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CHAPTER ONE

Jamie

three years earlier.

 

“Ruin. Ruin. Ruin.” The band’s name being chanted gets louder as the seconds pass, and I can tell it’s gonna be a kick-ass performance. The crowd is already pumping us up, and their energy is what sets the tone for tonight’s show.

The four of us stand in a circle—one arm around each other’s backs and the other straight out in front of us, hands stacked on top of one another’s—rocking back and forth.

“Unleash the fury, boys.” Mike initiates the pre-show ritual we started when we were eighteen with stars in our eyes. Even though it’s the lamest thing ever it’s tradition, and nobody fucks with tradition. “Give ’em hell, give ’em fire.”

The rest of the crew reaches between us so we’re all meeting in the middle of our huddle. A lot of tattooed hands and fingers, rings and leather bracelets all wait for it. Everyone raises their hands at the same time. “Let’s goooooooo!”

Mike’s voice is the loudest, but that’s to be expected since he’s the lead singer. He’s also the levelheaded one. Gabe is short-tempered and impulsive. I’m the crazy one who is always the life of the party. Kolby is the drummer who replaced my brother Liam when he decided to leave the band to be with his family.

It’s not the same without him, but as the crowd gets louder and their electricity reaches us, it reminds me why we chose to go on without Liam.

We head toward the stage and Jimmy, our roadie, stands at the curtain. As we walk out, he hits each of us on the back with an open palm three times before we rush onto the stage. Another tradition. We won’t start without him here and without getting a good luck slap from him.

The stage is dark, but the glow up stickers mark our spots so we can take our places. I hook my strap over my shoulder and adjust my earpiece one more time. There’s a quiet hum, and a vibration thrums through my entire body a split second before the lights blind and the noise deafens.

Fans scream. Bass vibrates. Screeches and cheers replace the jolt of electricity, and we do what we were born to do.

We rock the fuck out.

Mike doesn’t waste any time before he’s working the crowd. Women reach for him, and guys split their fingers, flashing the universal sign every red-blooded male does at a rock concert. I get bras thrown at my feet and laugh when a thong lands on my shoulder. Yeah, I love my job. It’s ninety minutes of sweat and soul, and by the time we head off the stage, the shots I took before the show have worn off, but the natural high I get from performing replaces the buzz.

Kolby heads off the opposite direction as we head to the small room where we’ll hang out with our fans. “Gotta take a piss, bro. I’ll be right there.”

The decision to do the meet and greet post-show was made unanimously. There were too many times when we were late getting on stage because we didn’t want to rush the fans who paid good money to meet us. It was just too much of a pain and it ruined the pre-show vibes we wanted, so now we do it after.

Sometimes, we’ll chat and take photos with fans for hours, and sometimes, it only takes twenty minutes. “You guys ready?” our manager, Ian, asks as soon as Kolby sits down behind the long table.

We’ve all slammed a couple of bottles of water and wiped the sweat off our faces. “Yeah, we’re good. Send ’em in.”

The door is pushed open, the line trickles in, and the noise level increases. We sign pictures, shirts, even a pair of tits, then take pictures and shoot the shit with our fans. Ian brings us some beers and a scantily clad woman walks around with a tray of shots. “Thanks.” I grab one off the tray and wait for Gabe to give one of his infamous toasts.

He clears his throat, stands on the table, and holds his shot glass in the air. “Here’s to the girls who say they will; here’s to the girls who say they won’t.” He winks at the redhead hanging on his leg. “Here’s to the girls best of all, and guys you know I’m right.” We give a collective laugh of affirmation. “Here’s to the girls who say they don’t, but you know they will tonight.”

The men grunt in approval, and the women pretend to be offended as we toss back our shots, but after a few minutes, they forget Gabe’s misogynistic bullshit and are practically panting to go back to the bus. I grab a bottle of water from the table and take a long swallow, glancing around the crowded room. I remember when we’d perform and nobody would even be in the audience; now we sell out stadiums and tickets in a matter of hours. We have fans with tattoos of our lyrics and signatures. It’s surreal sometimes.

“You straight, dude?” Mike stops in front of me and crosses his arms. I’ve had a headache all day, and it’s getting worse, so I lift my chin at him. “I’m actually gonna head out. Still feel like shit from last night.” Instead of sleeping like Ian told us to, we went to a strip club down the street and didn’t crawl into bed until about three hours before sound check this afternoon.

“Same, man, we’ll be right behind you.”

“Want company?” a high-pitched voice comes from my right. I stare down at her… blond hair and big tits—both fake, of course—barely there black tank, and a pair of jeans so tight I question if it’s worth the effort trying to take them off.

She licks her red lips, and I shrug. Why the fuck not, might make me feel better to get sucked off. “Sure.”

I meander out of the room and hear her heels following, then nod at Wes, one of our bodyguards. He pushes open the door to outside and peers around before motioning for me to follow. By the time we’re through the dark parking lot and on the bus, she’s stumbling into me. When I sit down, her ass lands in my lap, and her mouth suctions to my neck.

“Chill for a second.” Damn. I pry her off and grab another bottle of water from the mini fridge, then settle back down. I don’t have time to even get this chick’s name before the rest of the guys get on; along with some more eager groupies.

“Chelsea!” A high-pitched screech makes me groan, and Gage’s redhead rushes toward the girl on my lap and they hug like they haven’t seen each other in a decade.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I’m grateful for the distraction. “Sit up a second, babe.” I nudge the girl leaning on my chest, and she drunkenly lifts her upper body. I grab my phone out of my jeans and sit my ass back down. Not a second later, her face is in my lap, just not the way I originally wanted it to be. She went from drunk to passed out in a matter of seconds. Fuckin’ fantastic. Gabe snorts, and I flip him off before I unlock the screen on my phone to read the incoming text from my brother.

Liam: Meara’s in labor. I’ll keep you posted.

“Holy shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Mike narrows his eyes at me, the uneasiness in my voice evident to him and the other guys as I get their attention as well. Part of spending so much damn time together is you get to know absolutely fuckin’ everything about each other.

“Meara’s having the baby.”

