, I prayed that it would. I never wanted to tire of this man.


  He smiled when he saw me, looking over my shoulder. “Where’s Dylan?”


  Lexi snorted. “The coast is clear, you horny bastard. Dylan is teaching Landry how to play chess.”


  He sat down on the leather couch and pulled me down onto his lap. When I stiffened at his touch he whispered in my ear, “It’s okay, B. They know.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Really? I thought we were just keeping things between us for a few days.”


  Sheepish. I finally understood that facial description, but he wore it well. “They knew how I felt about you, baby doll.”


  I couldn’t help but giggle. “And how do you feel about me? Come on, let me hear some poetry.”


  He tugged on my hair, pulling my mouth to his for a brief kiss. “Oh, I’ll give you poetry, doll.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  He smirked. “How do I want to nail thee, let me count the ways.”


  Smith shook his head. “Actually, while you guys are down here do you want to hear what we’ve been working on? I let Dylan hear it last night.”


  Lexi clapped her hands together and attempted to jump up and down. She made it halfway up and then frowned at her belly and sat in a chair. “Yeah! Let us hear it.”


  Smith picked up his bass, Luke twirled the sticks in his fingers and sat at his drums, Dash palmed a mic, and Jacks grabbed his guitar. All of them with instruments in hand looked so at ease, so natural. It was obvious that they were all born to do this. I’d heard all of The Devil’s Share songs…I liked them before I met them, but after Jacks and I became friends I went back and listened to everything they ever put out. They were the bad boys of rock and roll. But this, the sound coming from them now, was all things good. It was slow and sweet and tantalizing. The words were full of heart and emotion. The lyrics talked about how love changes you, changes everything. Lexi had tears in her eyes and I was finding it hard to breathe. When the final note came out of Jacks’s guitar and the song was over, no one said a word. We all just stood there in silence, not wanting to break the spell the song had put us under.


  Luke scratched his head with a drumstick. “Uh…so, what did y’all think?”


  Lexi shook her head, wiping the tears from her eyes. “That was the most beautiful song I’ve ever heard. Who wrote that?”


  “All of us, we all kind of had a hand in it.” Smith sat down his bass.


  I could feel Jacks’s eyes on me; I turned and met his stare. “It was perfect.”


  He smiled. “Glad you liked it, because we sent that demo to the label yesterday.”


  Lexi’s eyes cut to Dash. “What did they say? It’s not at all what you guys have done in the past.”


  Dash let out a quick sigh. “We haven’t heard back yet. They may end up loving it, or they may end up getting completely pissed, throwing a fit, and dropping us.”


  That didn’t sound good. What happened to a band when their label dropped them? Luke threw a stick in the air and then caught it and gave it a practiced twirl. “And if they drop us? We’ll be just fine.”


  Jacks nodded. “Yes we will.”


  “Us against the world.” Smith winked at Dash.


  The bond between these guys was so strong. They were a family, they had been for a long time now. And with every girl, every new kid, their family would grow. The question is, would I end up a part of it?


  The door at the top of the stairs opened, and Landry and Dylan came down into the studio. Landry walked right up to me and leaned against my hip. I loved when she did that, it warmed my soul. “Hey, sweet girl, what’s up?”


  “Can I go with Dylan and Smith to eat lunch?” She looked at the ground when she asked, still not completely confident in herself or us.


  Was I allowed to tell her yes or no? Was that my place? “It’s okay with me, but maybe ask your dad?”


  Jacks kneeled down in front of her, dipping to meet her eyes, not making her have to gather courage to look at him. He smiled. “Fine by me, Buttercup. Where are y’all going?”


  Dylan crossed her arms over her chest. “That new vegan place down the street.”


  Smith wrinkled his nose. “Kids don’t like vegan food.”


  Dylan smiled with an eyebrow raised. “Landry wants to try it.”


  “I saw a special about it on TV.” Her voice was soft, but at least she’d spoken up.


  Smith shot forward and started tickling her as he picked her up over his head. “All right, you little adventurer, let’s go eat some healthy food.” Landry giggled the whole way up the stairs.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Jacks


  The rest of us ate leftovers upstairs in the kitchen. We were all vegged out in front of the TV in the living room napping and watching some pregnancy show on the Discovery Channel, From Conception to Birth or something like that. It was interesting as hell, but when the birth part came? Lexi cried and Dash looked like he was about to puke. Both reactions seemed on point. I was happy to just lie on the couch with B in my arms, since her sister and Smith were still out with Landry. I loved that my friends were taking the time to get to know my daughter. I was just about to fall asleep when the doorbell rang.


  Luke hopped up. “I’ll get it. No use in you disgusting couples breaking apart.”


  I was more than happy to let him deal with whoever was at the door. I didn’t want to move until I absolutely had to.


  “Jacks? Get over here!”


  I could hear the panic in Luke’s normally calm and soft voice. I shot up off the couch, a million horrible scenarios running through my head in the fifteen seconds it took me to make it to the front of the house. Luke was standing stiff with his arms crossed over his chest and his feet planted. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”


  He moved to the side, making room for me. There was a woman standing there; she was thin and she looked vaguely familiar. “Can we help you?” Was she a groupie? A stalker? Had people finally noticed we were in Florida?


  “You sure the hell can. Where’s my daughter?”


  Landry’s mom. Holy fucking shit. I could see it now, the slight resemblance was mostly in build and skin tone. I didn’t know what I wanted to scream at her first. “Where the hell do you get off showing up at our door? How did you even find us?!”


  She pushed her long hair out of her face. “It’s not hard to find a house full of famous rock stars, Jacks.”


  “Why are you here?” I was shaking, seconds away from losing control. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this angry…or scared.


  “I wanted to see my daughter.” She looked at the ground. “I missed her.”


  “You missed her?! Are you fucking kidding me?! You abandoned her!” I went to shut the door, but she stopped me.


  “Where is she?!”


  I swallowed. “She’s safe. Which is something she never was with you.”


  She narrowed her hollow eyes. “Like an asshole like you would know the first thing about how to treat a girl. Let alone a child.”


  Her words hit me hard; she’d unknowingly hit me where it hurt. “You need to leave. Now. Before I call the police. If you want to talk to Landry, you need to contact the state. Believe me, they’re just dying to know why you abandoned your child.”


  She shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable at the mention of social workers and the police. “She’s mine.”


  I could feel Bryan walk up behind me. Her hand on my back gave me strength. “No, she’s not. Not anymore. You want her back? Be prepared for the fight of your life.” I slammed the door in her face. I was trembling. I was terrified and pissed off and yet at the same time I felt almost bad for the woman standing on our porch. At one time she had been pretty, but clearly life hadn’t been kind to her. And I couldn’t help but wonder if it all started with me. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, but I wasn’t ready to look at them yet. I turned and headed into the kitchen, grabbing my cell phone and calling Diane, the social worker. Her voicemail picked up. “Diane, it’s Jacks Cole. Landry’s mom was just here looking for her. I sent her away, so I’m guessing she’ll be contacting you soon. I’m calling my lawyers next.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  Bryan


  Landry’s mom showing up had shaken us all to the core. Diane had called back, telling Jacks to get all his ducks in a row so to speak. He needed to make sure that all the social worker checks would scream “healthy, stable environment.” We couldn’t give her mom any ammo to use against us. No one spoke a word about the encounter with Landry. Jacks didn’t want it brought up anywhere around her. He instructed us all to act like it had never happened if she was in the house. She didn’t need to know, not yet. She was so happy here, she was letting her guard down and learning to relax. Knowing her mom was back would only terrify her. Jacks had taken her and Dagger down to the beach so I could fill Dylan and Smith in on everything. I’d never really pictured myself as a parent, never really gave it much thought. But after spending this time with Landry, I was finally starting to understand. I would do absolutely anything and everything to make sure that little girl was safe and happy. I would go to the ends of the earth for her.


  “Honey! We’re home!”


  I closed the tile catalogue I’d been looking at when I heard Jacks and Landry come through the door. “How was the beach?” Jacks came in, smiling, and pulled me close for a hug. Kissing the top of my head before heading to the kitchen.


  Landry trailed in behind him, still in her damp swimsuit and miniature aviators that matched Jacks’s large ones. “It was great! We saw a stingray!”


  “You did?! That’s so cool!” I put my hand on top of her head and turned her in the direction of the stairs. “You need to change out of that wet suit and jump in the bath to get all the sand and sunscreen off you.” Before they’d left the house I’d slathered Landry in SPF 50. She had more of an olive skin tone, but that sun reflecting off the water could make anyone burn.


  “Okay.” She put one foot on the stairs, and then looked into the kitchen. “Thanks for taking me to the beach again, Jacks.”


  He grinned. “Any time, Buttercup.” I collapsed on the couch and a few seconds later he joined me. “What are you looking at?”


  He was sticking by what he said. Her mom didn’t exist right now, and I’d honor that. For him and for her. “Tile.”


  “For the house?” He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer to him. He smelled like sunscreen and salt water. I had the sudden urge to lick his skin; I bet he’d taste like summer. I also knew what he meant by saying the house instead of my house. “Take things slow” didn’t really seem to mean anything to him.


  “Yes, for your and Landry’s house.” It would be her house, too, so maybe I should let her pick out her own bathroom stuff. If she went with unicorns and rainbows Jacks could always have it remodeled later.


  He was quiet for a while, just sitting next to me looking at flooring over my shoulder. “I have no intention of this relationship going badly, baby doll.”


  I shrugged. “I’m sure no one goes into a new relationship thinking it’ll fail. Right?”


  “We’re different. Special.”


  I smiled, loving his cheeseball side. I leaned away from him so I could look in his eyes. “Oh yeah? And what makes us so special?”


  He brought his finger under my chin, guiding me toward him. His lips touched mine, just once, but so sweetly I melted into him. “Because we’re best friends.”


  I kept my eyes closed when I answered him. “I think that’s what scares me the most.”


  Luke walked in and sat down in the recliner. “What are you two lovebirds up to?”


  Jacks kept his eyes locked on mine when he answered, “I’m trying to convince B here that she is it for me.”


  “Well, actions speak louder than words, my friend.” Luke flipped on the TV and leaned back in his chair. “And if you two are going to keep staring into each other’s eyes, take it upstairs. I’m in no mood to watch another set of people make out right now.”


  Jacks chuckled, finally releasing my gaze. “You walk in on Smith and Dylan again?”


  Luke shook his head but didn’t answer. Which I assumed meant that he’d walked in on Lexi and Dash. What the hell was the deal with him and Lexi anyway? Sometimes you could cut the tension between them with a knife but then other times it was like they were inseparable. “Any signs of you-know-who while you guys were at the beach?”


  Jacks stiffened at Luke’s words, glancing at the stairs to make sure Landry wasn’t within earshot. “No. I took her down to the private beach club over by Water Sound. They weren’t huge fans of Dagger being there, but they got over it. There is no way her mom could get inside that place, security is tight.”


  He nodded. “So anytime she wants to go, that’s where we take her?”


  “For sure.”


  Landry came bouncing down the stairs and into the living room. Jacks patted the couch next to him. “I was thinking after I shower all the sand out of my hair maybe we could grab one of my guitars and I can give you a little lesson?”


  Landry bit her lip and looked down to the ground. “Sure.”


  It was obvious she wasn’t pumped about the idea. I leaned forward, putting a hand on her knee. “Landry? Do you want to learn to play the guitar?”


  “Um…”


  It was like she was scared to turn Jacks down or tell him she didn’t want to play. Was she scared of hurting his feelings? Scared of getting in trouble? Jacks tapped the end of her nose. “Buttercup, if you don’t want to play, you don’t have to.”


  Landry looked from us to Luke and then back to Jacks. “Do you think you could maybe teach me to play the drums instead?”


  “Of course I can! I’m not as good as Luke is, but I can teach you the basics, I think.”


  Landry’s little face lit up. So she was a drummer who loved giant pit bulls and the beach. She was also gorgeous… Jacks was going to have his hands full in about five years.


  “I could work with her. I used to give drum lessons to help make ends meet.” Luke looked over at Jacks, a small smile on his face.


  “Yeah?” Jacks turned back to Landry. “Would that be okay? Uncle Luke is the best drummer there is.”


  She nodded shyly.


  This would probably be good for both Landry and Luke. Playing an instrument was good for a kid. And I saw the way Luke smiled when Jacks called him her uncle.


  ***


  I read Landry a few chapters in our book, and then she was asleep as soon as the lights went off. Playing at the beach and then spending a couple of hours on the drums had worn her out. That kid was a great sleeper even without the exhaustion. I headed across the hall expecting to find Jacks on his bed with a controller in his hand. But the only thing I found was a note.


  On the patio. Bring fresh beer. Come alone.


  I went downstairs, grabbed two beers, and then slipped out the back door before one of the other five adults who lived here could spot me. Jacks had two chairs pulled out into the shadowy part of the patio with Dagger lying at his feet. “She asleep?”


  I nodded, handing him a beer and reaching down to give the snoring dog a pat on the head. “You guys wore her out today.” I sat down and propped my feet up on his lap. “She talked about Uncle Luke and his drums for a good ten minutes before I could actually get her into the bed.”


  Jacks placed his bottle on the arm of his chair and started rubbing my calf. “It’ll be a good distraction for Luke. He’s been a mess lately.”


  “He’s been staying out all night partying, so basically he’s been doing what you all used to do. Why does that make him a mess?”


  Jacks shook his head. “Luke isn’t like us, or at least he didn’t used to be. He doesn’t like groupies; he was never really into drugs. What he’s doing? He isn’t doing it for fun.”


  I took my leg out of his hands and then put my other one in its place. “What’s he running from?”


  “Lexi.”


  I took a sip of my beer. “What’s their deal?”


  “I don’t know. Jealousy maybe? Luke and Lex have been friends for a long time; they share a past. But I don’t think Lexi ever felt anything but friendship toward him.” Jacks shook his head. “I can tell you one thing though, having her on this last tour? Was not good for him. He needs to snap out of his funk.” Jacks dropped my leg and leaned back in his chair, patting his leg.


  I looked back toward the house. Would Dylan see me? Should I care? I got up and climbed into Jacks’s lap, laying my head on his chest. “Landry needs counseling.”


  His whole body went rigid at my words. “Why? What happened? Did she tell you something about her mom? Does she know she was here?”


  I sat up, putting my hand on his pounding heart. “No. No, nothing like that. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just, I mean she was abandoned. She needs to work through all that stuff, you know? Not to mention the court hearings she’ll have to go to if you have to fight for her…”


  He nodded. “Okay, yeah. We can find someone for her to talk to. Maybe your sister knows someone.”


