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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Jay Crownover. 

Thank you for your friendship, 

for inspiring one of the scenes in this book, 

and for being you. I love you, friend.





Chapter One

Addison

“ ‘In summary,’ ” Cami, one of my very best friends, and a business partner, reads from the Portland Tribune, “ ‘Seduction is a restaurant unlike any other I’ve experienced. The food is delicious, the wine bar impressive, and the ambiance so sexy, it will take your breath away. I highly recommend this restaurant for your next date night.’ ”

“I want to send that reviewer flowers,” Mia says with a wide smile. “Who would have thought that just six months after opening this place, we’d already have a review like this?”

“Well, it’s a no-brainer that they’d love the food,” I reply, and reach for the paper so I can read it again for the fifteenth time. “You’re a genius in the kitchen, Mia. We’ve known that since we were in high school.”

“I still get nervous, especially now that I never know who the customers are going to be. We didn’t even get a heads-up that this guy was going to be here.” Mia bites the cuticle on her thumb and frowns. “Maybe I should add to the menu.”

“The menu is perfect,” Cami replies with a shake of her blond head. “He loved us.”

We smile at each other, and finally I do a little happy dance in my seat. We haven’t opened for the day yet. Kat and Riley, the final two business partners in our fivesome, haven’t arrived. But Mia, Cami, and I have read this article over and over again, smiling and dancing.

Rejoicing.

Because damn it, we’ve worked our asses off since we opened the doors six months ago. All of our eggs are in this basket. We can’t fail.

And we won’t.

We hear the front door open and close, and I expect to see either Riley or Kat, but instead Jeremy saunters into the dining room, looking all rumpled and messy from sleep. His eyelids are still heavy. His chin is scruffy. His blond hair is standing on end, still in chaos from my fingers last night.

Jesus, this man makes my hormones work overtime.

He grins and kisses my head, then picks up my coffee and sits next to me.

“Why are you here?” Cami asks with a frown. “I’m in too good of a mood to have to pretend to like you.”

I glare at my best friend, but she just shrugs.

“My girlfriend is here,” Jeremy replies and sips my coffee. “I missed her.”

“Please,” Mia whispers with a roll of the eyes. My friends used to like Jeremy, in the beginning, but now they make it no secret that they don’t care for him. But they are just overprotective. They don’t want to see me get hurt. Sure, he’s a musician. Not a particularly gifted one at that, but he does well, booking gigs for his band, Hells Roses, regularly.

And, oh my God, what the man can do in the bedroom should be a felony. He makes me laugh, and despite his arrogant persona around everyone else, he has moments of real vulnerability and sweetness when we’re alone.

Is he the one? Probably not, but I’m pretty much convinced that the one was invented by romance novelists and Disney.

“Be nice,” I snap and continue to read the paper. “We got a kick-ass review in the Tribune,” I inform Jeremy with a grin.

“Of course you did,” he replies and kisses my cheek. “Are the music reviews in there too?” He snatches the paper and shifts through the pages, then reads through the reviews of the music and club scene in Portland. “Not one fucking mention?”

Cami catches my gaze, then crosses her eyes in annoyance. I simply shrug. He’s not in the restaurant business. He wouldn’t understand what a big deal this is for us.

“I’ve been thinking,” I begin, and lean my elbows on the table. “Now that business is picking up, I think we should add live music on the weekends.”

“Sorry, cupcake,” Jeremy says with a sigh. “We’re booked.”

Thank God. Jeremy’s band isn’t the one I’d want for my place. But rather than jab at his ego, I simply smile and kiss his shoulder.

“I know, babe. But I’d still like to bring in someone. Maybe just a one-person act, just a microphone and a stool, you know?”

“We can afford it,” Cami replies with a thoughtful frown. Cami is our chief financial officer. She handles all things money, and she’s a wizard at adding up figures in her head. “Who are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” I reach for my coffee mug and frown when I see that Jeremy has sucked down every last drop. “Babe, will you please run over to Starbucks and get us more coffee?”

“I forgot my wallet,” he replies with a scowl. I reach into my bag and pass him a twenty. “You got it.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, and one place you might look for a musician,” he adds as he steps away from the table, “is the open-mic night at Crush this Saturday. There are usually some good acts there. I’d bet you’d find what you’re looking for.”

I grin at my sexy boyfriend and blow him a kiss. “Thank you.”

He winks and saunters out of the restaurant. When the door closes behind him, Mia shakes her head at me. “Seriously?”