A collective whoop and a few cheers sound in the common place on our bus. “Lee’s gonna be a dad,” Gabe mutters. “Damn.”

“I know, man. I can’t believe it. We need to start driving up there. Hey,” I call for the chick who’s straddling Gabe. She turns around and raises a brow. “Get your friend. We’ve gotta take off.”

“So soon? We haven’t even played yet.”

Her whiney voice sends a sliver of irritation down my spine. I’m going to be an uncle, and the woman who I love like a sister is having a baby. I need to be home. Now.

Gabe must sense my frustration because he pats her on her ass that’s bared since her skirt rode up to her waist. “Another time. Go rustle up your girl. We’ll get you a cab.”

The way she jumps up and stomps her feet as she pulls her skirt down is an indicator of what’s about to happen. “Whatever. Fuck you.”

“Not tonight.”

“Come on, Chelsea.” She shakes her friend who moans as she sits up. “We need to go. These assholes are kicking us out.”

I ignore them and push to my feet, striding to the front of the bus to find Ian. Our manager is hanging around outside with some of the crew and roadies. I stick my head out of the door. “We need to take off as soon as we can. Meara’s having the baby.”

Ian’s face splits into a huge grin. He’s been with us since the beginning and has been through everything the same as us. “No shit?”

“Yeah. I just got a text from him.”

His eyes go over my shoulder, and he sighs. The man has warned us time and time again about these groupies and has had to intervene in the aftermath more times than I can count. But hey, it’s part of the life. The two girls stumble off the bus, and with one holding the other up, they sway as they head toward the parking lot. I lift my chin at Wes. “Make sure she’s not driving.”

He nods and follows them. This isn’t the first time he’s had to do something like this, and even though it’s technically not part of his job, he doesn’t complain. He’s the shit. We don’t normally have any problems, but all it took was once when some psycho grabbed a knife and tried to stab the girl who was sucking Gabe’s dick in an insane bout of jealousy.

Ian decided that we’d always have at least one bodyguard with us on tour, and since then, we’ve hired someone from Royal Ace Security because they’re the best.

“I’ll get everyone rounded up, and we’ll hit the road in a few hours.” Ian claps his hands together.

“Thanks.”

“It’s what I’m here for.”

As soon as we knew Meara’s due date, Ian rearranged our schedule to be as close to home as we could so we’d be around in the hopes that the baby would be on time. Luckily, it worked. We’re in Kentucky right now with a show scheduled in a few days in Milwaukee, then Chicago. So not only will I get to meet the baby right away, but I’ll get to hang out for a couple of days after.

I shoot a text to Liam to let him know our schedule.

Me: We’re on our way soon. Be there early morning.

Not surprisingly, he doesn’t reply immediately. I pace up and down the bus while the guys all keep to themselves. Mike reads a book, Gabe’s got earbuds in, and Kolby plays a video game. True to his word, Ian has us on the road almost exactly three hours later. And about four hours after that, on a bus in the middle of Illinois, I get a phone call.

“Tell me good news, brother,” I answer.

“She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” My brother’s voice is filled with pride.

I sigh and fall back into the seat, giving a thumbs-up for everyone else. “Christ, man. So happy for you.” If anyone deserves good things after what they’ve been through, it’s him and Meara.

“You need to hurry. I want you to meet her. Fuck, Jamie… just hurry.”

I can’t imagine the plethora of emotions he’s feeling right now. “We’ll be there soon. It’s all good, Lee. Everything’s gonna be awesome.”

About three hours after I hang up the phone with my brother, I’m back home and staring at the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen sleeping in her father’s arms. She even smells good; her fresh, clean scent purifies the antiseptic odor of the hospital. “She’s amazing. You did good, man.”

Liam lifts his head, his nervous eyes going from his daughter to his sleeping wife, then to me. His leg bounces nervously. “I can’t fuck this up.”

“You won’t.”

“I can’t, Jamie.” His voice wavers, and he shakes his head. “I can’t fuck this up.”

The guilt runs deep with him for the mistakes he’s made with both his wife and the band. His demons were what made him such a good songwriter, but now that they’re gone, he takes everything on and worries too damn much. It pisses me off that he still does this to himself. “You won’t, Liam.” He starts to protest, but I cut him off. “This is where you’re meant to be. This is what you fought for and what you worked so fucking hard for. You won’t mess it up, you hear me?”

He swallows and stares over my shoulder at nothing.

“Liam, come on.” The undiluted pain in his eyes guts me. “Dude. You’re an awesome husband. You’re gonna be a great dad. You need to stop living in the past and focus on living the future you fought for. And you won that shit. Look at where you are. Look at what you made, man. This is where you’re supposed to be, and this is what’s right. I know it. You know it. Trust that.”

He sucks in a breath and nods as he exhales, coming to a decision. “Stop swearing in front of my daughter.”

I chuckle. “She doesn’t understand me yet. When she starts talking, I’ll tone it down.”

“All right, but remember that when you have kids. Turnabout is fair play.”

When the baby fusses, Liam doesn’t hesitate to rock her. I take a step back and watch him console his daughter and talk in a high-pitched voice I’ve never heard before. And a really fuckin’ small pang of jealousy hits me at what he has that I don’t.


CHAPTER TWO

Mercy

 

Coffee.

That’s the only thing on my mind. Even though I’m already running late, I have to stop at the small café right inside the hospital. Not only is it part of my daily routine, but without caffeine, I’ll surely fall asleep standing up today.

Accustomed to long hours, I know all the tricks to doing whatever I have to in order to pull off double shifts, and coffee is essential… like a vitamin. I mastered sleep deprivation in nursing school, but the insomnia I’ve been experiencing decided to come to the party late. And it’s been almost debilitating the past few months, making my usual tired exhausted.

As I stand in line for caffeine, I cover a yawn. I’ve worked two doubles in a row this week and am covering a ten-hour shift for my friend Nikkie while she’s on vacation. I had the day off and could always use the overtime, so I signed up for her hours.

Right now, though, I’m regretting it because I can barely keep my eyes open as I shuffle forward to get my fix. The wait is unusually long, and as I contemplate if I should skip the line and go to the vending machine that’s next to the elevator for a soda instead, the squeaky giggle of a woman in front of me draws my attention.