  It didn’t slip past me that he didn’t mention the hearings. Landry’s hard times weren’t quite over yet, and I knew that broke his heart. “We need to figure out where she’s at in school too. It’s obvious that Landry is brilliant, but I think it would be worth it to have her meet with a tutor a couple times a week as well. Make sure she is all caught up before school starts.” I leaned my head back, looking at the stars. “We need to have all this in place, we need to make sure the social workers and the courts see how good being here is for her. We can’t have them doubt you, even for a second.”


  Jacks put his hand on my cheek. “Have I told you lately how amazing I think you are? How much I appreciate everything you are doing here for Landry?”


  I smiled. “You have, but I would always be up for hearing it again. And can you add how hard I make you as well?”


  He grabbed my hand and placed it on top of his rigid cock. “It’s difficult to walk since you’ve been in town.”


  I giggled. “Well, you know, tonight is our second date.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Second base?”


  I stood and headed toward the house, “Come on. One round of zombie killing: I win and you have to give me a massage.”


  “And if I win?”


  “I’ll be naked while you do it.”


  He trailed after me. “I’m serious, I think you’re my soul mate.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  Jacks


  We were taking things slow. I needed to keep reminding myself that as I watched Bryan take off her clothes. She lost the game we just played. Which meant she got a massage and I got to see her naked. My dick was hard as a rock, but that was nothing new. Bryan unclasped her bra and then placed her hands over her breasts, covering them as she lay down on my bed. She was also still wearing her incredibly sexy white lace panties. I didn’t really think that was fair, but since this was only our second “date,” I decided to keep my mouth shut. I’d meant what I said earlier today: Bryan was it for me. I’d have plenty of time over the next fifty years to lick her nipples.


  She looked over her shoulder. “Get to rubbing, love.”


  I took and let out a deep breath. This was going to take willpower and self-control, two things an indulgent rock star didn’t have in spades. I reached over and dimmed the lamp on my bedside table, and then climbed on the bed. I trailed one finger down her spine, causing goose bumps to break out on her skin. I smiled to myself, loving the effect I had on her. “Are you sure you don’t want a full frontal massage? I hear those are the best kind.”


  Her laughter was muffled by the bedspread. “Let’s just start with the back and see how you do.”


  Well, that wasn’t a no…I’d take it. I warmed my hands up by rubbing them together quickly before placing them on her shoulders. I started kneading her muscles, and she let out a little moan. My dick twitched in my pants. Oh man. He was going to be angry if he didn’t get to play with someone other than me soon. I worked my way down her back, paying special attention to her hips. Her skin was smooth and soft, flawless. She was muscular from all those years on the volleyball court. I let my hands roam and caress every inch I could touch. When she was thoroughly relaxed, I dipped down and placed kisses from her neck to the top of her ass. “You taste so damn good, baby doll.” She let out another moan, and my hormones went into hyper drive. I grabbed her pelvis, flipped her on her back, and covered her body with mine. I took one nipple in my mouth and one between my thumb and finger. Her breasts were impeccable, high and tight. Her skin tasted like sugar.


  She fisted her hands in my hair and hiked her legs up higher on my hips, rubbing herself against my hard-on. “Oh wow, that feels…so…good.”


  I grinned against her skin. “You ain’t felt nothing yet, doll.” I pulled her panties down her perfectly tanned legs. I put my finger against her mouth. “Open.”


  She did what I asked and then swirled her tongue around my finger. I was wound so tight I felt like I could get off just watching her do that. I moved down her naked body, working her clit. Everything about her was a fantasy come to life. The sounds she made, the way she smelled, the way she tasted. I couldn’t believe she agreed to be mine. I slid my finger inside her tight pussy, involuntarily thrusting my hips in unison. I couldn’t help it, I wanted inside her so damn bad. I waited until she was panting and moving her hips, seeking release before I added another finger. She was so fucking snug. She was right to be scared. I was afraid I would split her in half. “Let me taste you?” I felt the need to ask, because technically that was going beyond second base.


  “God yes.” She arched her back off the bed, grabbing my head and moving me toward her pussy.


  I used my mouth, my lips, my tongue. I worked and played until she was dripping wet. Then I added a third finger. Her body tightened at the invasion. I held my hand still, waiting for her body to relax. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to hurt you; it’s just…”


  “No, it’s okay. I’m okay.” Her words came out breathy and soft.


  When her hips started to move, I began again, slowly. Holy hell, I couldn’t ever remember being this turned on before. Every time my dick accidentally rubbed against the fabric of my jeans, I almost shot my load. I used my free hand to grab hers, placing it against the giant bulge in my pants.


  She chuckled. “You need a little help, love?” All our words were whispered, all our whimpers were soft. We were both aware that we were far from alone in this house.


  “I need a big help.” I winked and then lowered my mouth back to her swollen clit. She unbuttoned my pants and wrapped her hand around me. My hips started thrusting into her hand, pretty much without my permission. Within minutes we were a tangle of chaos. Our hands working each other toward a release, our breathing heavy, our bodies taking over control.


  “Oh fuck. Don’t. Fucking. Stop.” Bryan arched her hips into my hand and tightened her fingers simultaneously on my head and around my dick. “Oh god.” She flew over the edge, and the quiet moan she made had me following right behind her.


  ***


  I fell asleep with Bryan nestled against my side, and that’s how I woke up. And that’s how I wanted to wake up every morning for the next fifty years. Last night had been hot as hell, and all I’d gotten was a hand job. But the way I wanted her, the way my body ached for her? Sex was bound to be nirvana. I looked out into the hall and saw that Landry’s bed was empty. Before we’d gone to sleep last night we’d gotten dressed and opened the door back up, just in case Landry woke in the middle of the night and needed something. Being with Bryan had made everything else fade away; all my fears about losing Landry were momentarily put on the back burner. But now, in the light of day, I was starting to freak out all over again. I climbed out of bed, the movement waking Bryan. “Sorry, doll. Go back to sleep, I’m just going to go check and see where Landry is.”


  She sat up and stretched her arms over her head. “She got up with Luke a little while ago.”


  “Really? Luke stayed at home last night?”


  Bryan wrinkled her nose. “Nope. I heard him come up the stairs and I guess Landry did too. When he saw that she was awake he asked if she was hungry… Should I have gone with them downstairs?”


  I shook my head. “No, I’m just surprised Luke offered to make her breakfast. I’m sure he’s hung over as fuck.” I leaned down and kissed her mouth, rubbing my hand on the strip of bare skin on her stomach. She moaned and wiggled underneath me. “Something wrong, doll?” I loved that she was just as worked up as I was. Last night was fucking phenomenal, but I wanted more. And obviously she did too.


  She narrowed her eyes at me, smiling. “I’m fine.”


  I let my chuckle follow her into the bathroom.


  We both got ready for the day with only a few hands-in-the-hair, up-against-the-wall make-out sessions slowing us down, and then headed to check on Landry. She was sitting on the couch, a book in her hands and an empty bowl of cereal in front of her. Luke was passed out on the long part of the sectional, a pillow over his face. “Uncle Luke get you some breakfast?”


  “Yes. But then he said he didn’t feel good and he needed to take a little nap. Is he sick?”


  Bryan and I both said yes at the same time. I wasn’t thrilled that Landry had to see Luke hung over like that. But on the flip side, he’d made an effort for her. He made her breakfast; he didn’t leave her alone down here…I couldn’t be that mad at him. I kissed the top of my kid’s head and then went to make some coffee. I couldn’t keep my eyes off Bryan while she made herself some tea. Every move she made was sexy. I kept getting flashbacks of last night, the way her skin looked in the low light, the way her body felt under my hands. “Hey, tonight is date number three, right?”


  She glanced over at me, a small smile on her lips. “Yes.” Bryan discreetly pinched my ass and then walked into the living room. She sat her tea on the side table and plopped down next to Landry.


  Lexi and Dylan came in the room at the same time. “Do you two synchronize your alarms?”


  Lexi pursed her lips. “Uh, yeah. And we try to always coordinate our outfits too.” She frowned down at Luke. “He stay out all night?”


  I shrugged. “Honestly can’t say.” That wasn’t a lie. I glanced over at Bryan, whose thumbs were flying over her phone. She was texting a mile a minute.


  I wasn’t a jealous person, but who the hell could she be texting? I was here, Dylan was here…maybe Mikah? “Who are you talking to?”


  She shrugged. “Shep text—” Her eyes went wide as she looked up at me. “Holy shit. Shep.”


  I shook my head, trying to hide a smile. “Told you you didn’t like him.” The fact that her supposed boyfriend never crossed her mind while we were together should have made me feel bad. But it didn’t. It made me feel good. Made me feel skilled and very male.


  Bryan put her hand to her mouth. “I’m a terrible person.”


  I reached out like a ninja and plucked her phone from her hands. I pulled up their text history; I didn’t read it. I just typed out a reply and then tossed her phone on the couch beside her.


  She picked it up, biting her fingernail as she read:


  I am staying in Florida indefinitely. I think it’s best we go our separate ways. No hard feelings. Peace.


  She shot me a look. “‘Peace’? Really?”


  I just winked.


  Dylan came in from the kitchen with an armful of organic yogurts. “What the hell are you two smiling and winking about?” She passed one out to each of us. Landry looked at the container and then up at me, clearly making a do-I-have-to-eat-this face.


  I grinned and gave her a slight shake of my head before answering Dylan. Because once again Bryan wasn’t going to do it. Instead of wine, though, she was shoveling the disgusting probiotic-filled yogurt in her mouth. “B just broke up with Shep.”


  “Oh, uh, are you okay? Are you bummed about it? Do we need to have a girls’ night?” Dylan sent her sister a sympathetic smile.


  Bryan shook her head. “Nah. I’m good.”


  Dylan glanced over at Lexi; luckily, she just shrugged and went back to her gross yogurt. I don’t know why either of them were eating it. They both looked ready to gag with each bite they took. “Nah, I’m good? How long were the two of you together?”


  Bryan closed her eyes tight, obviously trying to remember how long she’d been dating Shep the Frat Strap. “I don’t know…maybe, like, three months?”


  “Three months? And it’s over and you just don’t care? See what I’m talking about, Bryan? It’s a pattern.” Dylan was starting to irritate me. I was done hearing about B’s ex, about her flighty past. I had enough fears to deal with right now without Dylan constantly reminding me that Bryan didn’t do long term.


  Bryan sighed and turned toward her sister. “It wasn’t that serious of a relationship. I wasn’t really that into him, even from the beginning. It’s not a big deal.” I saw her eyes cut to me for a brief second. “Can we just drop it please?”


  “Were you two…?” Dylan let her words trail off when she remembered Landry was still sitting on the couch, silently taking all this in. “Hanging out, um, after hours?”


  If I wasn’t so damn pissed off thinking about Bryan and Shep together “after hours” I would have laughed at Dylan’s hilarious save. As it were I crossed my arms over my chest and ground my molars together.


  “I’m not really sure what that has to do with anything, but yes, we hung out after hours.” Bryan sent her sister a snotty look.


  Lexi choked down another bite, wincing. “Was he a bad hangout?”


  Ah, Lexi, the little sister I never wanted. She was doing this for her own amusement and my discomfort. “Really, Lex? Do you think this is the best topic of conversation right now?” I nodded my head toward Landry. I wasn’t above using my kid to stop this discussion. I didn’t want to think about Bryan with anyone but me. I knew it was stupid, I knew I’d slept with so many other chicks it wasn’t even funny. But still.


  Lexi smiled, sweet as pie. “What? It’s a simple, very coded, question. Why can’t she answer it?”


  “He was an incredibly average hangout. Not great, not horrible, just average.” She shot daggers at Lexi, which only made her chuckle.


  Dylan nodded, pointing at B with her spoon. “See? Things get physical, get serious, and you bolt.”


  Bryan rolled her eyes. “I broke up with him because there was no future, because I wasn’t in love with him. I didn’t look at him the way you look at Smith or the way Lexi looks at Dash.”


  Landry put her book down. “Or the way you look at Jacks?”


  My face broke out into the biggest smile at her words. Did Bryan look at me like that? Did she feel the same way I did? Was she falling for me too? “How does B look at me, Buttercup?”


  Landry looked at Bryan, not sure if she should say anything else. But when Bryan winked at her, she brightened. “Like you’re all her favorite things.”


  My throat swelled with emotion. What was it about having a kid in your life that turned you into a sap? I crossed the room and placed a kiss on Bryan’s upturned face. I didn’t care who saw; in that moment I wanted to kiss her, so I did. I held my hand out to Landry. “Come on, Buttercup, let’s take Dagger to the beach for a walk.”


  Chapter Twenty


  Bryan


  So Jacks kissed me in front of my sister and then left the house? If he thought he was still getting his third base tonight, he was sadly mistaken. I refused to look up. I knew Dylan’s eyes would be trained on me, demanding an explanation. She was my big sister; she was protective and smart and honest. But damn, I did not want to deal with her questions and, no doubt, opinions.


  “You’re going to have to talk at some point, Baby Dil.” Lexi sat her half-finished yogurt on the coffee table.


  “So, Baby Dil is going to stick?” I looked across the room, smiling.


  Lexi nodded. “I think it’s perfect. You’re Dylan’s little sister and Jacks calls you baby doll. Baby. Dil.” She did a mock bow from her seat on the couch. “I’m a genius.”


  “Start explaining.” Dylan’s tone was harsh, and she wasn’t smiling.


  I let out a long sigh. “A couple nights ago, Jacks and I—”


  “A couple nights? Like after the bar?” Dylan narrowed her eyes. Typical.


  I ignored her and kept talking, “—decided to take our friendship to the next level.” That statement sounded boring. “I want him. He makes me laugh; he turns me on; he’s sweet and romantic. He’s a good dad. He’s the best friend I’ve ever had.” There, that was better.


  Dylan sighed. “With Landry’s mom showing up, he has to be the picture-perfect dad. Part of that is stability. That means long term; that means permanent, Bryan. Do you understand that?”


  Lexi held her hand up. “Wait, back up. Jacks is romantic?” She was trying to break the tension and lighten the mood, and I was more than willing to let her.


  “He is.” I shook my head. “He says the sweetest things to me all the time.”


  Dylan scoffed. “Yeah, he’s perfected his pick-up lines over the years, I’m sure.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “You really think Jacks needs to spit lines to get girls to sleep with him?” When she didn’t answer, I continued. “Here’s the problem with you guys: you don’t give Jacks enough credit. In anything he does.” I started ticking off a list on my fingers. “Jacks may like to have a good time, but has his good time ever gotten anyone hurt? Or in the press? Or landed anyone in jail? Nope. Did you know that Jacks sponsored a wing in the new children’s hospital in Dallas? Bet not. Did Jacks freak out when a social worker showed up with his nine-year-old daughter? Not once.” I stood up. “Jacks is the most amazing man I’ve ever met. And I’m NOT going anywhere.”