“Open mic night is a brilliant idea,” I inform her.

“That’s not what she’s talking about,” Cami says. “Jeremy is a douche bag.”

“He is not.” I roll my eyes and sit back in my chair. Okay, maybe he has douchey moments. “He’s sweet. And sexy.”

“And mooching off of you. His wallet was in his back pocket,” Mia argues. “And I’ll bet all of this month’s chocolate budget that he’s staying with you too.”

“His roommate moved out, and he couldn’t afford his place alone.”

“Addie.” Cami reaches for my hand. “You are not a doormat.”

“He doesn’t treat me like a doormat.”

“Yes. He does.” Mia sighs and takes my other hand. “You deserve so much better.”

“I love you both,” I begin, my stomach heaving. “I know you just want to protect me. Jeremy is a good guy. I like him.”

“Okay.” Cami sips her coffee, then shrugs one slim shoulder. “But when he breaks your heart, we’ll be here.”

“Let’s talk about this open-mic night. Who’s going with me?”

Mia and Cami exchange glances.

“I’ll be working,” Mia says. “I have some new Saturday night specials I want to try.”

“I don’t want to,” Cami says honestly. “I trust you to find exactly what we need.”

“I’ll take Kat.” I chew my lip, ideas already swirling in my head. “She’s a good judge of these things.”

“Good idea.”

The door opens again.

“Oh good. Mr. Wonderful is back,” Cami mutters.

“HOW DO YOU do that to your hair?” Riley asks from her perch on my vanity stool, eating Chunky Monkey ice cream from the carton as I twist my hair into chunky ringlets. I’ve streaked it with purple tonight.

“It’s not hard. It just takes practice, but once you get it down, it goes fast.”

“I like the purple,” she says with a grin. “And the painted-on jeans. You have a great ass.”

I grin and turn to the side, eyeing my ass in these jeans. She’s right. My ass isn’t bad. I could do without the hips, but what are you gonna do?

“Should I wear a jacket over this top?” It’s a flowy, black camisole, showing off my cleavage, but not hugging my problem areas.

“No. It’s hot. You’ll either find a hot singer for the restaurant, or a date.”

“I have a date.” I glance up to the heavens. “Give me strength.”

“Jeremy isn’t a date,” Riley replies as she scrapes the bottom of the ice cream carton. “He’s someone to fuck.”

“Riley!”

“Truth,” she says with a shrug. “And nothing wrong with it either, as long as you know the score.”

“Well, the sex doesn’t suck.” There’s a sharp knock on my bedroom door, and then Kat walks in, looking tall and gorgeous and freaking badass. Her red hair is pinned up. She’s in a sleeveless top, showing off her awesome ink, and she’s in mile-high pink stilettos.

“It should be illegal to look that hot,” Riley says with a sigh. “You’re both hot.”

“Why aren’t you coming with us?” Kat asks.

“Because I have a new marketing plan to come up with for this new music act.”

“Excuse,” Kat says, watching me apply my makeup. “And speaking of a hottie, hello, bombshell.”

I grin at her in the mirror. “You’re the hottest date I’ve had in a long time.”

“Back at you.” She winks. “Okay, what are we looking for tonight? Addie, this is your show, I’m just here to help.”

“It’s our show,” I reply.

“The front of the house is yours, and you do an awesome job with it.” Riley slicks some of my lipstick on her full lips, checks herself out, then vigorously wipes it off. “I can’t do lipstick.”

“I want to find a one- or two-person act.” I tease my hair, until it falls just the way I want it to. “Someone with a sexy voice. I’m thinking Gavin DeGraw–ish.”

“Hot.” Kat nods in agreement. “How much can we spend?”

“Let’s try to keep it around five hundred a night,” Riley replies. “Cami said that’s how much we can comfortably spend.”

“That’s not bad. Let’s just hope we find someone. I already put a sign in the window too. It doesn’t hurt.”

“Okay. Let’s do this.” Kat leads us out of the apartment.

“Have fun,” Riley says and waves as she walks to her car.

“This is gonna be fun,” Kat says, then fist-bumps me and leads me to her car.

“CAN I GET you another chardonnay?” the waitress asks Kat, who shakes her head no.

“I’ll just take a Diet Coke.”

“Same for me.”

The waitress nods and moves on.

“Wine not good here?” I ask Kat with a grin.