“I know, right?” She twirls her long blond hair and bites her red lip, so blatantly trying to flirt with the guy ahead of me in a Valley Girl accent that is so not indicative of the Midwest.

I don’t hear what the guy said that made her laugh like a hyena, but I roll my eyes at how obvious and embarrassing her behavior is. It’s one thing to be into a guy and have a conversation, but to blatantly throw yourself at him while you’re acting like a literal idiot is something all women should be ashamed of. No man is worth your dignity.

We shuffle forward, and I get a whiff of the spicy-sweet cologne he’s wearing. Damn, he smells good. So does his leather jacket.

She clutches his arm and pushes up on her pointed black shoe and whispers something in his ear that has a small gauge in it. I study his profile as he listens. He’s tall and lean, but not skinny. Toned. His tattoos peeking out of the collar of his black shirt give him the mark of a bad boy. I bet he has at least one sleeve of tattoos; something I’ve always found attractive.

What catches my attention the most, though, is his hair. It’s short on the sides and spiked in the middle, but when the light hits it, I swear there’s blue in it. Something about him is intriguing. I suppose it’s his look. I see guys with tattoos all the time, but not with the whole rocker vibe this guy has. It’s somehow really sexy, and I hate to admit that I get why this girl is all over him. But if he were to give me that attention, I’d probably just say something stupid and embarrass myself. I tend to do that because I’m a total dork sometimes.

He leans down and replies to the woman who then reaches into her black leather purse and pulls out an envelope. She hands it to him, where he presumably writes his number and hands it back. Why wouldn’t she just put his digits in her phone? She clutches his hand with both of hers and squeals like a damn pig. I wonder what animal is next.

My God… who does that in line for coffee at six fifty in the morning?

I take another step when they do and finally get close enough to hear his voice loud and clear. “Black for me and whatever the pretty lady wants. Something sweet, I’m sure, just like her.”

The laughter that bubbles up my throat is uncontrollable, and when his head starts turning, I drop mine to hide my face. My shoulders shake, and I stare at my shoes, unable to stop the giggling at that cheesy line. I’m a bit slap happy and can’t help the little snort that escaped me when I try to inhale.

I think about something sad to control myself; like Bambi or the ending of Titanic. But instead of it having the effect I want, it makes me mad because there was totally room for Jack on that damn door. Rose was a selfish bitch. Then I remember the scene in Steel Magnolias when Shelby (spoiler alert) dies. That does it; there’s no way I can laugh thinking about that. I clear my throat and somber up, all traces of humor vanished.

Finally, I feel rather than see the space in front of me clear, and when I risk looking up, I’m happy to find the lovebirds are gone, and I’m next in line. “Hi, Merc. Usual?”

“Hey, Cole,” I reply with a smile as I step closer to the counter. “No, not today. Can I get an Americano?”

“Sure thing. Tired?”

“That’s an understatement.” I hand him some cash and scurry away before he can give me any change.

A quick look around tells me my entertainment for the morning has left, and I bite back another laugh as I think about that guy’s lameness again while I wait for my coffee.

“Something funny?”

His baritone voice behind me scares the crap out of me. Where did he come from? I twirl around so fast that my elbow hits the cup in his hand. In slow motion, the Styrofoam lands on the floor with a force so hard the lid blows off and piping hot black coffee magnetizes to my blue scrub pants.

“Oh shit,” he mutters.

I freeze in place, which is ironic since my legs are on fire, and take a deep breath. My exhaustion catches up to me, and I keep my eyes closed as I squeeze my hands into fists, trying not to cry or scream, I’m not sure which. I finally raise my eyes, and the moment they catch his bright green ones, he smirks. “Now that is funny.”

“You’re an ass.”

“And you’re beautiful.”

I guess it’s anger I’m going with. “Listen, dude.” I push up on my toes to make myself feel better about the height difference. “Those phony lines and your…” I wave my arm between us. “Bad boy charm won’t work on me, so take all that crap and shove it up your ass.”

He smiles then, full-on with his white teeth practically sparkling, and if I’m not mistaken a glint of silver on his tongue from a bar in the middle of it. He shifts toward me an inch, so close I can feel the warmth coming off his tall, lean body as his sexy as sin smell invades my senses. “Not big on things being shoved up my ass, but if you’re game, I’d be more than happy to play.”

I glare, my eyes spitting fire as I fall back to my heels. If he wasn’t so damn hot and so sure of himself, I’d be insulted. But clearly, he finds the entire situation hilarious, which it really is. I usually always find humor in everything that I can. Life’s too short to willingly be unhappy.

“Damn. Are you okay? You’re not burned, are you?” Cole comes around the counter, and before I answer him, I notice the man’s brows furrow as if he just realized his coffee could have legitimately done damage.

“I’m fine, Cole, thanks. My scrubs soaked it up before it hit my skin. But now I’m going to be even later because I have to go home and change after already waking up late and running out of milk for my oatmeal. Have you ever eaten oatmeal with water?” I don’t wait for a response and continue. “Well, I had to this morning, and it’s gross. And then on top of that, my blow-dryer died on me.” I take a breath. “Rest in peace.” I’m totally sad to see her go; she’s been with me since high school, and her death came as a complete shock.

Cole nods while trying to fight laughter as he wipes the mess up with a mop. “I’ll keep yours warm until you get back.”

“Thanks.” I start to back away but call Cole’s name. “Can you get Donny over here a new cup?”

His green eyes light up bright with amusement. “My name’s not Donny, babe.”

“No?” I giggle dramatically in mock disbelief as I start my exit and tap my index finger to my chin. “Really? With all that charm? I could have sworn it was Donny. Do you prefer Don? Or do you only go by Don Juan?”

His lips tilt up, and the most beautiful, deep laughter I’ve ever heard sings to my soul. Rushing away, I’m thankful not for the first time that I don’t live far away. I could wear my extra scrubs, but I keep forgetting to bring them back to keep in my locker. On the way home, I call my boss and tell her of my conundrum. I might live close, but the walk is about fifteen minutes. And in that time, I can’t stop smiling as I think about that guy, despite my shitty morning.