  ***


  After my tiny little outburst toward my sister I went for a run around the neighborhood. I needed to clear my head, and I needed to get out of the house. I’d texted Jacks to let him know, and he said he was going to take Landry and Dagger to the park after the beach. See? Quality time with his daughter. Dylan was so far off base with everything that had to do with Jacks and me it was ridiculous. My feet pounded the pavement up the driveway. I was dripping with sweat by this point and needed hydration. I ran in the front door and straight to the kitchen, throwing open the refrigerator and downing a bottle of water.


  “You were right.”


  I jumped about a foot in the air when Luke spoke from his seat at the island. “Holy shit, Luke! You scared the crap out of me! I didn’t see you there.”


  He grinned. “Sorry.” He was so pretty. I knew that was an odd word to use to describe a guy, but he was. “You were right, earlier when you were talking to Lex and Dil about Jacks.”


  I sat my water down. “So you weren’t sleeping?”


  “Well, I was until you and your sister started going at it.” He shrugged. “This band, this group of people…we look out for each other. I didn’t think Dash was good enough for Lex. And Lex didn’t think Smith was good enough for Dylan. And now Dylan doesn’t think you and Jacks are good for each other. The first instinct around here is to protect. It has to be. There are always people trying to hurt us, bring us down. It’s even more so with you and your sister. I’m sure she’s been looking out for you your whole life.”


  I didn’t think I’d ever heard Luke say this many words at one time. “And were you right? About Dash? Was Lexi right about Smith?”


  “No. We were all wrong. Dash worships the ground Lexi walks on. And Smith works hard, every damn day, to be the man Dylan deserves.”


  I leaned forward, resting my arms on the cool countertop. “And Jacks and I?”


  He bit his lip for a minute, obviously thinking about his answer. “Like I said before, everything you said about Jacks was right. He’s the best of us.” Luke reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “You and Landry? Two of the luckiest girls in the world.” He cocked his head, studying me. “As far as you being good for him? I don’t think you’d ever intentionally hurt him, and I can see that you would walk through fire before you ever hurt Landry. Time will tell what that means for your future.”


  “You’re a good friend, Luke.” I squeezed his hand.


  He smiled, his eyes sad. “Be happy, take care of each other. Your sister will see, she’ll realize how perfect you are together. Just give her some time.” He got up and left.


  I wanted him to stay. I wanted to ask him more about Dash and Lexi. I wanted to ask him if that’s what made him go out every night. I wanted to ask him if he was in love with her.


  Landry


  I had the best day with Jacks and Dagger. We went to the beach and ran in and out of the waves. Then Jacks took us to the park and we played on everything. We got lunch and ice cream. I’d never had this much fun in my whole life. My mom never really even seemed like she wanted to play with me. There was a rusted-out playground near our trailer. But it wasn’t all that fun, and there usually weren’t any other kids around.


  When we finally came home, we ate pizza on the back porch with Bryan and Uncle Luke. And then I got to go down to the studio and practice my drums some more. Uncle Luke said I was a quick study. All my teachers said I was smart, but I missed a lot of school. Sometimes my mom wouldn’t feel good enough to take me.


  I didn’t miss her. I tried not to wonder where she was or what she was doing. I was afraid if I thought about her, she would come find me. I didn’t want to be found. I wanted to stay here with Jacks and Bryan forever. Jacks said I could. He said it was me and him no matter what. I was afraid him and B would be mad at me for what I said this morning, about the way B looks at him. But he said it was sweet and exactly what everyone needed to hear. When we got back to the house, B didn’t seem mad at me either. She gave me a hug and a kiss as soon as we walked in. She did seem upset at Jacks though; he didn’t put enough sunscreen on me, I guess. I had tan skin, even in the winter. I’d never been sunburned before. It was nice to have someone worry about me like that.


  I really hoped my mom stayed gone. I hoped she didn’t look for me. I hoped that one day Jacks would ask me to call him Dad. Maybe him and B would get married, and then I could have two parents. Like the kids on TV.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  Jacks


  “I lucked out, big time. Landry loves bedtime.” I looked out into the hall before shutting my bedroom door. Bryan had read with Landry and then came to shower while I tucked her in. Now she was sitting cross-legged on my bed, my computer balanced on her bare legs. “Whatcha lookin’ at? Porn? Trying to brush up on your skills before I get to third base?”


  She snorted. “Yeah, I googled ‘how to fit a giant cock in my mouth.’”


  My eyes went wide. “Holy shit! Did you?!”


  She shook her head. “No.”


  I stuck out my bottom lip, pouting. “You shouldn’t joke like that.”


  “I am looking up some good child counselors in the area.” She copied a number down on the piece of paper she had beside her.


  “I thought you were going to ask your sister?” I hated that I was the reason there was tension between them.


  “I want to have all this ironed out before Diane comes back for her first check, but I just don’t want to deal with Dylan right now.” She closed the computer and set it on the bed side table. “Do you want to tell me why you were looking at dog adoption websites?”


  I had porn sites up and down my browser history, but she wanted to know about the puppies I was looking at? Soul. Mate. “Well…Landry loves Dagger so much. But Dagger is Lexi’s dog, and he’ll eventually live in their house with them and the baby. And then Landry won’t have a dog around…so…”


  Dylan climbed in my lap, straddling my hips. “Don’t you think it would be better to wait until you guys move into the new house before you bring home a puppy? This place is filled to the brim with people.”


  “I thought maybe if we got it here, it would be potty-trained before we moved. The label is paying for this house; if the puppy pees everywhere they have to pay to clean it up.” Bryan opened her mouth to say something and I silenced her with a kiss, sweeping my tongue into her mouth before pulling away. “Plus, this way Dagger can teach the puppy how to be a badass.”


  She cocked her head to the side. “I’m not sure it works that way.”


  I nodded. “It does. Trust me. Now, no more talking. Your mouth has other things to do.”


  She put her hands on her hips. “Date three and all the romance goes out the window?”


  I moved quick, laying her back on the bed and placing my dick at her center. Adding some pressure, I kissed her neck, her collarbone, her shoulder. “You are so damn beautiful, so fucking hot.” I rubbed against her, causing her breath to hitch in her chest. “Last night? Wasn’t enough. It’ll never be enough. I need to be inside your body. I need you to be so full of me that you can’t think straight.”


  “Let’s skip third base.”


  I pulled back, afraid to believe her. “Are you serious? Because if you aren’t, it’s not funny. It’s cruel.”


  She giggled and wrapped her legs around my waist. “Stop talking, I’m letting you steal home.”


  I laid my head on her chest, catching my breath and willing my heart to slow down. I wasn’t sure why she wanted to speed up her timeline. Maybe she felt like I did, maybe she just needed to feel me, feel close to me. Maybe she wanted to reassure me that she was here, she was in this with me, all the way. And I wasn’t going to argue. I wanted nothing more than to be inside of this girl. My girl. I looked up, locking eyes with her before slowly bringing my mouth to hers. She opened for me, her tongue matching mine, stroke for stroke. Her thighs gripped my hips and her hands fisted in my hair. I let my fingers skim down her body, dipping them into her panties. I found her wet, ready for me, and I couldn’t help the groan that came out of my mouth. “You are so fucking sexy, doll.” I slid two fingers inside her, causing her to arch into my hand. She peeled her shirt off, then mine. I rolled us over then trailed kisses down her throat to her chest before taking her taut nipple into my mouth. I let my tongue and fingers play her body like an instrument. “I want you so damn bad, baby.” When she was panting and writhing underneath me, I added a third finger, stretching her as much as I could. I moved back up to her lips, kissing her until she was dizzy. “If you aren’t ready, you better tell me now.”


  She opened her eyes, finally looking at me. “I want you inside me.”


  I didn’t want to take my fingers out of her tight center, afraid that I would have to start all over. “Get my pants off, doll.” She grinned and used her hands, then her feet to move my jeans and briefs down my body so that I could clumsily kick them off.


  I used my free hand to reach into my nightstand and grab a condom. No part of me wanted to have anything between us. But we hadn’t talked about that, and with my past… I tore the wrapper open with my teeth and then Bryan took it and rolled it down my stiff length. I finally removed my fingers and positioned myself at her entrance, and slowly started inching in. I felt her body go rigid beneath me when I was about a third of the way. “Breathe, doll.” I kissed her neck, trying to make her body relax. “If you don’t let me in, this isn’t going to work. I promise, I’ll go slowly.” I pulled back to study to her face. “Trust me, baby.”


  She nodded. “I’m okay.” She took a few deep breaths and her body slowly started to melt again.


  I eased in a little more, then stilled my hips and distracted her by kissing her collarbone, whispering dirty things in her ear, and thumbing her nipples. I had to do this three more times before I was fully inside her. She was so fucking tight I wasn’t sure I was actually going to be able to move. I pulled out slightly and then slid back in. “You okay?”


  Bryan took another deep breath and then let her nails rake down my back. “I’m good, now. I promise.” She grabbed my ass, urging my hips toward her. “Please…”


  I was sweating from holding back. I was still somewhat terrified that I was too much, that I would hurt her. But when she started arching under me, all that flew out the window. I had wanted this for so long. I had wanted her from the moment I met her. I pulled out and surged back in. “Fuck,” I whispered against her skin. “You feel so fucking perfect, doll.”


  She brought her legs up higher on my hips. “More.”


  I pumped into her, over and over. She was meeting me now, matching me thrust for thrust. We were both panting. I gripped her ass, angling her up so I could dive deeper. Give her everything I had. “Fuck…” This time it was more of a groan. I couldn’t seem to say anything else. My brain had completely shut down. I could feel my orgasm building. I needed her to get there. I reached between our bodies, rubbing her clit with two fingers.


  “Oh god. Don’t stop.” I put my hand over her mouth, muffling her cries.


  We were both so close to the edge. Neither one of us could hold back. I was nailing into her, dripping sweat onto her chest, and she was getting louder by the second. I needed to end this before we brought the whole fucking house down. I rested my forehead against hers, angled her hips a little more, and whispered, “Come for me, baby.”


  I felt her body tighten, and when she called out my name as she came I covered her mouth with mine. Swallowing her words and exploding inside her. I rolled to the side so I didn’t crush her under my weight. We were lying side by side, breathing heavy and staring at the ceiling. “Holy fuck.” I turned to her, smiling like a kid after his first time. “Marry. Me.”


  She rolled her eyes. “No.” She propped herself up on her elbow. “But we can do that every damn night from here to eternity.”


  I grinned. I loved that this moment wasn’t awkward or loaded with silence. We’d kissed, we’d touched, and fucked and we were still Jacks and Bryan. We were still laughing and joking. And she was still here wanting more. “Being inside you is now my favorite place in the world.”


  She scooted over and laid her head on my chest, “Oh yeah? What held the title before me?”


  I ran my fingers up and down her side. Her skin was so warm and smooth. I kissed the top of her head. I never wanted to let her go. “The stage.”


  She kissed my chest. “You love performing?”


  “Yeah, it’s addicting. The energy, the crowd.” I palmed her ass, squeezing. “Now you’re my favorite high.”


  We were both quiet for a few seconds and then she sighed. “As much as I hate to say this, we should get dressed.” She sat up and reached for her discarded shirt. “If Landry wakes up from another nightmare or walks in here…”


  I grabbed her shirt out of her hands, throwing it into the bathroom and out of her reach. “If you insist on being responsible and sleeping in clothes, then you’re sleeping in mine.” I loved seeing her in my shirts; I loved watching her walk into the kitchen first thing in the morning wrapped up in me. And to be honest, seeing my chick wearing a vintage Nirvana shirt and nothing else? Hot. As. Fuck. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and went to my dresser. I pulled out a t-shirt for her and pair of shorts for me.


  “Hey, Jacks?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Could you maybe get me some ibuprofen? I’m a little, uh, I mean I’m totally fine but…”


  I turned to her, frowning. “You have a headache?”


  “No. Your dick is huge.”


  Ohhhh, ice. That’s what Smith meant. “I…uh, yeah. I’ll be right back.”


  As I walked down the stairs I tried to recall anyone else I’d ever been with saying they were sore. I’d sure as hell never gotten anyone ice and medicine afterward. By the time my foot hit the last step, I realized I was the biggest asshole alive.


  ***


  I gave Bryan her pills with a glass of wine, hoping that would help her relax even more. I made her get comfortable and then placed the bag of ice where she needed it. I waited for her to fall asleep, drawing light circles with my fingers over her perfect skin. Then I headed back downstairs. There was no way I’d be able to get any rest. My mind was going a mile a minute. I was such a motherfucking prick. I went into the studio and picked up my guitar. I didn’t normally turn to the music when I was feeling like utter shit. I wasn’t Smith or Luke. But I couldn’t very well grab a bottle of liquor off the bar and get loaded. I needed to be functional when Landry woke up. I was halfway into an old tune by The Band when Smith came in. I didn’t stop playing, so he just picked up his bass and joined me. It’d been a long time since we’d sat up in the middle of the night and just jammed out. Letting riffs come and go, never stopping. We played well together; our bond was a big part of what made The Devil’s Share so fucking great.


  After a while Smith stopped playing, and a minute later I did too. He sat his guitar on its stand and then handed me a bottle of whiskey. “Great minds and old habits.” I smiled and took a pull, much smaller than I normally would have. Then handed it back and he did the same. “Did I wake up the whole house? Or just you?”


  “Just me. Couldn’t sleep.” He handed me back the bottle.


  I took it but didn’t turn it up. “I can’t be hung over tomorrow.”


  Smith chuckled. “Really? You think a couple pulls off a whiskey bottle are going to make you hung over? We both know it would take much more than that.”


  He was right. I took a few swallows and handed it back.


  He took another drink and then sat it on the floor between his feet. “Why aren’t you in your bed, wrapped around your girl?”


  I looked at the ground, not answering.


  He chuckled. “You show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”


  “I’m an asshole.”


  He nodded. “We all are. Care to elaborate?”


  “Bryan needed ice and ibuprofen.”


  Smith grinned. “I told you she would. That’s not your fault, man. You were born with a big rod and you fell for a petite chick.”


  I nodded slowly. “You think B was the first petite chick I’ve fucked?” I felt wrong calling what we’d just done fucking. But I was pissed at myself. “I’ve never gotten anyone else ice before. I never fucking cared. How many chicks have I walked away from without a backward glance? How many girls have stayed awake at night, with pain and regret? What if I was the bad night that turned Landry’s mom into the disaster she is? I can assure you, I used her and then tossed her to the side.”


  Smith picked the bottle back up and handed it to me. “We went over this the other day, man. We were all dicks. We all treated women like complete trash. But we grow up. We learn from our shit. You made sure Bryan was okay, right?”


  “Yeah, of course.”


  “Do you think I ever cared about hurting anyone but Dylan? I didn’t. She was the first girl in my entire life who I cared about. Who I wanted to take care of. And I doubt one heartless fuck from a rock star is what caused Landry’s mom to be a shitty parent. Trust me, that kind of behavior takes years of conditioning.”