“Tastes like piss,” she replies. “I totally understand wanting to serve an inexpensive bottle, and there are some delicious ones out there. There’s no excuse for serving subpar wine.”

My smile grows. “It turns me on when you turn on your wine-speak.”

“It’s what I do.”

“And you do it well.” And she does. Kat is the best sommelier in the Pacific Northwest. She knows wine.

“What do you think so far?”

We are seated at a high table, near the stage, in the center of the room, so it’s easy to see the acts. Right now a young woman is singing a Trisha Yearwood song off-key.

“I haven’t heard anything to write home about.”

Kat nods in agreement, then glares at the man who just grabbed her ass as he walked by. “Keep your hands to yourself, buddy.”

He shrugs and smiles unapologetically, then keeps walking.

“Men are gross,” Kat mutters.

They sure can be.

The off-key girl finishes her song and we applaud. Next up is a throwback from 1967. Except the guy is young—maybe twenty-two. His dreadlocks fall to the middle of his back. He has a beard. His clothes are dirty.

He’s probably a homeless guy who usually sings on the street.

But then he starts to sing, and oh my word. He has the voice of an angel, singing “Hallelujah” as if he were singing it from heaven. We’re mesmerized as he plays his guitar and sings.

He’s amazing.

When he finishes, the applause is deafening.

“Wow.” Kat turns her wide blue eyes to me. “Did you hear that?”

I nod. “We’ll get his contact info. If we could clean him up, he could be perfect.”

“If he’d be willing to clean up,” Kat replies. “This could be what he wants.”

Several more lukewarm acts play, then a duo take the stage. A man and woman, who look at each other with stars in their eyes, and sing a love ballad. Their harmonies are smooth as silk.

“I like them,” Kat says as she leans my way. “They have the right look. And they’re in love, which will bring a sexy chemistry to our place.”

“I agree.”

I want them. Like, want them. They’d be absolutely perfect.

“I’m going to go talk to them.” Kat nods, turning her attention to another act already singing.

They’re not nearly as good as the duo who just finished.

“Excuse me.” They turn to me, and I paste on my best smile. “I’m Addison. I’m the co-owner of Seduction, a new restaurant in town, and I’d love to talk with you about a possible weekend job at my place.”

They glance at each other and grin. “Thank you. I’m Rebecca.” The small blonde shakes my hand. “And this is my husband, Paul.”

“You’re both very talented.”

“It’s all her,” Paul replies and stares down at Rebecca with heart eyes.

“I need an act for Friday and Saturday nights. I’m paying five hundred a night.”

“Five hundred each?” Rebecca asks, her eyes suddenly shrewd.

“No.” I shake my head. “For the act.”

They glance at each other again, and Paul shakes his head. “Sorry. We’re worth more than that.”

“What do you normally charge?”

“Oh, we haven’t taken any jobs yet. We’re new to the area.”

I raise a brow. “You’re worth what someone is willing to pay. It was nice to meet you.”

Without glancing back, I return to our table. “Egos,” I say simply and shrug.

“Bummer.”

“It happens.”

A man walks onto the stage and sits on the stool, strums his guitar. The MC didn’t announce his name.

The singer is wearing a black T-shirt and jeans. No shoes. A hat is pulled down his forehead, shadowing his face.

But I’d recognize those tattoos anywhere.

“Oh my God, I think that’s Jake Knox,” I whisper to Kat in disbelief.

“The tattoos,” she breathes and I roll my eyes. “God, I used to be in love with him. I had his posters on my walls when I was in high school.”

“Most did,” I reply and watch as his fingers play the strings on his guitar as if he’s making love to a woman. “God, he can play.”

“What’s he doing at an open-mic night?” Kat turns wide eyes to me. “Does he live here?”

I nod. “Yeah, I heard somewhere that he lives nearby. Maybe he needs an ego boost?”

But then he begins to sing a familiar Lifehouse song, and my chest tightens. I love this song. I love his voice. It’s raw and rich and just a little bit raspy. It’s pure sex.

“He’d be absolutely perfect.” Kat’s voice is a whisper. She probably didn’t mean to say it out loud.

“I know we can’t afford him. He probably plays at celebrity weddings and shit.”

Jake glances up, showing his face and those amazing green eyes for the first time, and aims them right at me. He sings at least five lines, holding my gaze, then winks and lowers his head again.

Arrogant.

“Speaking of egos,” I murmur. “That would be a hot mess.”