By the time I get back to the hospital, grab my Americano, and am making my way to the elevator, I’m over a half an hour late.

“Sorry, sorry,” I yell as I run past my co-workers, my black Nikes squeaking on the shiny tile floor. Once I reach my destination, I throw my stuff in my locker in the break room and go to the nurses’ station to look at patient charts and start my rounds.

“We’re fine, girl. Take a breath.”

I sigh loudly at Beth and wrap my stethoscope around the back of my neck as I try to slam some caffeine. “Thanks for covering for me.”

“No problem. I’m just about to go to three-oh-seven.”

“I’ll go.”

I wave at the lactation consultant as we pass each other and then knock on the door to three-oh-seven quietly before opening it. “Morning,” I whisper, not sure if anybody is asleep.

The first-time parents look up at me with tired smiles. “Hi,” Mom replies.

“Morning,” Dad mouths.

As I’m washing my hands, I hear the little peep of a baby and can’t help but hurry to see the tiny pink bundle wrapped in her mom’s arms. “She’s gorgeous,” I whisper in awe as she yawns, her itty-bitty fists squeezing. Her cheeks are rosy, and her nose nothing but a little button. I think all babies are beautiful, though, but this one is just a little extra. Probably because Mom is stunning. Her face is flawless without makeup, and she just had a baby less than twenty-four hours ago. Not all women can get away with the badass look she has going on, but it suits her perfectly. I briefly think about the guy from the coffee shop and how they both have the same vibe.

“I’m Mercy. I’ll be your nurse this morning.”

“I’m Liam, this is my wife Meara, and the little princess is Melody.”

Swooning, I put my hands to my heart. “What a beautiful name.”

“For a beautiful girl, just like her momma,” Dad adds. Running his tattooed knuckle down Meara’s cheek, he gazes at her with such love it makes my eyes burn. That right there. That isn’t a line; that is genuine emotion.

I push aside the heartache that I’ll never find a man who will look at me like this guy is looking at his wife. Or that the good ones are already taken. Or that I’ll never have a baby of my own. I love my job immensely, but I hate the sorrow and self-pity I feel at this moment, so I take a breath and grab the cuff from the IV cart. “I’m just gonna get your blood pressure really quick.”

And then I go to work.

By the time my shift is over, I’m dead on my feet, which barely get me home. It doesn’t take long for me to take a shower and collapse on my bed, not waking until almost noon the next day.

 


CHAPTER THREE

Jamie

 

“I think it’s okay to walk away,” I whisper to my brother.

He doesn’t look up from his baby girl when he answers. “I know.”

A few minutes after he doesn’t move, I try again. “The couch is four feet away. I’m pretty sure you’ll hear her if she needs something.”

“But what if she stops breathing? I won’t be able to see if I’m not watching her.”

“That’s not going to happen, but I’m right here. I’ll watch her if it’ll make you feel better.”

Sighing, he turns around from the bassinet and then sits across from me on the black leather couch in his living room, resting the back of his head on the cushion. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Shut up.”

“How’s Meara doing?”

They just got home this morning, which shocked me. I thought when someone had a baby, they stayed in the hospital for like a week, but apparently, a day and a half is enough. He already looks ragged, and it makes me feel for him, knowing it’s just going to get worse. I’ve heard stories about how infants don’t sleep and how hard it is for some parents at first. It’s not like they’re strangers to not getting decent shut-eye—my brother used to be a rock star, and Meara owns a bar—so I know they’ll pull through just fine.

“She just pushed an almost eight-pound human out of her tiny body. What do you think?” I raise a brow at how damn defensive he is. He always was, though, when it came to Meara. From the first time he saw her when we were just kids, a part of him always belonged to her. In all my life, in all the places I’ve been and people I’ve met, I have never seen a love like theirs.

He closes his eyes and then pinches the bridge of his nose. I’d give him shit about being in the same clothes he wore yesterday, but he looks straight-up beat. “I’m exhausted, so there’s no way she’s not feeling it a thousand times more than me. God, I don’t know how she did it. She’s so small, but she was so strong.”

Liam and I are the same age, but from the time our parents got married when we were four years old, I took on the role of the older, wiser brother even though he’s the smarter one, despite what he thinks. It doesn’t matter that he’s the one who’s married and has a kid now, I still feel the need to look out for him. “I’m right here, Lee. Go up to bed and get a nap in with your wife while you can.”

“I don’t want to go up there and wake her. She barely slept, and she’s not going to have a choice but to wake up to nurse, so if she’s snoozing, I’m leaving her. Plus, you’ve never been alone with a baby in your life. No way in fuck are you using my daughter as a guinea pig.”

“I’ve been alone with babies before.”

He huffs. “When?”

I actually have to think on it but can’t remember a time that I did. Normally, the thought of babies or, more specifically, me having babies makes me queasy… I shiver at the thought of being tied down. “Okay, so maybe I haven’t, but it can’t be too hard. You just pick ’em up by their ankles—”

“Fuck off.”

I laugh at how easily he’s provoked. “I’m proud of you, bro. And you’re doing great.”

“It’s only been a day, not too much to fuck up in a day.”

“Give yourself credit and get some damn sleep.”

His knees bounce. “I don’t know if I can. I feel all speedy. I’m agitated, but at the same time, I’m focused. It’s weird.”

“I bet you are, but if you tried, you could probably knock off for at least a few minutes.” My phone vibrates, so I pull it out of my pocket to find a group text from Ian.

Ian: Fire at Stage 20, show cancelled tonight. I’ll keep you posted but looks like we won’t reschedule. Enjoy the next two days off. Departure still set for Saturday at 7.

I shoot back a reply of acknowledgment. “Damn. There was a fire at Stage 20, so the show’s cancelled, which means I don’t have to leave for sound check, so you can definitely go take a…” I trail off when a light snore from Lee filters through the room. “…nap.”