  I nodded, swallowing the whiskey in my mouth. “It just keeps coming, you know? It’s like, I have these amazing moments with Bryan, and then something happens to make me remember what an asshole I’ve been.” I shook my head. “And it’s double. Because it’s not just Bryan, it’s Landry too.” I took another sip. “Those chicks we treated like that? They have dads out there, lying awake at night hoping and praying that no one ever hurts their little girls.”


  Smith grabbed the bottle back. “You and Dash are truly and utterly fucked.”


  I put my head in my hands. “No. Shit.” I grinned. “It’s karma. We’ll probably all have nothing but girls.” I stretched my legs out in front of me, feeling slightly better after unloading my guilt on Smith. “Your turn.”


  “I was actually waiting up for Luke.” He sighed. “He’s going down a bad road, man.”


  “I know.” I pointed to the second set of drums in the corner. “He’s giving Landry music lessons though.”


  “Last week he overheard Dash tell me and Dylan that he was going to ask Lexi to marry him.”


  “Holy shit.” No wonder Luke was going off the deep end.


  “It can’t be easy for him, especially now that Bryan is here, to be around all of us.” Smith stood up, checking his phone for the time.


  “We’ve all been pretty occupied, I guess.” Other than studio time the only person who ever really spent any time with Luke the past couple of days was Landry.


  “You think he’s in love with her?”


  “With Lex? I don’t know. I think he thinks he is.” I snorted. “Does that make sense?”


  “Perfect sense.” Smith sat down on the couch. “You think he’s hitting the hard stuff?”


  I thought about the times I’d seen him stumble in over the past couple of weeks, the way he’d looked before crashing and the times he’d asked me for downers. “Nah, coke and booze, in my opinion. You?”


  “I figured about the same.” He held the whiskey bottle out to me; when I shook my head, he put the cap back on. “You think we need to put a stop to it?”


  I pursed my lips. “Wouldn’t we just be the pot calling the kettle black? It’s not affecting his job, or the band. He’s here in the studio every day and he’s nice and pleasant around Landry and the girls. Who are we to tell him how to cope? At this point at least.”


  Smith nodded. “Okay. We’ll just keep watching him, right?”


  “Yeah, man. Let’s just give him to room to deal.” I stood, stretching my arms over my head. “Has Dash said anything about it?”


  “Not to me.” Smith headed toward the stairs. “I doubt he thinks it’s his place, you know? He doesn’t like to get in between Luke and Lexi unless absolutely necessary.”


  I followed Smith into the house. “Thanks. For tonight.”


  “We’ve all been there, bro.” He pulled me in for a very manly hug. “You’re doing good though, with both your girls.”


  “Oh for the love of everything holy. Do you guys ever stop hugging each other?”


  Smith and I both winced at the sound of Lexi’s voice. We pulled apart and headed into the dark kitchen to find her sitting on the island eating leftover fried chicken. I chuckled. “Cravings?”


  She shrugged, rubbing her belly. “Couldn’t sleep. This little girl is nocturnal.”


  Smith pried the chicken leg from her grip and then handed her an apple instead. “Join the club.”


  Lexi calmly sat the apple back in the bowl on the counter and snatched the chicken from Smith. “If you attempt to take this meat from my hands one more time, I will lose my shit. Your girlfriend has me eating the grossest crap, and I. Am. HUNGRY.”


  Smith held his hands up and slowly backed away. “Sorry, Lex.”


  She took a big bite and talked around the food. “Why are you two up? Late-night tryst?”


  I pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge, the light blinding us before I shut the door. “I have spent the past ten years treating women like garbage.”


  Smith leaned against the counter, farthest from Lexi. “I was waiting up to talk to your boy.”


  Lexi pointed at me with her chicken. “You were an asshole. You were all assholes. But everyone loves a bad boy who ends up being a good man. So you guys will be okay. You’ll all be cursed with daughters, but you’ll be okay.” She turned to Smith. “If you want to talk to Luke, you’ll have to wait for a few more hours. He usually gets in around seven.”


  I cocked my head, studying her. I thought he’d been able to hide his early morning homecomings. “You knew?”


  Lexi rolled her eyes. “Of course I knew, it’s Luke. He’s my best friend.” She smiled, almost sinister. “There isn’t anything that goes on in this house that we don’t know about.”


  Smith pursed his lips. “We? As in you and Dash?”


  Lexi laughed. “No. Me and the girls.” She held her hand out for me to help her down off the counter. “You think Dylan doesn’t know you’re up worried about Luke? Or that Bryan doesn’t know you were down in the studio feeling low? They know.” She backed out of the kitchen, her eyes glowing. “We always know.”


  I turned to Smith. “I’m never getting out of bed in the middle of night again. Lexi is fucking scary as shit.”


  He pointed to the stairs and we both raced up them like two kids afraid of the boogey man. I climbed in bed next to Bryan, pulling her against my body, breathing in her sweet scent and wrapping my arms around her waist.


  “I’m fine, love.”


  I stiffened. “What?”


  “No reason to lose sleep over the past. There is nothing anyone can do about it.”


  Holy. Shit. They do know everything.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  Bryan


  The next morning I woke up with my head on Jacks’s bare chest. All my memories from the night before came flooding back to me. I closed my eyes, more than happy to relive them. I still wanted him. I wasn’t pulling away. I only wanted to snuggle in closer. I couldn’t help but smile.


  “Good morning, doll.” Jacks tightened his arms around me and kissed the top of my head.


  “Morning.” I choked out a laugh when I opened my eyes and saw the large tent that Jacks had made with his cock and the sheets. I reached my hand out, flattening that whole…situation.


  “How are you feeling?”


  I took a quick internal inventory, “Fine, a little sore and not bored in the slightest.”


  He grinned. “Yeah?”


  I nodded.


  “I think we should go take a shower, and take care of my wood.”


  I sat up and peered across the hall. “What about Landry?” She was still asleep, but I would hate for her to wake up and come looking for us and find us both gone. “How about you go shower and take care of that, and I’ll stay here in case she needs us.”


  Jacks stuck out his lip. “I have a girlfriend who I thoroughly enjoyed fucking. I am not going to go whack it in the shower.” He looked at his watch. “Luke should be home soon, maybe he can watch her.”


  I rolled my eyes and threw the covers back and grabbed his hand. “Come on. I’ll fix it real quick.” His eyes widened in surprise, but he sure as hell hopped out of bed and followed me into the bathroom. I locked both sets of doors and then got down on my knees in front of him.


  “Are you for real? Because, like I’ve said before, jokes like this aren’t funny. They are cruel.”


  I didn’t answer him. I just grabbed the waistband of his shorts and pulled them down, using my hands to work his cock. He let out a hiss the instant my tongue swirled around his tip, his head thrown back. It wasn’t long before his hands found their way into my hair.


  “Nope. Sorry. Can’t do it.” He let go of my hair, pulled his briefs back up and grabbed me by my arm. “I need that tight pussy of yours. I have to have it.” He unlocked the door to the room that was supposed to be mine and tossed me on the bed. He secured all the doors and stalked toward the bed. “I told you. You’re like a drug. You’re my favorite place to be.” He slid my shorts off, instantly burying his face between my legs. His tongue, his mouth, his fingers. All started to work me in sync. I was instantly lost, arching off the bed, desperate for release. He knew it too, because he pulled back with a chuckle. “Now who has a problem that needs taking care of?” He slipped two fingers back inside me. “Answer me, doll.”


  I grabbed his wrist, holding him in place, grinding against his hand. “I do.”


  He took my clit in his teeth for a moment then stopped. “And who is the only person who can help you?”


  I sat up quickly, taking him by surprise. “You are. So fucking help me already.” I pulled the elastic waistband of his shorts outward and down, freeing him once again. I let my tongue dart out once more, teasing his tip.


  He groaned and I knew our little game was over. He jumped onto the bed and opened the nightstand drawer, grabbing a condom and quickly putting it on. He lay down on the mattress, his hands behind his head. “Help yourself.” I straddled his body, his hands on my hips guiding me into place. Inch by slow inch I impaled myself with him. When I was fully seated, I felt his cock in my stomach, every little movement I made, I could feel.


  I took his hand, holding it low on my abs, letting him feel how deep inside me he was. His free hand tightened on my ass, bruising my skin. I set a slow pace. I couldn’t physically go any faster, any harder. It was too much.


  “That’s it, baby. Nice and slow.” He kept his eyes open, watching me ride him. His hand at my stomach, feeling himself move inside me. “Damn, doll. That’s so fucking hot. You’re so fucking perfect.”


  We were both worked up, so on edge. Even at my leisurely pace, it didn’t take long before we were both panting, both chasing our release. He sat up, bringing his mouth to my breasts; my hands went into his hair holding him in place. My movements became shorter, jerkier. “Jacks, don’t stop.”


  “It’s all you baby. Ride me. Fuck me.”


  My whole body tightened at his words. He captured my mouth with his, stifling my cries as my orgasm over took me. My whole body reacted, it was like nothing I’d ever felt before.


  “Fuck, you’re so tight.” I had stopped moving, my body had a mind of its own. Jacks wrapped an arm around my waist, lifting me slightly. He started thrusting up into me, finding his own climax in seconds.


  ***


  In stark comparison to our morning, Jacks and I spent the rest of the day just hanging out with Landry. We headed into Destin and took her to all the tourist attractions. We ate lunch at a little place on the beach and finished the day with a few new Disney movies in front of the big TV downstairs. The whole house usually got together for dinner at night, but it seemed like everyone was doing their own thing right now. Which was fine by me. I hadn’t talked to Dylan since yesterday morning. She may be my big sister, but she didn’t control my life. I was happy here with Jacks and Landry; more than happy, I was ecstatic. Jacks was such a good dad, but he was also a fantastic boyfriend. Everything he did was so thoughtful and kind, and casual. I was worried at first about how Landry would react, to the two of us getting closer. But he was so relaxed, so at ease, that it made everything seem seamless.


  “B?”


  “Yeah, sweet girl?” I’d just closed our book. I’d read three chapters tonight.


  “I had fun today.”


  I lay down next to her, tucking my hands under my cheek. “Me too.”


  She smiled. “What are we doing tomorrow?”


  I took a deep breath. “Actually tomorrow we have some pretty important stuff to do.” I pursed my lips, “You want to hear it?” I waited for her to nod before I continued. “Well, Jacks and I wanted you to meet with a few people. We have a counselor coming to talk to you.”


  “About what?” She was on her side now, facing me.


  “About your mom, and about coming to live with Jacks.” I brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Is that okay?”


  She nodded. “Who else?”


  “A tutor. We want to make sure you are all caught up on your schoolwork and ready to start in the fall.” I picked up Ello and put him under the covers next to her. “I have a few different tutors coming. You can pick the one you like the best.”


  She nodded again.


  “Do you have anything that you want to ask me? Or anything you want to talk about?” I didn’t want her to feel overwhelmed, but all of these things were necessary.


  “Can I still do my drum lessons with Uncle Luke?”


  “Absolutely.” I smiled. “You have fun with Uncle Luke?”


  “Yeah.” She let out a little sigh. “He has fun too. When he’s teaching me, he smiles and laughs. Which is good because usually he seems so sad.”


  Well, shit. How was I supposed to explain Luke to Landry when I didn’t even really know what was going on with him? “Sometimes grown-ups get sad about things. But you make Uncle Luke happy, so it’s good that you like hanging out with him.” I sat up and kissed her forehead. “Good night, sweet girl.”


  She snuggled up with Ello. “Good night, B.”


  I turned off her light and headed across the hall to Jacks’s room. Well, my room too I guess. While I was showering this morning he moved all my stuff into his closet and dresser. I flopped down on the bed next to him. “All tucked in.”


  Jacks closed his laptop and sat it on the nightstand. “I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow morning.”


  I wrinkled my nose. “Why?”


  “I’m getting tested for STDs.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Be still, my beating heart.”


  He reached out and pulled the rubber band out of my hair. “I want to make sure that I’m all clear, then I’m throwing away the condoms.”


  I crawled up his body and onto his lap. “Oh yeah?”


  He nodded. “Oh yeah.”


  I kissed his neck. “Aren’t you even going to ask me how I feel about that? Maybe I don’t want to throw away the condoms.” I kissed the other side of his neck, then let my nails trail down his chest and hook into the band of his shorts.


  He ran his hands up my back, under my shirt. “I don’t care.” He let his hands move in the opposite direction, grabbing my ass. “I don’t want anything between us. I want to feel you riding my cock, bare. I want to come inside you so fucking hard that it drips down your thigh.”


  His words send a shiver down my spine. I pulled back, looking at him. “Well, that was fucking hot.”


  “Yeah?”


  I nodded. “Fuck yeah. Take your pants off.”


  ***


  We were lying in bed, side by side, playing our favorite zombie game. “Hey, I told Landry about everyone she is meeting with tomorrow.”


  He pressed pause. “What did she say? Was she overwhelmed?”


  I shook my head, unpausing the game and then firing off a few shots into an undead adversary. “Not at all, she seemed fine with everything.” I nudged him with my leg. “Everything is going to be fine, love. This house is full of warmth and family; we are going to get Landry all squared away emotionally. The courts are going to laugh in her mom’s face when she tries to get her back.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure they will…but courts and lawyers mean that Landry is going to have to face her mom again. She’ll have to testify, relive the abandonment.” He hit pause again and leaned his head against the headboard.


  I took his face in my hands. “You’re right, and that sucks. But that’s also the end. It’s happily ever after from then on, right?”


  He smiled. “Right.”


  Landry


  Today was such a good day. When I was with Jacks and Bryan, it felt like we were a family. Like I was one of those happy kids from school that had two parents that cared about them. Jacks was my dad, and I was pretty sure that he and Bryan were more than friends…but that didn’t mean she wanted to be my mom. I didn’t know if I was even allowed to have another mom. Maybe you only got one, and if that one sucked, then too bad. We did so many fun things today, and we laughed so much. It was the best day I’d ever had.


  I was a little nervous about all the people I had to meet tomorrow. My teachers always seemed to like me okay, when my mom bothered to take me to school, that is. But this counselor person? What if they told Jacks and Bryan that I was crazy, that I wasn’t a good kid? Maybe they would see the same things my mom saw. My mom was never a good mom, but she left me for a reason. And even though I tried real hard, I couldn’t figure out what that reason was.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  Jacks


  Today was a long-as-fuck day. I went to the doctor first thing and waited there for over an hour. I made them rush the tests; I needed to get inside Bryan, sans condoms, tonight. Then the band and I had a conference call with the label, which consisted of a lot of arguing and threatening, from both sides. In the end they admitted they loved the demo we sent them. We could make the album we wanted to make, but if it didn’t sell, they were dropping us. Either way, we were free to write what we wanted, so we spent hours doing just that. I went upstairs long enough to hop on the Skype call that Bryan had scheduled with my GC. I knew the other guys were content letting the girls take care of all the house shit that needed to be done, but Bryan was already doing so much for me and Landry. I couldn’t put all that on her shoulders as well. I scrubbed my hands down my face, pulling my phone out to see I’d missed a call from the doctor’s office. I clicked the voicemail button and queued up the message. I’d left them very specific instructions to let me know if I was good. Whether I answered or not. I smiled listening to the nurse tell me I was all clear. I wanted to jump around and do a happy dance. I settled with texting my girl.