“A sexy-as-fuck hot mess,” Kat replies. “God, look at the way his muscles bunch as he plays.”

Trust me, I noticed. You’d have to be blind with an IQ of minus 20 to not notice the way Jake Knox moves. He makes everything in me come awake. Which makes sense because he’s probably been trained to do that. He has to sell music, after all.

He finishes the song and leaves the stage. There are murmurs in the audience. We obviously weren’t the only ones to recognize him. Let’s be honest, Jake Knox is one of the biggest rock stars there is.

Or, was. I don’t think he’s released any new music in the past few years.

I wonder why.

“I don’t think we’re going to find our act here,” Kat says with a sigh. “We’ve seen at least twenty people in the past two hours. The only ones we liked were a homeless guy, an egomaniac couple, and a rock star.”

“You’re right. Let’s go.” We gather our handbags and walk out into the cool spring evening. Walking ahead of us, away from the club, is a man with his guitar case. I’d recognize that shape, that walk, anywhere.

Jake Knox.

What is up with me being so damn attracted to the bad-boy musician type? It never fails. If there’s a bad-boy musician within a thirty-mile radius, my girl parts are on high alert. Every. Single. Time. Ever since I lost my virginity to Todd Perkins in the eleventh grade. Todd was the lead singer of a garage band and happened to seduce me out of my pants in said garage, right behind the drums.

And dump me the next day.

“He even walks sexy,” Kat whispers into my ear.

“Mm,” I reply.

“Don’t act all nonchalant with me,” she says, shoving my shoulder. “He turns me on, and you’re the one who loves the bad boys. You have ever since I met you freshman year.”

I shrug. She’s right.

“Let’s go to the restaurant. I want to see how Jamie is doing behind the bar,” Kat finally says when it’s apparent that I’m not going to talk about my penchant for musicians.

“I’ll check on the waitstaff, and we can both make Mia go home.”

“Mia’s working?” Kat asks with a frown.

“Of course Mia’s working. She’s not sleeping.”

“She needs an intervention.”

“I’LL TAKE A glass of that,” Mia says as she joins Kat and me at the bar after closing. Kat and I each handled our own staff for the rest of the evening, juggled a few mishaps, then sent everyone on their way and decided to unwind with a glass of wine before we head home.

“I can’t believe you’re still here,” I say to Mia. “You’ve been here since this morning.”

“Back at you,” she replies with a sigh as she sits on a stool beside me and rolls her head back and forth on her shoulders, stretching. “It was a good day.”

“You’re taking tomorrow off,” I say, not looking her in the face.

“You’re not the boss of me.”

“Yes, we are,” Kat replies and passes two glasses of wine to Mia. “Of all of us, you work the longest hours. The kitchen will survive for one day without you.”

“What does one do on a day off?” Mia asks.

“Clean your bathroom. Go to the coast and put your feet in the water. Get laid. Just don’t come here.”

“Maybe.” Mia shrugs. “Did you find us an act?”

“No.” I shake my head and sip the crisp, dry wine.

“But you both look so hot. No one threw themselves at you?”

“Kat had her ass grabbed a time or two.”

“I want to grab Kat’s ass,” Mia replies. “Ever since we met her in college we’ve wanted to grab her ass.”

“And you have,” Kat replies with a salute and takes a shot of tequila.

“And you loved it,” Mia replies. “Tell me about tonight?”

“There’s not much to tell. We found one couple that would be good but they wanted a ton of money.”

“We also found Jake Knox,” Kat says with a satisfied grin.

“What?” Mia shrieks. “You did not!”

“We did. He sang one song.”

“Why? He’s famous. He doesn’t have to go to those things.”

“Trust me, I wasn’t questioning his motives.” Kat tops off our glasses again. “I was simply thankful to be sitting roughly ten feet away from him.”

“I’m so jealous! I had Hard Knox posters all over my bedroom!”

Kat reaches out a fist for a bump. “Me too.”

“Hard Knox was a good band.” I sip my wine. “They broke up, you know.”

“So sad.” Mia shakes her head. “You got to see Jake Knox.”

“But we didn’t find an act for here.” I feel defeated. I so wanted to wrap that up tonight.

“We’ll find one,” Kat says. “Have Jeremy ask around.”

“He doesn’t really play the kind of music I want for us.”

“You mean the good kind?” Mia asks sarcastically.

“Okay, so he’s no Daughtry. He’s not horrible.”

Both Kat and Mia just raise a brow at me and smile.