Laughing to myself, I stand and take a picture of him so I can post it on social media, and then go to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. I think for a second about what caption I want to use beneath the picture and grin as I type it in on Ruin’s profile. We all have access, and each of us tries to post once a day to keep our visibility high and our names on people’s minds, which sells tickets when they see we’re in their town.

Baby Melody and Mama are doing perfect, but Daddy, on the other hand… #andtothinkheusedtobearockstar

He’ll pretend to be pissed at me, but even though he isn’t technically a part of the band anymore, the fans still want to know what’s going on with him. And his family. Meara was around a lot, so everyone who follows us knows who she is. She was actually in a couple of music videos in the beginning. God, that was so long ago, before we had the money to hire actresses and models. Damn… sometimes I forget just how far we’ve come and how much more we can accomplish.

I don’t say it to Liam, but it’s hard to digest still, looking over my shoulder and seeing someone who isn’t him behind the kit. He isn’t just my bandmate; he’s my brother. As much as the other guys are like family, Liam actually is and that naturally gave us a tight bond on the road. It might make me a punk ass, but I miss him on tour and was even resentful at times that he left us, but more specifically that he left me.

We dreamed up this band when we were kids. We’d spend hours and hours thinking of names. He’d go through pads of paper writing lyrics while I broke the skin on my fingertips messing around with hooks for something we never thought would be possible. I never thought we’d be selling out arenas and winning awards and having our music on movie soundtracks. Truth be told, I didn’t understand how he could leave that, even for Meara.

I understand it now.

Seeing him tired but so fuckin’ happy, I know he made the right decision. And damn, for the first time ever, I really, truly understand him. If I had what he does, I’d give anything and everything to keep it and stop at nothing to protect it.

On stealthy feet, I head over to Melody’s bassinet and stare down at her, and damn… I never knew it was possible to love something so tiny so much. She is perfect. If I didn’t see her chest rising and falling, I’d think she was a porcelain doll. Smooth skin and pink cheeks and puffy little lips. Suddenly her nose scrunches, her arms flail, and she lets out a cry. Out of instinct, I lift her out carefully and cradle her in my arms.

I might not have ever been alone with a baby before, but I’d die before I ever did something that could hurt her. I treat her like glass and hold her snug against me, and a part of my heart cracks, the jagged piece held tight in her itty-bitty fist.

Lee’s still sleeping, and Meara must be, too, so I take Melody to the kitchen so I can hopefully keep her quiet so they can get a few more minutes of rest. “Hey, doll face.” I rock her in my arms and am thankful when she opens her eyes but doesn’t cry. She’s just precious. So small but the impact she’s gonna have will be huge. I can see it in her eyes; she’s going to be amazing. “Hi, beautiful.”

“Hi to you, too, handsome.”

I didn’t hear Meara come into the kitchen, and I chuckle, unable to take my eyes off my niece. “Your mommy thinks she’s funny. Yes she does.”

“I know I am. Gimme my baby.” I reluctantly take my eyes off the most precious baby I’ve ever seen and hand her over to her anxious mother, who looks amazing after just giving birth yesterday.

“I was trying to keep her quiet so you guys could sleep.”

She shrugs. “Must be motherly instinct or something.” Meara heads to the kitchen table, a small wince hitting her face when she settles into the seat, then grabs a u-shaped pillow from the table. Carefully, she rests it beneath Melody. “Or… it could be because my boobs hurt like a—”

“I don’t want to hear that shit or see your tits.” I look away when she reaches into her shirt.

She laughs but starts whispering when Melody fusses again. “There you go, baby. There you go. Good girl, you did it. Okay it’s safe, my breasts are out of sight. You can look now, Jamie.”

“Listen, my sister-in-law’s tits are something I never want to see, no offense. I’m sure they’re nice, thought.”

I turn and catch her smiling down at Melody before she looks back up to me. “They’re usually small but having them this big makes me want to get a boob job. Liam really lik—”

“Seriously, Meara. Stop talking about your boobs.”

She giggles, and I lean on the kitchen counter. Meara has always been gorgeous, and her spunky personality makes her that much more beautiful. She’s got a glow about her that I’ve never seen before, and as she nurses her daughter, it’s almost breathtaking.

“Do you want one of these?”

“A boob?”

Her manicured brow shoots up to her forehead. “No. A baby, you dork.”

“Sure.” I shrug.

“Really?”

“Yeah, I mean, not now.” I shudder. “Maybe in a while, but why not?”

She stutters. “Uh, because I’m talking about a baby, not a bass.”

“So?”

“So. You have to find a woman first, and not someone who you knock up and send a check to once a month.”

“I know that, Meara.”

She widens her eyes. “So that means you need to find a woman, Jamie.”

“Well, yeah. I will… eventually. I’m still having fun, still lovin’ the life and livin’ the dream.”

She swallows, and a flash of pain crosses her face.

Shit. “This is Liam’s dream, Meara. He doesn’t want to be anywhere else but here. With you. With both of you.”

Her shoulders square back as much as they can, and she plasters a fake smile on her face. “I know.”

“Do you?”

A sigh leaves her, and she shakes her head, putting a clear end to that topic. “You need to get on that baby making thing, like now. I’ll even break the no-hookup-at-Kelly’s rule if you go find her tonight.”

She must be sleep deprived. “Sure, Meara. I’ll go to Kelly’s and meet the girl of my dreams. We’ll fall in love and have babies and live happily ever after. That’s exactly what’ll happen tonight.”

Liam pads into the kitchen scrubbing his hands down his face. “Why didn’t you wake me?” He crouches down in front of Meara, not even giving me a second glance. “I told you to wake me when you did.”

“I’ve been up like three minutes. Not much you can do to help me, honey. I’m the one with the boobies.”

“Yeah, you are.” His sultry tone makes me gag.

I push up from the counter. “On that note, I’m out.”

“Bye, Jamie,” Meara says. Liam doesn’t acknowledge me as the two females in his arms are the only things he cares about.


CHAPTER FOUR

Mercy

 

My sister, Charity, lies lengthwise on my couch in the clothes she wore to yoga. Facing the TV, she’s watching some stupid reality show. I pace in circles around the glass coffee table, dropping my hair from the knot I had it in on the top of my head as my mom cackles into my ear. I shouldn’t have answered when she called.