  J: Doctor called


  B: And?


  J: We’re good to go, doll.


  B: Would this be a bad time to tell you I’m not on birth control?


  J: That’s not funny.


  B: I’m not joking.


  J: Fine. I’ll knock you up. I already have one kid, what’s another one?


  B: I can’t tell if you’re joking…


  J: That makes two of us…


  B: I’m on the pill.


  J: I know. I saw them in the bathroom the other day.


  B: You’re weird. Come upstairs and meet Landry’s new tutor.


  J: Be up in five.


  “Dude.” I looked up at the sound of Dash’s irritated voice. “Will you get off your phone so we can finish this riff?”


  I popped my knuckles. It was a bad habit but I’d been playing the same chords over and over and my fingers were starting to cramp. “I can’t, I have to go meet Landry’s new tutor.”


  Luke twirled his sticks in the air, like a boss. “That’s what had you grinning like a madman? Meeting Landry’s tutor?”


  I stood, putting my phone back in my pocket. “Nah. I was texting B. She makes me laugh.” She also made my dick hard as fuck, but they didn’t need to hear that. “I’m heading up, y’all staying down here?”


  Smith sat his bass on its stand. “I think I’m done for today too. Let’s just pick back up here in the morning.”


  Dash rolled his eyes but followed us up the stairs anyway. He really wanted to get as much of this album completed as possible before the baby was born. We all headed into the kitchen, where the girls were gathered around the island. I looked over at Smith; his eyebrows were raised in question. I just shrugged, I had no idea what was going on either. All I knew was that I was supposed to come meet Landry’s tutor. “Hey, ladies. What’s up?” None of them turned to look at me, but Lexi did manage a shushing motion behind her back with her hand. Once we got to the edge of the kitchen, I realized the problem. There was a very cut, very Australian man standing in the middle of the room. I rolled my eyes and headed through the crowd of every female that lived in our house.


  The man stopped his story as soon as he saw me. He held his hand out. “Hey, mate, you must be Jacks. Nice to meet you! I’m John.”


  I took his hand. “John. Nice to meet you too. I see you’ve met all the girls…” Even the ones you won’t be working with. His smile was nothing but genuine and friendly. Poor guy didn’t even know that he’d walked into a room full of chicks with very possessive boyfriends. We couldn’t help it, we were used to being the sexiest men in the room. But accents mattered. Just ask Smith.


  “Yeah, yeah. I met with little Landry here and Bryan. Then everyone else came home. I didn’t interrupt you guys in the studio, did I?”


  I shook my head. “No. We were done.” I looked over at Landry; she was wearing the same goofy grin as the rest of them. “Buttercup, you approve?”


  She blushed and nodded.


  I clapped John on the shoulder. “Looks like you’re hired, man. I’m assuming you and my girlfriend worked out a schedule?” I was very subtly leading him toward the door. And letting him know that Bryan was off-limits.


  He nodded. “Yeah, mate, we did.”


  I opened the front door. “All right, great! Well, thanks so much for agreeing to help Landry. We’ll see you soon?”


  He chuckled. “You’ll see me soon.” He wasn’t stupid; he knew I wanted him out of the house and away from my girlfriend.


  When I went back into the kitchen, Bryan was trying to hide a smile by pressing her lips together. I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her toward me. “Well, he seems lovely.”


  “He does, doesn’t he? And he’s a genius. Like, literally, a genius. Plus, Landry and he hit it off.”


  I snorted. “I’m sure he hits it off with all females, no matter the age. He’s quite charming.” I looked around the room. “Where did everyone go?”


  “Dash grabbed Lexi and pulled her down the hall when she tried to follow you and John toward the door. Luke took Landry to the studio. He promised her they could practice for an hour tonight. And Smith threw Dylan over his shoulder and took her upstairs when she asked if he could talk with an Australian accent.”


  I fisted my hands in her hair. “Does that mean that we have an hour alone?”


  Bryan grinned. “After all that I just told you, all you heard was that Landry will be in the studio for an hour?”


  I leaned down, kissing her behind her ear. “Fuck. Yes.” I picked her up, loving the feel of her legs wrapping around my waist. Loving how easy it came, to touch like that. “I have been thinking about doing this, like this, all damn day.”


  Bryan put her arms around my neck, taking my earlobe in her mouth before giggling. “All you’ve been thinking about all day is fudging without a condom?”


  I reached the top of the stairs and headed into our room. “I’ve been thinking about bare-backing my girlfriend all day, yes.” I shut and locked the door, bypassed the bed and then sat B down on the bathroom counter. “It made for some very interesting song suggestions.” I winked at her before closing and locking both bathroom doors and turning on the shower.


  She glanced around the small room. “What’s with all the locked doors and noise reducers?”


  I stalked back over to her, settling myself between her legs. “It’s to help block out all the sounds you’re about to make.” When she narrowed her eyes, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Don’t even deny it, doll. Last night I had to put my hand over your mouth.” I kissed her little frown, sweeping my tongue inside her mouth. “No worries, baby. I loved it.” I removed my shirt and let my jeans fall to the floor.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “This is how you want to do this? The first time without a condom, a quick romp on the bathroom counter?”


  I grabbed her shorts and panties and pulled them off at the same time. “No. This is the way I have to do this.” I glided two fingers inside her tight pussy, causing her to bite her lower lip. “I’ve never done this before,” that I can actually remember, “and I know that feeling you, skin on skin, is going to feel too good.” I stroked her walls, working her up, making her wet enough for me to add a third finger. “I won’t last nearly as long as I’d like. So, we’ll do it this way, and then tonight when I have you naked in our bed…I can stay inside you for hours.” She placed her arms on my shoulders, letting her forehead rest against mine. She was panting. Her thighs were clenching around me. She was close, too close. I stilled my hand. “You ready, baby?” She nodded, breathless. I positioned my cock right where it longed to be. I inched in slowly. This time when I kissed her neck and whispered in her ear it was just as much for my distraction as hers. I could barely breathe; feeling her like this was better than anything I could have ever imagined. My drug, my new addiction, just became a habit I was more than fucking proud of. “God, baby.”


  She dug her heels into my ass. “I’m okay, I want it all.”


  I pulled out and thrust back in, farther. I just couldn’t really fit at this angle. “I need…more room.” I put my hand at the base of her throat, pushing her back and making enough space for me to slip the rest of the way in. I had one hand at her neck and one hand on her hip. “Doll?”


  Her eyes locked with mine. “I’m fine. Promise.”


  That was all the reassurance I needed. I pulled out and nailed back in. My legs started to shake; it was too much. Feeling her like this, seeing her like this. She was every man’s fucking wet dream, and she’d agreed to be all mine, mine.


  “Oh, god, Jacks.” She put her hands on my waist, guiding me, making me take her rougher. Harder. “Don’t stop.”


  Thank fuck she was close. Because I was barely hanging on. “So. Fucking, Good. Doll.” Each word was punctuated with my hips, hammering into her. She was moaning, panting. If I hadn’t turned the shower on, someone would have heard us.


  “Jacks!” She screamed my name as she shattered around me. The feel of her already tight core milking my dick was the icing on the cake. I came—hard, loud, and inside her.


  ***


  We were all gathered around the dining room table; Luke and Landry had ordered Chinese while the rest of the house had been…occupied. “Buttercup, how was your lesson?”


  She smiled but looked to Luke. Seeking his praise. “She is going to be one hell of a drummer.” He winked at her then turned to me. “She’s really good, bro. She’s a natural.”


  “Do we need to get her her own set? Something smaller?” I took a huge bite of lo mein, then washed it down with my beer. Chinese food, sex, beer, and a drum prodigy for a daughter. My life was AH-mazing.


  Luke shook his head. “You know, I really don’t think so, man. She’s doing remarkably well with my practice set.”


  Landry was smiling, ear to ear.


  Luke turned to B. “When does she have tutoring? What days?”


  “Uh, John comes Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from ten to twelve.” Luke opened his mouth, but Bryan wasn’t finished. “Then Dr. Mark, the counselor, comes on Tuesdays and Thursdays from two to three. And Landry asked if she could take swim lessons, so those are on Wednesdays from three to four.”


  Holy hell, my kid was busy. Was that okay? For kids to be so busy like that? I mean she needed the tutoring and the counselor, but the swim and drums? Was it too much? Bryan didn’t seem to think so, and Dylan wasn’t bitching at the other end of the table. So I assumed it was okay….


  Luke chuckled. “All right, looks like you and me can hang out evenings and mornings.”


  Hmmm…Luke was usually hung over every morning, and ready to go out every night… I looked around the table. Lexi wore a satisfied smile and Bryan winked at me. These girls ran this place and everyone in it, and most of the time we were oblivious. My soft laughter was cut off when I heard the doorbell ring. I was instantly terrified. Diane wouldn’t come here so late at night and everyone I knew was seated around this table. It had to be Landry’s mom. “I’ll get it.” I stood and looked around the table, making sure everyone understood that Landry was to stay away. I took a deep breath and opened the door. Once again I was faced with a wisp of a woman. She was so thin, so damn empty. It was clear to see that neglect wasn’t her only problem. “You shouldn’t be here.” I knew without a doubt that child protective services had told her not to come to the house, that they would set up supervised visits when the time was right.


  “I need to see her. I need to make sure she is okay.” She tried to look over my shoulder into the house.


  I shook my head, standing taller. “You should have thought of that before you abandoned her for over a week. You’ll only upset her. She doesn’t want to see you.”


  “She’s my daughter!”


  I took a step toward her, my hands clenched at my sides. “She is our daughter. And I won’t let you hurt her, ever again. Now, leave.”


  I stepped back, about to shut the door in her face, when I heard Landry behind me. “Mom?”


  My heart hit the floor. The fear in her voice was undeniable.


  Bryan rushed into the entryway, scooping Landry into her arms. But it was too late, the damage was done. My daughter was in tears, sobbing in fear that she would have to go back with her mom.


  Amelia took a step forward. “Landry, baby?” Seemingly confused as to why Landry would be upset at seeing her. This lady was crazier than I thought.


  Bryan headed up the stairs with Landry, and I stepped onto the porch, pulling the door closed behind me. “Are you happy now? Does it make you happy to see her like that? To see her cry? What the fuck is wrong with you?! Why are you doing this to her? You left! Do you even understand that? She’s just a child. That damn house could have burned down with her inside it!”


  It was barely visible, but a sliver of sadness passed across her face. She spoke quietly, the harshness from earlier gone. “She’s all I have.”


  I ran a shaking hand through my hair. “You need to leave. I’m filing a complaint with CPS and I’m reporting this to my lawyers. If you come here again, I’ll get a restraining order issued.”


  “A girl’s place is with her mother. The courts are going to see that.” She took in the house behind me. “Money doesn’t matter.”


  I nodded. “You’re right, money doesn’t matter. Love, family, safety, stability. That’s what matters. And that’s what she has here.” Some of the fight was leaving me. If Landry wasn’t upstairs crying, I might have even felt some empathy for this woman.


  “Who was that girl? The one who came and picked Landry up?”


  I put my hands on my hips. “That’s my girlfriend, Bryan.”


  She let out a humorless laugh. “You think the judge will like that? The current chick you’re screwing being in our daughter’s life?” Her eyes hardened again. “I’ll see you in court.”


  Chapter Twenty-four


  Bryan


  I was sitting in our bed, wearing nothing but one of Jacks’s vintage band tees, waiting for him to tuck Landry into bed. It had taken us over an hour to calm her down after she saw her mom at the front door. Her sanctuary had been breached. And there was nothing any of us could do to give her back that feeling of safety. At least not right now. It was just becoming more and more evident that her mom had no idea what it took to be a parent, to put your child’s needs and feelings above your own. I’d only been with Landry for a week, and I had already figured that out. How her mom had nine years with her and was still clueless was beyond me. Jacks came into the room, shut the door, and launched himself on the bed—landing expertly between my legs. “Nice.”


  He chuckled. “Your pussy is like a magnet for my dick.”


  I wrapped my legs around his chest, squeezing mercilessly. “You want to talk about it?”


  He shook his head. “I actually don’t. If I talk about it, I’ll get angry all over again. And right now, I don’t want to be angry. Landry is sleeping peacefully and you are here in our bed. So for tonight, I want to pretend that Amelia doesn’t exist. That okay?”


  It was okay. It was more than okay. Because come tomorrow morning, when Landry woke up and remembered seeing her mom, we’d have to start calming her down all over again. So I nodded, smoothing his hair back off his forehead. “Hey, are you good with all the activities I set up for Landry? You seemed a little…perplexed at dinner tonight.”


  He rested his chin on my stomach. “As long as Landry is happy, and she wants to do the extras like swim and drums, then I’m good.” He kissed my stomach, making my breath hitch in my chest. It seemed like such an intimate, loving gesture, probably because Dash did it to Lexi’s pregnant belly all the time. “Did you make early mornings and late evenings the only time she could work with Luke on purpose?”


  “Let’s just say that it was a very happy coincidence that I didn’t feel the need to rectify.” I ran my fingers through his hair. “Lexi is worried about him, we found a way to curb his routine. He enjoys working with Landry and she has a blast playing the drums. Win, win, win.” While Landry was working with John earlier, Lexi and I shared some milk and cookies. She was upset about what Luke was doing to himself. She never came right out and said she felt like it was her fault, but she didn’t need to. It was written all over her face.


  “Hey, B?”


  “Hmmmm?”


  “What Landry said, the other day, about the way you look at me…”


  There was no point in lying to him. “You are all my favorite things.”


  He smiled. “I’m falling for you, baby doll.”


  I just stared into his eyes for so long that I thought I wasn’t going to be able to answer him. I was scared of losing my best friend. I was scared that we would hurt each other and that Landry would get hurt in the process. But for once I wasn’t ready to run, I wasn’t looking for a way out. “I’ve already fallen.”


  He beamed. “Have I told you lately how fucking perfect I think you are?”


  I snorted. “Yeah, today in the bathroom after I let you nail me on the counter.” I smirked when I saw what my words did to him. I could feel his lean sculpted body start to coil. I grabbed the hem of my—his—shirt and slowly started to drag it up. “Ready for round two?”


  He reached up and turned off the lamp beside the bed. He didn’t say a word as he stripped us of our clothes. He didn’t joke or laugh when he slid inside me. Everything he did, every move he made was so full of love. Of reverence. Nothing was rushed, nothing was raw. It was all slow, all sensual. And he stayed true to his word: he didn’t leave my body for hours.