When will I ever learn?

“Yes, Mother. I know he’s my age and already made partner.”

Charity laughs, and I glare at her, give her the Friends fuck you with my hands, then head to the kitchen to get a soda.

“I don’t know why you have to be so difficult. It’s just dinner.” My mom chastises me as she did when I was eight and refused to eat peas. And then again at ten when I snuck a stray cat into the house. And of course, when I was thirteen and dyed my hair with lemon juice. Hell, I heard it last month when I didn’t apply for a promotion at work because, God forbid, I’m actually happy in my measly little nursing job.

“Oh, I don’t know, Mom. Maybe because I’ve never met the guy, and I already know from the way you’re describing him that I won’t like him.”

“You’re never going to get married if you don’t date.”

I rest my head against the freezer. “I’m not going to marry some guy just because he’s rich and having his family name attached to mine will be good for Dad’s firm.”

She huffs on the other end of the line. “That is not why, Mercy, and I’m insulted you’d think such a thing of me.” I wait for more from her but don’t get words, just a sniffle.

Great. She’s crying. I put my soda away and grab a beer. “Fine, Mother. I’ll go out with him.”

“Forget it. Don’t do me any favors.”

I grit my teeth together to stop myself from saying what I really want to. “Where and when?”

“Tonight. Rustic View at five o’clock. Don’t be late.”

“Fine. Bye.” I drop my cell on the counter and go plop myself in the corner of the couch. “What is her problem?” I snap at my sister.

She holds up her hand and ticks off the points on her French-tipped manicure. “Popularity, vanity, money. Is that enough, or do you want more?”

I purse my lips. “I suppose that’s enough for now.”

“Who’s she setting you up with this time?”

This time. Yeah, this definitely isn’t a singular occasion. I’ve been out on at least a dozen dates set up by my mother, and each one was worse than the last. She refuses to believe that I’m happy with my life and doing just fine without a man. Sure, I plan to eventually marry and have kids, if I find the right person, but I’m not going to force it. I love my life. I love my friends and my job. I’m happy. As much as I want the white picket fence and golden retriever, I don’t need a man to make me whole.

I’d rather be in the position I’m in right now than the one so many of my friends who married young are. Some of whom have kids and are either unhappy or in the process of a divorce because they rushed into things too fast.

I shrug at Charity. “Some lawyer. She didn’t say his name, but apparently, Dad’s trying to steal him from the firm where he just made partner.”

“Probably Chad Worthington. He’s a nice enough guy but doesn’t seem to be your type.”

“I don’t have a type.”

“Well, from what I remember of him, he’s not it.”

My neck tilts. “How is he not my type if I don’t have a type?”

“I picture you with… someone who isn’t so clean cut. Someone who wants to go out and have fun. Not that I’m saying he’s a loser, just that I feel like you need someone more adventurous.”

“Maybe he is.”

“Why are you sticking up for him?”

I release a sigh and shake my head. “I’m not. I’m just frustrated. I really don’t want to have dinner with him, and I feel like if I go into it already bitter, it’s just going to make it worse.” It’s not only that. I don’t want her worrying about me, but part of the reason is because I’m sick of being disappointed. I let myself get excited at the prospect of a good guy, and then I’m continually let down. I’d rather be alone than deal with dating and weeding out the losers. Or the ones who have more hair product than me. Or the guys who talk about themselves the entire night, or even worse… the ones who talk about their mothers. No thank you. I already have a toxic mother, no way would I want to be with someone whose mommy still wipes their ass.

“Why are you going if you don’t want to? But better yet, why have you gone in the past? I don’t get that. You’re normally not one to let anyone tell you what to do.”

I wish I had an answer for why I am the way I am, but I don’t. I’m just me. I know my worth, and I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, even if my mother isn’t. I donate a dollar every time I’m asked at the grocery store, and I fill up those plastic bags the mailman leaves once or twice a year for a hunger campaign. And I fill them up with the good stuff, not just the stray can of baked beans or the almost expired canned pumpkin that I buy every Thanksgiving when I say I’m going to make a pie and never use.

I hold the door open for the person behind me, and if I get to a four-way stop at the same time as another driver, I always wave them through even if I have the right-of-way.

I’m not perfect, but I’m a good person and I appreciate everything I have. Including my mother. I try to tell myself at least she cares. At least I have a mom who’s still alive, and even if her execution sucks, her intentions are usually always good.

“You wouldn’t understand,” I grumble at my sister. “You married your high school sweetheart, who happens to be a neonatologist. You’re going to make partner at Dad’s firm probably by the time you’re thirty. I settled for nursing and have no potential husband.”

She sits up and crosses her legs, then runs her fingers through her dirty blond hair. “That doesn’t explain why you go when you don’t want to.”

“It’s just easier, Charity. If I go, then she gets off my back for a month or so before she starts up again.” I sigh and pop the top on my beer. “Besides, when I go, I get a free meal. And since she always sets me up with trust fund babies, I always get lobster, and it’s always delicious.”

“Speaking of…” She glances up and down at my outfit, her brown eyes much like my own narrowing. “You need to change.”

I look down at my joggers and sports bra. “Nah, I’ll wear this. Turn him off.”

“Hate to break it to you, but a sports bra probably will have the opposite effect and turn him all sorts of on.”

“You’re right.” I stand and grab her hand. “Come help me find something that says I’m only here because my mom forced me.”

She takes my beer and sits on the end of my bed while I rummage through my closet. In the end, I wind up in a pair of tight light wash jeans, ballet flats, and a black turtleneck I dug out of the back of my closet. Totally plain and boring and hopefully will send him the signal that I’m a prude.

Because I refuse to get stuck needing a ride, I meet him at the rustic yet modern restaurant, and the hostess points me in his direction. He smiles when he sees me approach the table. His teeth are nice and white, and I’m surprised to find he’s actually quite tall when he stands.

“Hi.” He walks a few feet to me and holds out his hand. “Chad Worthington. It’s nice to meet you.”

The tilt of his lips seems genuine, and I find myself caught off guard a little. “Mercy. Same.”