  Landry


  Seeing my mom was like a nightmare. Everything here in this house was so wonderful, so easy. And now all that was gone. Now I lay awake at night, hugging Ello, just waiting for the doorbell to ring again. Jacks and Bryan kept telling me that she wasn’t coming back. Jacks explained that we would need to go to court, and I’d have to talk to a judge. But that he wouldn’t ever let me go back with my mom. I wanted to believe him…but it was hard. I’d never had so many good days in a row. It seemed only fitting that they would get taken away from me.


  They tried to keep me distracted. I was so busy now, and I actually really loved it. My tutor, Mr. John, said that I was really smart. He said that the only reason I would have been behind was because I’d missed so much school. He told Bryan that he didn’t think they should try to put me back in public school until we moved to Texas. My counselor, Mr. Mark, agreed with him. Something about unnecessary stress. Mr. John was going to work with me, even after the school year started, until we moved. Which made Lexi and Dylan super happy, they really liked listening to Mr. John teach me.


  Swim was fun. My instructor said I was like a fish. I wanted to be a really good swimmer so that when I was big, I could go to the beach all the time and not have to wear a life vest or anything. But my favorite thing to do? Was play the drums with Uncle Luke. I loved making him smile when I got it right. He didn’t smile enough in the house. But he was really fun when we were in the studio.


  Jacks told me that B was now more than his best friend, she was his girlfriend. I said duh, and everyone laughed. I liked making these people laugh and smile. It seemed like all I had to do was say whatever was on my mind and they thought I was hilarious. I’d never been allowed to do that before, tell grown-ups what I was thinking.


  My social worker came over the other day. It was one afternoon when Mr. John was here; she seemed to like to listen to him teach me too. She told us that she would be coming back two more times, unannounced, whatever that means. And then we’d be set for the trial. I was really nervous to talk to the judge. I didn’t want to go back with my mom, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say to make that happen. Diane told me I just had to tell the truth.


  I was so happy here. I didn’t ever want to leave; I didn’t ever want to go back to my old life. And more than anything, I never wanted to see my mom again.


  Chapter Twenty-five


  Jacks


  We were down in the studio. We’d finished five songs and were working on number six when my phone vibrated in my pocket. Landry’s mom hadn’t been back, but Diane had been over for a check, and I knew she’d be back by at some point this week. Her visit had made me a little nervous. With Landry’s mom fighting for custody, the stakes were higher. I asked everyone to act like Amelia wasn’t a problem. We continued on with life like she’d never been here, like Landry had never seen her. I was doing everything in my power to make her feel safe here. I smiled when I saw B’s name across the screen. We both decided it was safer if she texted me instead of coming down here when she needed something. Every time I laid eyes on her, all I wanted to do was take her upstairs and fuck her senseless. It’d been weeks and I still couldn’t get my fill. I swiped my finger across the screen.


  B: Landry is meeting with her incredibly British counselor… Wanna come upstairs and counsel me for a little bit?


  J: You are giving me a semi… How am I supposed to come up with killer riffs when I have a hard-on that rivals a steel pipe?


  B: Well, come upstairs. I’ll take care of that for you real quick.


  J: Oh yeah? You ready for me?


  B: I’m always ready for you.


  J: You alone?


  B: Yep. All alone laying in this big bed. Naked. And so damn w—


  “Jacks! Put down the fucking phone. You know the rules.” Dash shot me a look that would put Dylan’s to shame.


  I’d just gotten in trouble last week for sexting during a Skype call with the label. Told you I wanted her all the time. “B was just telling me that 007 is here for his session with Landry.”


  J: Dash is being a shit, I’ll break away as soon as I can. Stay in bed.


  I shoved my phone back in my pocket. “Happy?”


  “Yeah, I fucking am.”


  Smith chuckled. “You know Landry is going to grow up and only be interested in guys with accents, right?”


  I scowled. I didn’t want to think about my little girl and dudes. Ever. “I think it’s the other women in this house who have a thing for accents. I swear they whisper in Landry’s ear and tell her to pick these guys.” Not only was her tutor Australian, but her counselor was British.


  Smith shook his head. “Landry loves Uncle Luke too. That Texas twang of his has to be part of it.”


  Landry enjoyed hanging out with Luke, and she seemed to have knocked off some of his self-destructive tendencies. They were good for each other. I pointed at Smith. “You aren’t her favorite man in this house, and you have an accent too.”


  Smith shook his head. “Not to Landry I don’t.”


  I laughed. “Are you kidding me? Your drawl is getting worse by the day.”


  “Yeah, it is. Because I’m around Landry.” He looked around the room. “Am I the only one who’s noticed this? Landry doesn’t have an accent to me either, because we sound the same. We have the same drawl.”


  Luke stood and walked around his drum set, sitting on the couch next to Dash. “For sure, man. Landry sounds like she should be Smith’s kid instead of yours.”


  Landry sounded a little like Smith, but I hadn’t really paid all that much attention to it. They both grew up in Louisiana, figured that was why.


  Dash leaned back against the cushions. “At first I didn’t hear it, but Smith is right, the more time he spends around Landry the more his accent comes out.”


  Smith nodded. “I learned to curb it, tone it down a bit over the years. But being around Landry? Just brings it out.” He looked at me. “Are you sure you don’t remember where you were in Louisiana when she was, uh, conceived?”


  “Sorry, dude. No clue.” Did it even matter? He wasn’t a fucking linguistics professor; it’s not like he could pinpoint the location by the sound of Landry’s voice.


  Dash took a deep breath. “Since we are taking a break here…there is something I want to tell you guys.”


  “You grew a vag? And that’s why you’ve been acting like a PMSing chick these last few days?” Dash had been cranky as fuck this week.


  He threw the pencil he’d been holding at my head. “No. I didn’t grow a vag.” He glanced at Luke, and then the ground. “I’m going to ask Lexi to marry me.”


  We were all quiet. We all knew, but this was the first time Dash had said it out loud, with Luke in the room. The typical response would be to give him shit, or to clap him on the back and tell him congratulations. But this was a sensitive subject. No one quite understood Luke and Lexi’s deal, nor did we understand why he wouldn’t want her to be happy with the father of her child. They were odd, those two.


  Luke turned to Dash, his hand extended. “That’s great, man. I’m happy for you.”


  Tension officially broken. I smiled, reaching out and slapping him on the knee. “Yeah, bro. Congrats!”


  Smith crossed his arms. “You figured out how you’re going to do it?”


  He shook his head. “I’ve come up with a few different ideas. Her ring will be ready tomorrow, so I need to figure it out quick. Y’all got anything?” He turned to Luke. “I know this is weird, but you’re her best friend…”


  Luke visibly paled but plastered a smile on his face. “No worries, man. I’ll help you come up with something.”


  Well, that was awkward as fuck. Luckily my phone vibrated in my pocket again. Saved by the text.


  B: Sorry, babe. Rain check. Diane is here.


  J: Be up in just a sec


  “I gotta head up for a bit, Landry’s social worker is here.” I put my phone back in my pocket and set my guitar to the side.


  I closed the door to the studio, hiding my bandmates in the soundproof room. Just in case they did start to rib Dash about proposing. “Diane, it’s nice to see you again.”


  “You too, Jacks.” She looked toward the backyard. “Where is little miss Landry?”


  Uh, was it wrong that I suddenly had no fucking clue? Hadn’t Bryan just told me…? Counselor? Tutor? I crossed the room and stood next to Bryan.


  “Those boys lose all sense of time when they are down there in the studio.” Bryan put her arm around my waist, slapping my chest slightly. “Landry is in the other room, meeting with Mark, the child counselor.”


  “Oh, today isn’t a John—I mean, tutoring day?” Diane looked slightly disappointed. Did every woman get horny to the sound of that man’s voice? Holy hell.


  Bryan shook her head, smiling. “No. I’m afraid not.”


  “Well, while Landry is finishing up, why don’t we have a seat and Jacks can tell me what’s been going on.” Shit. I couldn’t tell her what’s been going on, I’d been in the studio every damn day. I held tight to Bryan’s hand, making sure she was going to come with us. We sat at the dining room table. “How is Landry doing, Jacks? I know you guys have been trying to keep her busy, trying to keep her worry at bay. Which I think is a good call. But I want to know how you’re feeling right now. How are you adjusting to fatherhood?”


  I felt like I needed a whiskey drink. “Landry is doing so well, despite the incident with Amelia the other week. She keeps us laughing. She’s a really funny, bright kid.”


  “And her schoolwork? What did you decide to do about her starting school in the fall?” Diane looked like everyone’s favorite grandma, but she was on point today. This woman was good at her job.


  I squeezed Bryan’s hand under the table. I knew this one, I knew we’d talked about it. Bryan had told me what John and Mark had decided…but… “Um, well, after we talked to both her tutor and her counselor…we, uh…”


  Bryan put her hand on my arm. “You know, Jacks, I don’t think I even told you what the final decision was.” She smiled warmly. “They were going back and forth and they certainly wanted Landry’s opinion. It was just decided last night that they thought keeping her out of public school until she moved to Texas was going to be best for her.” Bryan let out a soft chuckle. “Landry is so advanced, and John is really confident that he can have her ready for fifth grade by the time everyone moves.”


  Diane looked at me. “And Jacks, you agree?”


  I nodded. “One hundred percent. Switching schools like that is never easy.”


  “Now, Bryan, I know you are in charge of Landry’s schedule and all the day-to-day activities for her. What is going to happen after the move? Jacks, will you hire a new nanny?”


  My heart started to pound. What did I say? Was I allowed to have a girlfriend? Was that frowned upon to have your girlfriend take care of your kid? Were we going to get deductions for this? I had been either in the studio, playing with Landry, or in bed with B for the past two weeks. I thought we had this in the bag. “I, uh, well, actually… Things have changed a little. Bryan and I are, um, dating?”


  Diane raised an eyebrow at the question in my voice. “Dating? How long has this been going on?”


  I cleared my throat, “A few weeks now. We have been friends for a while and having her here…things have progressed.” I winced. “Is that a problem?”


  Diane leaned back in her chair, a wary look on her face. “Is it a problem? Yes and no. I can clearly see how much Landry loves Bryan, so it’s good that she has her. But in the same token, if things were to end between you two? That would be really hard on her.”


  I nodded. “We both understand that, and we didn’t enter into this relationship lightly.” I looked over at B. “I don’t know what Landry and I would do without her, and I have no plans for this to end.”


  Diane gave me small smile. “To be honest, Jacks, I don’t know what you would do without Bryan either.” She looked toward the door that had just opened. Landry must be done with her session. “Which is part of the problem. The courts don’t like temporary. You and Bryan aren’t married, you aren’t engaged, yet she is like a mother to Landry. That little girl couldn’t take being abandoned again. It would crush her. And if things end between you and Bryan, that’s just what would happen.” She stood. “I need for the two of you to really think about what you are doing here. Think about the future, think about Landry. This isn’t going to be nearly as clear-cut a case as I was thinking. We’ll talk soon.”


  ***


  Neither Bryan nor I knew what to say after Diane left. We thought we were doing great, raising Landry in this unconventional setting. She was relaxed and laughing and thriving. But apparently we were one wrong move away from messing up her life and losing her. The whole family was seated around the dining room table. Without Bryan and I talking, things were more quiet than usual.


  Lexi set her fork down. “You two want to share with the rest of the family what the hell has you so bummed and withdrawn? It’s like you have black rain clouds over your heads.”


  I glanced over at Landry. She was finished eating and her eyes were darting around the table. “Hey, Buttercup? You want to take Dagger upstairs and put on a movie? You guys can both get in our bed.” She rolled her eyes, getting up and calling Dagger to her side. I turned to Bryan. “When did she start rolling her eyes?”


  She huffed out an irritated laugh. “Everyone in this house rolls their eyes. She was bound to pick it up. And she knows when we want to talk about grown-up stuff without her. She is nine, not three.”


  Why the hell was I getting Bryan’s attitude? Did I do something wrong? It wasn’t my fault the social worker had decided to drop that bomb on us today. I was just as freaked out as she was. We’d never fought before, not once. Which was probably because I never pushed her on anything. I didn’t try to make her talk about her feelings or the future. I just let it all ride, let it be fun. But the fun was over, Diane had made sure of that.


  Lexi crossed her arms over her ever-growing chest, resting them on the top of her huge baby bump. “What the hell is going on with you two? This morning I heard you making out in the pantry and now you won’t even look at each other.”


  I studied my plate, keeping my eyes down. “Diane told us that we need to be very certain about our future, about what we are doing together. The courts ‘don’t like temporary.’ She said that if Bryan and I break up it would be another abandonment for Landry.” It would probably be an even worse abandonment. From what Mark had told us, Landry’s mother was never much of a mother. She didn’t abuse Landry in the physical sense, but she certainly really never took care of her. Or worried about her health, or safety, or happiness. It was a point in our favor with the judge, but it made the fact that Bryan could leave all the more catastrophic. Which was a point against us.


  Dylan cleared her throat. “Because Bryan has become a mother to her…and because Bryan could up and leave whenever she felt like it.”


  Smith grabbed Dylan’s hand. “Cher, maybe now isn’t the time.”


  She ignored him and looked across the table. “Didn’t I tell you that you needed to be careful? That you couldn’t take care of all this for him? Now, she thinks of you like a mom.”


  Bryan took a deep steadying breath. “Dylan, please don’t start—”


  But she kept on. “You feed her, you make sure she is safe, you run her days, you take care of her, and you’re in charge. But you aren’t permanent.”


  “No.” I slammed my fist on the table, making everyone jump. “Landry thinks of Bryan like a mother because she loves her. Because she reads to her at night, because she cuddles with her on the couch, because they laugh and talk and play.” I moved my chair back, turning to Bryan. “Are you bored? Are you ready to run? Because it sure doesn’t seem that way when you fall asleep in my arms every night. We can make them see. We can prove that us together is what’s good for Landry.” I grabbed Bryan’s hand. I kissed her knuckles, then let go. “But you are going to have to stand up for us too. Can you do that? Can you tell them that you aren’t going anywhere?” I wanted to get down on my knees and beg her to never leave us. To stay with me, to be mine forever. But I’d already asked too much of her, she’d already sacrificed so much. She needed to decide what she wanted. Because Diane was right about one thing: if things ended between Bryan and me, it would crush me but it would wreck Landry. And I wouldn’t let that happen to my daughter, not again.


  Bryan looked over at her sister, then at me, wiping a tear from her eye. “I think, for the time being, that I should go back to South Carolina.”


  “What?” The air left my lungs.


  Bryan closed her eyes, another tear escaping. “I won’t be the reason you lose Landry. I won’t be the reason she has to go back with her mom. We aren’t married, and I’m not sure I’ll ever want that.”


  “You can’t be serious?” I was starting to shake; I couldn’t stop it.


  She shrugged like it was no big deal, like she hadn’t just ripped my heart out. “I wish I knew.” She took a deep breath, straightening in her chair. “But I don’t. I’m flighty; I can’t ever be sure.” She reached for my hand, and I jerked away from her.


  “If you want to run, be my guest.” I got up and walked away.


  Chapter Twenty-six


  Bryan


  When Jacks left the table, I let the tears fall. I didn’t want to run, I didn’t want to leave them, ever. I didn’t want to lose Landry any more than I wanted her to lose me. I loved her, I loved Jacks, I loved this little family we had formed over the past weeks. But I couldn’t risk it. I had to make sure Landry ended up where she belonged, which was with her dad. If I had to hurt Jacks to keep from hurting Landry, then so be it. Because that’s what parents are supposed to do for their kids, put them first. Protect them at all cost.


  “Baby Dil? You okay?”


  I looked up at Lexi’s concerned voice. “I have no idea.”


  Lexi’s face hardened. “You want me to kick that old lady’s ass?”


  I wiped a tear from my eye before it had time to fall. “No. She was right. We can’t just keep playing house without thinking of the consequences. She was just doing her job, looking out for Landry’s best interests.”


  “You love them.” Luke reached across the table and tapped my arm.


  I sent him a watery smile. “More than anything.”


  He shook his head. “You don’t want to run. It never even crossed your mind before today.”


  My voice cracked. “No. But I can’t be the reason he loses her. I love Landry, more than I love myself. So her happiness comes first. No matter what.”


  Lexi reached for my hand with tears in her eyes. “Now that’s a mother.”


  I went upstairs and for the first time in a long time, I got in my bed. I felt lonely and sad and I cried myself to sleep.


  ***


  The next day I was sitting at Landry’s swim lesson, searching for puppies on my phone. I wanted to do something special for Landry and Jacks. And the two of them wanted a puppy so damn bad, it was adorable. I’d told them both over and over that they needed to wait until they moved to Texas. But now? After last night? I wanted to do this for them. I thought about it a lot and decided that I would stay until the trial. I’d move back into the guest room and I’d sit Diane down and tell her that I had a return ticket home and that Jacks would hire a new nanny in Texas. Landry would be sad that I wasn’t moving with them, but she’d be safe. And I’d promise her that I would visit.


  I’d spent the past hour looking at all the different local shelters’ websites. When I clicked on the last page, I’d about given up hope of finding what I was looking for. And then I saw him. He was a two-month-old Great Dane/American Bulldog mix, solid white with a black patch over his eye. He was perfect.


  When Landry got out of the pool, I rushed her through getting dressed. We usually went and got something to eat after class; she was always starving. But I drove us straight to the shelter instead. It took three pages of paperwork and one cuddle session in front of a shelter worker, and then he was ours.


  We were stopped at a gas station on the way home; the puppy had peed in Jacks’s Tesla. “Landry, be sure to hold him tight, there are lots of cars around here.” She had him in her arms in the front seat while I did my best to soak up urine from the backseat. Maybe Jacks was right after all—getting him potty-trained before they moved was smart.


  “Okay, Momma.”


  I went stock-still, my eyes searching the parking lot. Was she here? Had she spotted us? I stood up, checking every car window I could see into. And then I realized something, she didn’t call Amelia Momma, she called her Mom. I dipped my head down to look at Landry. She was cuddling the puppy and giggling while he licked her face. She didn’t have a care in the world. She hadn’t seen her mom; she’d called me Momma. My eyes filled with tears. I took a few seconds to get my emotions under control and then I threw away the rags I was using. “Okay, sweet girl, climb in the back and get your seat belt on.” I waited for her to buckle up and then I passed her the wiggly puppy.


  I couldn’t leave her. What the hell was I thinking? Me going away wasn’t our only option here. They wanted permanent? We’d give it to them.


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  Jacks


  Last night had been fucking brutal. Bryan had destroyed me. What I couldn’t figure out was why, because I knew she hadn’t had one foot out the door. Right? Maybe she just wasn’t willing to fight for us. I hadn’t talked to her today. I was avoiding her, which was easy because I was in the studio and she was with Landry at swim. See? I knew she had swim class today.


  “Earth to Jacks.” Luke snapped his fingers in front of my face.


  “Sorry, what?”


  He cocked his head. “How you doing, man?”


  I shook my head. “I feel like my heart was ripped out of my fucking chest and the sun will never shine again.”


  Luke’s eyebrows rose. “I wish there was something we could say, or do, to make it better.”


  “There isn’t.” I didn’t want to talk about it, it hurt too much. The thought of Bryan leaving was literally gut wrenching.


  “What are you going to do?”


  I looked over to Smith. “What can I do? She’d rather run than fight. And I can’t even blame her. Between Landry and her mom…my life is chaos right now. She has every reason to want to go.” I just thought we meant more to her than that.


  “Fight for both of you.” My head shot up at the sound of Dylan’s voice. I hadn’t even heard the door open.


  “What?”


  “You heard me, Jacks. Fight. Fight enough for the both of you.”


  I stood. “Are you kidding me right now? You’ve been all but daring her to leave for the past month, and now that she actually is, you want to be supportive?”


  “I realized something last night.” She closed her eyes, steeling herself. “I was wrong.”


  She opened her eyes and I held her gaze. “She lied. Last night, she lied about why she was leaving. Didn’t she?”


  “Go ask her yourself. Go fight.” She gestured to the floor above us.


  I turned toward the stairs. I’d show these people a fucking fight. I wasn’t going to let her leave us, and she had another think coming if she thought I’d let her sacrifice herself for us. I entered the main floor to the sound of Landry laughing. It was her super happy laugh; it sounded like little bells. I followed the sound into the backyard where Landry, Bryan, and Dagger were running around with the cutest white puppy I’d ever seen. “B?”


  Bryan looked up when I walked out onto the back porch, her smile wary. “Hey.”


  I stared across the yard. “Whose puppy?”


  “Landry’s.” She reached down and gave him a good tummy scratch when he rolled over at her feet. “I saw him on a shelter website and I couldn’t resist.”


  I nodded. “A going-away present?”


  “Something like that.”


  Her answer cut deep. If we were going to have this out, it was going to happen right fucking now. “Hey, Buttercup? Uncle Luke is making lunch. Why don’t you go eat and then you can come back out and play.”


  She looked from me to Bryan. “Are you mad about the puppy?”


  I chuckled. “Of course not! He’s the cutest puppy I have ever seen. We need to pick a name later.” I waited for her to head into the house before turning back to Bryan. “I need you to be honest with me.” She nodded. “Do you want to leave? Are you bored with me? Not cut out for this life?” She shook her head. “Then what the fuck happened last night?”


  “I love Landry more than I love myself. I love you more than I love myself.” Her voice trembled. “And me leaving would guarantee that the two people I love most in this world would always be together.”


  I wanted to sink down to my knees and worship this woman. She was strong. She was stronger than anyone I’d ever met. Including me. Where I was ready to fight tooth and nail to keep them both, she was selfless enough to not make me. “My God, I love you.”


  She bent down and picked up the tiny puppy, snuggling him to her chest. “She called me Momma today.”


  “Landry did?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. We were in the car and she said, ‘okay, Momma,’ like it was the most natural thing in the world. At first I thought she’d seen her mom, or it was just an accident. But…”


  “She doesn’t call Amelia Momma.”


  “No. She doesn’t.” A tear rolled down her cheek. Before I could move to wipe it, she held her hand up, stopping me. “I’m not leaving.”


  “What?” I swallowed past the lump in my throat, afraid to believe what I thought I heard.


  “I realized something today. Landry’s not just yours, she’s mine too. I’ve known her just as long as you have. She might not have my DNA, but she has my heart. And I’m not going to let them take her from us.”


  “Say it again.”


  “I’m. Not. Leav—”


  I fused my mouth to hers. Nothing about this kiss was sweet or playful. It was hot and passionate and so full of relief and possession. I was showing her that she was mine. She knew why I’d stomped out here a few minutes ago. She knew I was prepared for the battle of my life. I pulled back, grinning. “So the puppy is a going-away present for all of us?”


  She shrugged. “You were right. I want this baby boy potty-trained before the move.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and turned her face toward mine. “I don’t want him ruining my hand-scraped hardwood floors.”


  The smile that took over my face was so big it was almost painful, “Your hand-scraped hardwood floors?” She nodded and I kissed her again. I wanted to keep kissing her, I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and carry her upstairs. She just adopted us the world’s most adorable puppy and told me she that not only was she not going anywhere but that she was moving to Texas with us. The infectious sound of Landry’s giggles was the only thing that could pull me away. She must have come outside at some point during all the kissing. I walked across the yard and kneeled down next to her. The puppy was on his back and she was rubbing his tummy. “Well, what do you want to name him?”


  She looked at me, scooping him up in her arms. “I get to name him?”


  I reached out and scratched behind his ear. “Of course. He’s yours.”


  Bryan reached down and put her hand on my shoulder. Landry looked between the two of us. “He’s ours. Right, B? He’s for our family.”


  “That’s right, sweet girl.” She sat on the ground, pulling both Landry and the wiggly puppy into her lap. “But your dad and I want you to name him.”


  “Anything I want?”


  Bryan said “yes” the same time I said “within reason.” Landry had been spending a lot of time in a house full of rock stars. There’s no telling what she’d picked up. She tapped her chin. “Crash.”


  “Crash?”


  She nodded. “Like the crash cymbal on the drums. His name is Crash Florida Cole.”


  ***


  “Nothing turns me on more than seeing you laying on our bed wearing my shirt.” I shut our door and laid my body on top of Bryan’s. “Now, take it off.”


  Since we were going to be living together, permanently, I would get to do this every fucking night. Life with B would be…ecstasy. Huh, maybe I could turn that into a song lyric. This chick made me horny; she always had. But ever since she told me she loved me earlier today…? I was a whole new level of turned the hell on.


  She grinned, wriggled free and slowly peeled the fabric from her body, giving me a small show in the process. “Your turn.”


  I quickly tossed my own clothes away and then threw the blue plaid comforter over both of our naked bodies. I rolled on my side and pulled B’s back against my chest. My dick against her bare ass. “Say it again.”


  She pushed against me. “I’m not leaving.”


  “Because you’re mine.” I let my fingers trail lazily up her naked thigh and around the front of her hip. “Say it.” I used my palm against her pelvis to tug her closer to me. I placed small kisses on her shoulder.


  “I’m yours, Jacks. Only. Ever. Yours.”


  I moved my hand to her knee, draping her leg over mine, opening her up for me. I positioned the head of my dick at her core, coating myself in her desire. “You ready, doll?” I sucked lightly on her neck, leaving little red marks.


  “Always.”


  I filled her in one smooth motion. “You feel so good like this, baby.” I kept one hand on her leg, holding her in place. The other I wrapped around to rest at the base of her throat. “I’ll never get enough.” I pumped in and out, keeping a steady rhythm, over and over until we were both dripping with sweat.


  “Oh, god, don’t stop.”


  I loved feeling all of her body pressed against me, I loved the smell of her hair in my face, I loved the sound of her nearing release. Everything about being inside Bryan was so fucking perfect. Nothing and no one would ever compare. I put my mouth against her ear, my whispers making her cry out even louder.


  “Let go for me, doll.” I added a little bit of pressure to her throat and quickened my pace.


  “Yes, Jacks, just like that.”


  I dropped my forehead to her back and went even faster, harder, giving her everything I had. When she came, I had to cover her mouth with my hand to quiet her moans. Which in turn made me follow her over the edge.  


  Landry


  I loved my new puppy. I’d wanted one my whole life, and now I had the cutest one ever made. I didn’t want Dagger to be jealous though so I made sure to let him get on the couch with us to watch cartoons. Jacks and B were still asleep when I woke up, but Crash was awake and wagging his tail. So I scooped him up and we came downstairs and got some yogurt (the good kind that Lexi hides in the back of the fridge) and I took him outside to potty. Now he, Dagger, and I were watching cartoons. I was going to be sad when Dagger lived in a different house than me; I bet Crash would be sad too. He liked to climb all over him and bite his ears.


  There was a knock at the front door. I didn’t know what to do. I was pretty sure Jacks and B wouldn’t want me to open the door by myself. I looked over at Dagger. I wasn’t really alone; Lexi said that Dagger was a good guard dog. That’s why I was allowed to play in the backyard by myself. I stood and took him by the collar toward the front door. The person knocked again. Maybe it was Ms. Diane. It was time for another check. I’d left Crash on the couch and I could hear him whining because he couldn’t get down on his own. They knocked again. Man, they must really need something. As soon as I reached out to put my hand on the doorknob, Dagger started to growl deep in his throat. The sound vibrated through my body.


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  Bryan


  “Did you hear that?”


  “Hmmm? What?”


  I sat up. “I think someone is knocking on the door.”


  Jacks opened his eyes, looking toward the hall. “Why would they knock on our door? It’s open.”


  I threw my legs over the side of the bed. “Not our door, the front door.” I stuck my head in Landry’s room. “She’s already up. And Crash is gone. Hope she took him to the backyard to pee.” Maybe that was her knocking, maybe she went out front and got locked out. Jacks must have thought the same thing because he was now suddenly awake and following me downstairs.


  We reached the entryway to see Landry and Dagger standing in front of the closed front door. Dagger was growling and Landry was petting him, trying to calm him down. “Hey, sweet girl, was that someone knocking?”


  She turned when she saw us. “Yes. I didn’t know if I was allowed to open it, so I brought Dagger with me to be safe…but then he started growling.”


  Jacks and I looked at each other; we both knew who it was. We were too happy. Landry had calmed down and stopped looking over her shoulder. Of course Amelia would show back up. Jacks kneeled down in front of her. “That’s probably your mom.”


  Landry’s lip started to quiver. When she looked at me, I got down next to her too. “If you don’t want to see her, then I can take you upstairs. It’s up to you.” I could feel Jacks looking at me like I’d lost my mind. He thought we needed to fight harder. But I’d realized we needed to fight smarter.


  She put her hand in mine, straightening her spine. In that moment I saw what Jacks saw; she did look a lot like me. “I’m okay. I want to stay.”


  I nodded and opened the door. This was the first time I’d really gotten a good look at her. You could tell that at one point she’d been very pretty. But time had not been good to her. She smiled a little when she saw Landry.


  “Hi, baby.”


  Landry scooted closer to me. “Hi.”


  Jacks stood on the other side of her, his hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing here, Amelia? I told you that the next time I’d have no choice but to call the police.”


  She nodded, not taking her eyes off Landry. “I know. I just needed to see her, make sure that she was okay. Are you okay, baby? Are you… Are they…”


  Amelia was at a loss for words. Once I started letting myself think of Landry as my daughter, once she called me Momma…I’d seen things from Amelia’s perspective. She wasn’t a good parent. Landry spent more than most of her life in the back of that woman’s mind. But she was still a mom. She still had fears; she still worried; she still needed to know that Landry was okay. That was why she’d come back. That was the only reason. “It’s okay, sweet girl. We’re right here. You can talk to your mom.”