“Would you like a glass of wine?” He holds my chair out, and as soon as my butt hits the seat, I grab the specials list off the table.

I shake my head and set the menu back down, already knowing what I want to eat. “Water’s fine.” What I want is to scarf this food down and get away from him. He seems nice, but I really want to be anywhere but here. This always makes me feel like such a loser.

The waiter comes over, and as Chad orders the special for both of us, I study him. I didn’t ask him to order for me or tell him what I wanted, so it should irritate me, but he’s actually not bad. His blond hair is parted on the side and touches the top of his ears. His fingers are long, and when he shook my hand when I arrived, I discovered they were softer than mine, which is a turn-off. The blue in his eyes is brought out by his navy blue suit, which is expensive as hell, and his white shirt is crisp.

He thanks the waiter, and once he walks away, Chad gives me his attention. He adjusts his tie and clears his throat. “I’m sorry. I’m very excited to meet you, and I’ve gotta say I’m a little nervous.”

That’s sweet. “Please don’t be. I’m just me.”

“That’s exactly why I’m nervous. I hear about you at work all the time.” That surprises me. “Your father tells me you’re a nurse.”

I lift a curious brow. “My mom said you worked at another firm.”

“I do, but since your father and my boss are trying to build a partnership with the law offices, I see him often. And he talks about you almost every time I see him.”

Makes sense, I suppose. “He doesn’t lie.” I smirk at the unintended lawyer joke. “I work in postpartum.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s where mom and baby go after labor and delivery.”

“Nice. How many babies do you usually see a day?”

Wow, I’m surprised he’s asking questions about me. Usually, these guys like to talk about nothing other than themselves. “It really depends. Some days one and other days four. The most deliveries I ever saw in one day was nine. But it was like a full moon on Friday the thirteenth in October, so I wasn’t surprised.”

He takes a sip of his water but doesn’t set the glass down. “You’re superstitious?”

“Not outside of work. See, if anyone says anything along the lines of it’s slow or they’re bored, the rest of the shift goes downhill from there. Without fail, a full moon brings twins. Friday the thirteenth always means a doctor is sick. Stuff like that.”

“So if you’re walking down the sidewalk, do you step on the cracks?”

“Yes.” I smile.

“Walk under a ladder?”

I gasp. “I’m not a glutton for punishment, Chad. No sane person walks under a ladder.”

“Will me having a black cat deter you from letting me cook you dinner at my place sometime?”

My brain takes a second to catch up with how slick he just asked that. “You have a cat?” I ask in disbelief.

“Does that surprise you?”

“It does, actually.”

He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “Why?”

“You’re just all… suit and tie guy.”

“Guys who wear suits and ties can’t have cats?”

“Well, I thought not, but apparently, I was wrong.”

He smiles. “It was my grandmother’s cat, but she passed away two years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. She, the cat, not my grandmother, doesn’t like me. I can’t even get near her to pet her, and when I feed her, she hisses at me until I back away.”

“Oh no, that sucks.”

“Yeah, but every morning when I wake up, she’s lying on my feet, so I figure she can’t hate me that badly. I think she’s just pissed and confused because she lost her person.”

I lift my glass to take a drink when the waiter sets our meals down. We both halt conversation and dig in. After licking the melted butter off my fingers, I swallow the last bite of my savory crab. “This is delicious.”

“It is. Thank you for agreeing to meet me tonight. I know these setups are always a gamble.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I’d like you to tell me more about you, Mercy.”

I wipe my mouth and set my napkin back in my lap. “What do you want to know?”

“Whatever you’d like to tell me.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Jamie

 

Kelly’s Pub is Meara’s bar, handed down to her recently from her parents. This is where our friends and family all hang out.

We meet to drink and watch sports and play games in the old-school arcade on the second floor. We perform here a lot, too, and it’s where Lee does acoustic sets when the nerve strikes him, usually for a charity. A lot of things happen within these four walls, but one thing that never does is hooking up.

It isn’t an unwritten rule, it’s law carved in stone. There are too many complications that could arise from it, so everyone knows if they go to Kelly’s they’re not gettin’ any that night. The fact Meara even joked about lifting the ban earlier today is hilarious. We don’t need some disgruntled chick causing problems for Meara and we definitely don’t need guys who feel threatened trying to start shit, which happens more often than we’d like.

Gabe usually attracts the problems, though, because of his reputation. He loves women, and women love him. They flock to him more than anyone, and he’s up for anything. He parties hard but fights with such tenacity it’s a wonder he hasn’t been arrested more than twice. He doesn’t take shit from anyone and is the first to stand up for someone he cares about.

Mike and I get our fair share of pussy, and it’s actually a good thing Gabe is such a magnet for chicks because he weeds out a lot of the crazy ones for us.

It was definitely different when we were in our early twenties. We all used to be like Gabe—except for Liam, of course—but as we’ve gotten older, we’ve settled down a bit. I find myself liking the quiet every once in a while, which is unusual for me.

Tonight I don’t have anything on my mind tonight except getting a drink and maybe playing a game of pool. The unexpected night off is both a welcome relief and an annoyance. After I left Lee’s house earlier, I went to my parents’ and had a home-cooked meal.

But now I’m ready for a beer.

I walk up to the large wooden door at Kelly’s and bump fists with Pierce, Meara’s brother, who works as a bouncer on the weekends. “What’s up, man?” he greets me.

“Nothin’. Just wanted to grab a beer.”

“I heard about the fire at Stage 20. That sucks.”

I sigh because it’s such a bummer. The owners are really nice people, so I hope they get everything fixed soon. “Yeah.”

“How long are you guys in town for?”

“We leave tomorrow morning. Show in Chicago tomorrow night. Ian scheduled us as local as he could around Meara’s due date.”

“Cool. Congrats on being an uncle.”

“Hey, you too, man. Melody’s gorgeous.” A group of giggling girls come up, so I lift my chin at Pierce as I start my way inside. “Later.”

He gives me a two-finger salute as he takes the ID from the first in line.