  I felt her little hand squeeze mine. “I’m okay, Mom. I really like it here and I really want to stay. Please don’t make me choose. I don’t want to make you sad…” She was crying now.


  I could tell the moment all fight left Amelia’s body. Her shoulders sagged and her eyes filled with tears. I was right. She just needed to know her kid was safe and happy. She needed permission to let go, just like I’d needed permission to hold on tighter. She nodded, her tears spilling out. “Please, I—”


  “Emily?” All the knocking and growling had woken up the rest of the house and Smith was now standing in the doorway. “What in the flying fuck are you doing here?”


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  Jacks


  What? How did Smith know who Landry’s mom was? “Emily? Her name is Amelia. You know her?”


  Smith nodded. “Yeah, we grew up— Oh my God.” He shook his head, like he didn’t want to believe what was happening. “You’re Landry’s mother. It wasn’t Jared’s baby, it was Jacks’s.”


  I was starting to get a headache. “What? When did anyone say that Jared had a kid?” Jared was Smith’s drug-addicted cousin, our former drummer. This was getting weird. Landry didn’t need to hear all of this.


  Bryan must have felt the same way. “Come on, sweet girl. Crash is barking like a madman. He probably needs to go potty. Let’s let Uncle Smith and your mom talk for a bit.”


  Amelia…Emily made a move to touch Landry. “Baby. Wait, I—”


  Bryan shook her head. “I’ll make sure you get to tell her bye before you leave, but she doesn’t need to be here for this conversation.”


  I wasn’t so sure why B was being so nice to her mom, but it had seemed to help Landry feel calm. I waited until I heard the backdoor close before I continued. “Now who ever said that Jared had a baby? What is happening right now?” This day just went from fucking infuriating to fucking weird.


  Smith’s shoulders slumped. “My family,” he pointed to Landry’s mom, “and Emily all claimed that the baby was mine. But I knew it wasn’t. I hadn’t seen her in years.”


  The pieces were all starting to come together now. I went home with Jared once, early on when he was still a good guy and a fun time. We did some charity thing that Smith wanted no part of. We went out afterward, this party… “Wait a fucking minute.” I looked over at him. “The label was paying that chick off, right? The one who said she had your kid?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. Money every month, like clockwork. I never put a stop to it because I figured the kid was Jared’s and better off without him.”


  I whirled around. “You’ve been getting money monthly from this band for ten fucking years?! Where the hell does it go? None of Landry’s clothes fit; she was malnourished; her shoes had holes in them! Where did the money go? Up your nose? In your fucking veins?!” I took a step toward her. All goodwill I’d felt a few minutes ago was disappearing. I’d never hit a girl in my life. But in that moment, I wanted to. This was the woman who hurt my kid. “How did you even pull that off? My name was on her damn birth certificate.”


  She snorted. “You really should fire your label, they never even asked for proof. Just assumed what we said was the truth.”


  I took another step toward her, my anger surging.


  “We?” Smith put his arm in front of me, trying to get me to back down. “I need to know. I need to know why they said the baby was mine. Please.”


  I took a deep breath and looked past Amelia…Emily’s shoulder toward the street. The last thing we needed was to be having any more of this confrontation in the front yard. I opened the door a little wider and motioned for her to come inside. She stayed rooted in place. “Well?”


  She peeked up at Smith through her greasy bangs, her eyes bloodshot from all the crying earlier. She nodded and then followed us into the dining room. I didn’t want her at our table. I didn’t want her to sit where my daughter sat. It was almost like her very presence was tainting the room, stealing all of Landry’s joy out of it. She wrung her hands together. I wondered if I was the only one who noticed the tremble in them. “What do you want to know?”


  “Why did you say the baby was mine? Jacks and I are in the same band, the same record label. You would’ve gotten your money regardless.” Smith reached out his hand when Dylan walked into the room. He tucked her into his side. He wanted her with him; he always wanted her by his side. I looked toward the backyard. As much as I felt the same way about Bryan, I’d rather her be with Landry.


  “At first I didn’t tell anyone anything.” Emily started to chew on her lower lip. “But your dad, he saw me at the grocery store. He grabbed me, lifted my shirt. He always was a sick bastard, wasn’t he?” She shrugged. “He asked whose it was. Told him it was some guy in a band. He asked if it was Jared’s. Guess he thought the same thing you did. I told him no. I told him it was some other guy. But he said I needed to claim the baby was yours, that that was the only way I’d see any money. He said he could sell the story, said he’d split the profits.”


  “And you agreed with him? How fucking sick are you? You would rather get into bed with my old man than just tell the truth? Just ask us for help?” Smith was starting to lose it. I felt for him. He hated his father, and it seemed like no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t escape the bullshit that came along with his family.


  “I needed money! I had a baby on the way. My parents weren’t going to help me. What was I supposed to do?” She looked down at the table, tracing the grooves in the wood.


  I sat down next to her, “Why didn’t you just tell me? Just contact me? You obviously knew she was mine. You put my name on her birth certificate.”


  She let out a quick laugh, void of any humor. “We fucked in the bathroom stall of a rundown roadside bar. You didn’t give me a second glance after you were done. You never even asked me my name. So when Smith’s dad handed me an out, I went with the devil I knew.”


  “I’m sorry.” My voice cracked on the words. I felt like utter shit. I’d been the worst type of man. “I’m sorry I treated you like that. I’m sorry I made you feel like you couldn’t count on me, couldn’t come to me.” I shook my head. “But that doesn’t excuse the way you treated Landry. What happened to the money, Emily?”


  Her eyes went to Smith. “His old man took some every month. He said if I didn’t keep giving him a cut that he would tell everyone I’d lied, that I was extorting the band. Smith got out, he got away. I didn’t. I was my own worst nightmare, raising my fatherless child in the trailer park.” She didn’t have to tell us the rest of her story; it was written all over her face, her body. The money went to drugs, to booze, to numb the pain of her life, and Landry was a casualty.


  “Don’t you want better for her? Don’t you want more out of life for our daughter?”


  She sobbed, “Yes.”


  “Then let her stay with me. Don’t fight for custody.” I was pleading with her. I would get on my knees if I had to.


  “How will I know if she’s okay? How will I know if she’s safe?”


  “Because you can come check on her.” Bryan was standing at the backdoor, Landry’s small hand in hers. “You can call if you want…or come see her…” She looked down at Landry. “But you have to be clean. You have to be sober. We won’t let you come in and let her down. She deserves more than that, and you know it.”


  Emily got up and kneeled on the floor at Landry’s feet. “I am so sorry, baby. I am so sorry for everything.” She wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “You can stay here with your dad. I won’t make you choose.” Landry let go of B’s hand and threw her arms around her mom’s neck. They held each other for a while before Emily stepped back and placed a kiss on Landry’s forehead. “I love you, baby.”


  Chapter Thirty


  Bryan


  Jacks told Landry’s mom that he wouldn’t tell the label about what happened. He said that as long as she stopped giving money to Smith’s dad and entered in-patient rehab, she could keep her checks. But she would need to prove both. She called CPS from our living room and Diane came over with paperwork signing away her parental rights. It was hard, and she cried, but in the end she was finally the mother Landry deserved. By giving her up, she got to keep her. I wouldn’t go back on my word. I’d make sure that she’d get to see Landry whenever she wanted, as long as she stayed clean and healthy.


  I knew Jacks didn’t fully understand what had happened or why…but he was thrilled to have Landry, no strings attached.


  “Hey, what are you still doing up?”


  Dylan had walked into the kitchen where I was sitting with my laptop. “I’m hiring movers to box up all my stuff and place it in storage.”


  She nodded, grabbing two mugs from a cabinet and putting water in the kettle to boil. “Does Mom know? Mikah?”


  “They are actually coming down here in a couple of weeks. I told them a little about what’s been going on and they insisted. They wanted to see us anyway.”


  She placed a tea bag in each cup and then leaned her hip against the counter. “I’m not sorry for wanting to protect everyone. But I do feel badly for making this harder on you and Jacks, and Landry.”


  I gave her a small smile. “I love them both so much. There isn’t anything you or anyone else could have said to make me change my mind in the end.”


  The kettle started to whistle and she took it off the stove, filling each of our cups. She handed me one and then came and sat next to me. “I love you.”


  “I love you too.”


  “Doll?” We both looked over when Jacks walked in. “You okay?” He came and stood behind me, kissing the top of my head.


  “Yeah, just hanging out with my sister.”


  He chuckled. “I should have known. I wake up wanting some ass and your sister is down here cock-blocking me.”


  Dylan reached out and pinched his arm. “Calm down, pretty soon we’ll be living in separate houses and you won’t have to worry about it anymore.”


  He frowned. “It’s going to be so strange. Not being with everyone like this.”


  I laughed. “The houses are only a couple of acres apart. It’s not like we’ll be living in different neighborhoods.”


  “B? Jacks?” A sleepy Landry padded into the room, her hair a mess and her clothes all twisted.


  “Hey, Buttercup, what are you doing up? Did you have a nightmare?” Jacks scooped her up and placed her on the island.


  “No. Crash was snoring.” We’d conceded and let Crash sleep in Landry’s bed. “And I looked across the hall and you guys were gone.”


  I hugged her little waist. “I’m so sorry, sweet girl. We didn’t mean to scare you.”


  She shrugged. “I wasn’t scared. I was just wondering if you guys were down here having midnight snack time with Lexi.”


  Jacks laughed. “What are you talking about? What’s midnight snack time?” At that moment Lexi came strolling into the kitchen, whistling, completely unaware that we were all watching her. “Can we help you?”


  She jumped about a foot in the air. “Holy fudging shit! What is wrong with you guys?! You can’t scare a pregnant chick like that! I could go into labor.” She looked around the kitchen, taking us all in.


  Landry smiled. “I guess they wanted to join us for midnight snack time.”


  Lexi shook her head. “You are a narc, you know that?” She smacked a kiss on Landry’s cheek. “But you’re adorable, and you’re my niece, so I’ll let it slide.”


  Dylan crossed her arms. “How often do you get up and eat at midnight? Which is the worst time to eat by the way.”


  Lexi winked at Landry. “Not that often.” She put her hands on her hips. “So what’ll it be tonight? Leftovers? Or we can make some chocolate chip muffins.”


  “Chocolate chip muffins.” Landry hopped down off the counter and headed to the pantry while Lexi preheated the oven.


  Jacks and I looked at each other, confused. He picked up the package of chocolate chips that Landry sat out. “Uh, I thought you didn’t eat chocolate for breakfast?”


  Landry rolled her eyes. “Dad, it’s midnight snack, not breakfast.”


  The room went silent. And Landry’s eyes got big and round. You could tell that it had just slipped out and she was nervous about his reaction. He played it cool, even though I’m sure hearing his daughter call him Dad for the first time had sent his emotions into overdrive. It’d done the same to me when she called me Momma. He ruffled her hair. “What’s your deal with that no chocolate for breakfast thing anyway?”


  Her smile fell a little. “I don’t know. I heard it on TV once. This mom told her kids that they couldn’t eat chocolate for breakfast. My mom never cared what I ate or when I ate it. So I adopted that rule for myself.”


  We were all quiet for a beat, not really sure what to say or how to handle that sad story. This poor little girl was so starved for attention, for guidance, that she started following orders from moms on TV. I reached out and tapped her on the nose. “It’s a good rule, you know. Chocolate is no way to start your day. Slows you down.” I looked over at Jacks. “I think we should all follow it.”


  He nodded. “I agree.”


  Landry tried to hide her smile, biting her lips together as she set out making chocolate chip muffins in the middle of the night with her aunt. All the commotion must have woken up Dash and Smith because before the goodies were even in the oven they had joined us. And we were all a little shocked when Luke came down the stairs instead of in the front door. Landry was smiling and laughing, surrounded by her family, who would spend the rest of their lives making sure that she never felt alone, or unloved.


  Epilogue


  Jacks


  “Girls! It’s time to go, we’re going to be late!” I checked my watch and muttered to myself, “And then I’ll have to listen to Dash bitch until moving day.” It’d been three weeks since Landry had first called me Dad, in the middle of the night, with the whole family there to share it. And things couldn’t be better. She was thriving in any and everything she did. Drums, swim, school. And her counselor said she was the most resilient little girl he’d ever met. Her mom had entered rehab, and Landry sent her letters every day.


  “Calm down, love. We’re ready.” Bryan came down the stairs holding Landry’s little hand. They were both in sundresses, with flip-flops on their feet. They looked beautiful. Today was the day that Dash was going to ask Lexi to marry him. He’d rented out this restaurant overlooking the beach where he was going to propose. We’d all have dinner together afterward. It was simple and it was all of us. Luke was right, she was going to love it.


  “I have two of the most beautiful girls in the world.” I opened the front door, ushering them into the car. “Wait. Where is Crash?” That puppy couldn’t be trusted to save his life. He chewed on everything and peed wherever he damn well pleased. It was a good thing he was cute. Plus Lexi swore to me that Dagger was the same way as a puppy.


  “He’s in his crate in the kitchen.” Landry strapped herself in.


  “Good job.” I put the car in reverse but didn’t take my foot off the brake. “Where is Uncle Luke?” He’d been doing so much better these past few weeks. He’d even helped Dash plan the whole proposal.


  “He went to help Uncle Smith set up all the candles.”


  “And Aunt Dilly?” Lexi had convinced Landry that Dylan should be Aunt Dilly so they would match. Lexi and Dilly.


  “She has Aunt Lexi’s camera ready to take pictures of the whole thing, so she’s somewhere on the beach.” Landry may not be anyone’s blood relation but mine, but she had a little bit of all the girls in her. She was tough like Lexi, watchful. She always knew where everyone was. She was brilliant like Dylan. They played chess together all the time. And just like B, she was beautiful and full of life. And she had me wrapped around her little finger.


  I turned to Bryan after I’d safely backed us out of the driveway. “Did you know all that?”


  She snorted. “Are you kidding me? I spent all morning chasing that puppy around with a roll of paper towels while simultaneously talking with the GC about the soundproof studio addition to Landry’s room you just had to add at the last minute.”


  I glanced in the rearview mirror, winking at my kid. “She’s a drum prodigy, she needs practice space.”


  “Seems kind of reckless to give a beautiful girl sole access to a soundproof room,” Bryan whispered under her breath.


  “What are you talking about? Why would we put the practice room across the house? It’s not convenient.”


  She turned to me. “Really? You can’t think of any reason that would be a bad idea?”


  I shook my head. “No. Why?”


  “Picture yourself at sixteen. Now, picture what you would have done with that room.”


  I slammed on the brakes. “Call the GC back.” Fucking karma.
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