As soon as I pull the door open, the smell of old leather and pine hits me, and I can’t help but smile to myself. There’s something about home and the familiarity of everything. And there is nothing better than walking into Kelly’s Pub. No matter when I show up, I’ll know someone who won’t want anything from me but conversation.

I sidle up to a stool, greeting the bartender Nik the same way I did Pierce with a fist bump. “Beer?” he asks.

“Yeah, thanks.”

They never charge the band or family for drinks, but we always shove cash into the jar they have beneath the counter for tips. As Nik pops the top off, I walk behind the bar and locate the jar, dropping a large bill in. He shakes his head and hands me my beer as I sit in a stool on the end.

“How’ve you been?” I ask him.

Nik is a close friend of the Kelly family. Specifically, he’s best friends with the oldest brother Declan. “Good, bro. You?”

“Things have been good.”

“Haven’t seen you in a while, not since Lee left, I don’t think. How’s the band with Kolby?”

“It was rough at first, but we’re all good now.”

“Glad to hear it. I listened to the acoustic set you guys did on satellite last week. Shit was sick.”

I take a swallow and set my beer on a coaster. “You liked it?”

“Yeah, man. Why? You don’t?”

Recording that track was one of the strangest experiences we’ve had as a band. Even more so than when we were in the studio for the first time and didn’t really know what we were doing. “I do. It’s just the first single without Lee.”

“If you’re worried it sounds different or something, I didn’t think it did. But I’m not musically inclined except to know when I like a jam, so take it for what it’s worth.”

“That’s good. We didn’t want there to be a difference. Even though Gabe, Mike, and I hear those subtle nuances, we were hoping the fans wouldn’t be able to tell, ya know?”

He shrugs. “Like I said, I thought it was sick. I’m sure you’ll always hear a difference without your brother, but the show must go on, right?”

“Yeah. For sure.” We talk for a few minutes before he’s interrupted and heads to the other end of the bar.

I sit back and glance around, then do a double take when I see her. The hot chick who spilled my coffee yesterday sits in a U-shaped booth with a man perched on the end of her table.

The desire I have to go to her is so strong it makes my palms sweat. I’ve thought about her more times than I can count since yesterday. And for some reason, her face popped up when Meara said I needed to find a girl to make babies with.

Seeing her again in the flesh makes me realize thoughts of her were damn near constant. I wanted to hang around the hospital yesterday to find the sexy nurse again, but Meara and Liam needed some time alone after so many visitors. I took off because I didn’t want to look like a lunatic pacing the halls in search of a woman whose name I didn’t even know.

A woman I talked to for three minutes, who in that short time, made me want to discover everything about her.

The thoughts of coffee girl were never far from my mind, though. Not yesterday and not today.

I’m surprised as shit to see her here. I’d almost convinced myself she was a figment of my imagination. Unsure if she’s with the guy or not, I casually ask Nik, “What’s up with her?”

He wipes down the mahogany bar top but glances to where I’m looking. “Not sure. She came in over an hour ago and ordered a rum and Coke but hasn’t even touched it.”

I want to go to her, but I shouldn’t. If I do, I’ll end up breaking the rules because I can’t let her walk away again. Not many women make me laugh or get in my face. Or make me think about them all day. But she did, and I liked it. Too much. So much that I know without a doubt she’s the game changer, but it doesn’t matter.

We’re going on the road again, and I need to follow the rules. Regardless of how much I want to talk to her again, I’ll behave myself. No matter how badly I want to get lost in those earthy eyes, I’ll admire her from a distance. As hard as it is to stay put, I do just that.

For fifty-nine seconds.

Because the guy slides into the booth next to her. Then he crowds her, puts his arm around her shoulders, and she stiffens, so I move. It’s just instinctual; I don’t think before I push through a bunch of tables to get to her, green tinting my vision over a woman I have no claim to.

I don’t get jealous. I’m not possessive or territorial, and I barely know this girl, but I want to put my fist through his face for even looking at her and getting close enough to touch.

It’s funny because not a day went by since Liam was with Meara that he didn’t growl at somebody who would glance at her. I always gave him shit for being a caveman and laughed at him when he’d get all red in the face.

But I’m not laughing now.

No way. My reaction is so visceral and possessive I feel it all the way to the marrow of my bones.

Her brown hair is down, unlike when I saw her the other morning, and I decide instantly I like it better like this. It’s wavy and shiny and long enough I could wrap it around my wrist. I can’t remember the last time I saw a woman wearing a turtleneck, but this chick makes me want to bite and lick and suck on her neck so she has to wear those ugly ass sweaters, and only I would know that she’s hiding my mark beneath the material.

“Wanna introduce me to your friend, Daisy?”

Her head snaps up, and her mouth falls open, cherry lips forming an O that I’d die to thrust my cock between. I slide in the opposite side of the other guy and wrap my arm around her waist, palming the outside of her thigh and ass to pull her away from him and to me as if I have the right to claim her.

“Dude, you’re—” I see the recognition on his face, and I cut him off. I don’t want to deal with fans right now and I don’t want her to know who I am. Not Jamie, the rock star. I want her to know me, who I really am.

“Donny, nice to meet you.” I stick my hand out for him, and he shakes it. Luckily, he takes the hint and grabs his drink.

Slowly, he stands. “No. Aren’t you from—”

“Spain? Yes.”

The little cutie next to me snorts, and I raise a brow at the man who still stands in front of the table. “No. I meant the ban—”

“And I meant it’s time you leave.” I level him with a challenged stare. “Now.”

He mumbles something inaudible under his breath, and does the smart thing when he walks away without incident. I take that time to calm my shit.

The little minx tries to scoot away, but I tsk her and apply pressure to her luscious behind as I take a swallow of my beer, leaving the neck to dangle between my fingertips. She feels too good to let go.

I angle my head at her untouched drink. “It’s not gonna drink itself.”

“I know.”

“Is it bad?”

“No.” She swirls the liquid, clear on top from the melted ice with the darker rum and soda on the bottom, making the entire glass amber colored. “I just didn’t feel like it once I got it.” She sighs and lifts her head so she’s looking up at me. For a second, I’m afraid she’s going to pull away, but she doesn’t. In fact, she settles into me. God, she
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