“Okay, he’s not good.”

We all giggle and fall into a comfortable silence. Finally, Mia whimpers and lays her head down on the bar. “So tired.”

“Day off tomorrow, Mia. I mean it.” I rub her back in big circles. “You need to sleep.”

“Okay. But if anything happens, you call me.”

“We will,” Kat says. We look at each other while I continue to rub Mia’s back and we don’t need to speak aloud to know what the other is thinking.

The place would have to be on fire before we’d call Mia tomorrow.





Chapter Two

Jake

“You’re quiet.”

My head jerks up at the sound of her voice, pulling me from some damn daydream, and I frown. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be.”

“What’s on your mind?”

I chew on my bacon and watch my best friend of more than fifteen years across the table from me at this dive diner that serves the best breakfast in Portland. Christina has been with me through fame and money, and some of the shittiest moments of my life. She’s watched as I hit bottom and clawed my way out of the darkness again.

She’s the only person in the world that I know I can trust without blinking.

“Music’s always on my mind,” I reply and take a sip of coffee. She rolls her pretty brown eyes and tosses her brown hair over her shoulder the way she does when she’s annoyed.

“You’ve been invited to—”

“Not interested,” I reply, cutting her off. “I lived it, and I don’t need it anymore.”

“You miss it. You sang at that open-mic-night thing last weekend and you nailed it.”

I shrug one shoulder and don’t deny that she’s right. I do miss it.

Not playing music for people hurts as bad as if I were missing a leg, but playing at that open gig the other night was a big mistake. Because now I crave it again.

But I don’t deserve it.

Because Christina is missing a leg.

Because of me.

“I loved the song you wrote for Nash that just released last week.”

I manage a grin. “Thanks.”

“Why did you do it?” she asks unexpectedly.

“What?”

“Open-mic night.”

I rub my hand over my lips and sigh. “I just . . . God, I miss it, C.”

Her eyes soften. “I know.”

“So, I sang and I got it out of my system. Case closed.” A complete lie, but I won’t admit that to her.

“Working this afternoon?” she asks.

“Yeah, Max and I will be in the studio this afternoon, finishing a couple of songs for Daughtry.”

She nods thoughtfully. “Must really suck to be you, with your own production company, and fancy studio at your house, and famous people flying in to work with you and all of that.”

“Yes, it sucks to be me,” I reply dryly.

“You’re writing, and producing, still making a difference in the music world, just not performing.” She tilts her head to the side and runs her pink-tipped finger over her bottom lip, in thought.

“You already know this.”

“Excuse me?”

We both turn to the pretty blonde standing beside our table, wringing her hands nervously.

“Hi,” I reply with a smile.

“Aren’t you Jake Knox?” she asks and I immediately switch gears. My smile is cocky, and I lean back in the chair, assuming the role.

“I sure am. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“M-Michelle,” she replies with a slight stutter, and her cheeks blush. More than five years out of the limelight and this still happens at least once a week. “I’d heard a rumor that you lived in Portland now.”

I raise an eyebrow and glance at Christina, who’s hiding her smile behind her coffee mug.

“I live in the area,” I reply. “What can I do for you?”

“Oh! I’m sorry. Could I maybe just get a selfie with you?” She pulls her phone out of her pocket and smiles shyly.

“Sure.” I stand, wrap my arm around her shoulders, and take her phone from her, aiming it high. I paste my signature smirk on my face and take the picture.

“Wow, thanks. I love your music. Are you going to put a new album out soon?”

Now Christina frowns and glances down at her empty plate.

“Thank you. No, the band broke up. I’m more behind the scenes now.”

“Aww, that’s a shame,” Michelle says with a frown. “Thanks for the photo.”

“You’re welcome.”

Michelle leaves, happily staring at her phone, and I return to my seat.

“That wasn’t too painful,” I say and take another bite of bacon.

“It is a shame,” Chris says.

“Don’t start, C.” I toss the bacon on my plate and push it away.

“All I’m saying is—”

“The same thing you’ve been saying for years. I don’t want to live a public life anymore. It just fucks things up.”

“You don’t have to live a public life to play music.” She shakes her head, cutting me off when I would speak. “Just listen. Kevin took me to a new restaurant the other night. It’s awesome.” She leans in, her brown eyes shining with excitement. “It’s sexy.”

“The restaurant is sexy?”

“Yes, and it’s amazing. So, these women have opened this place in downtown Portland called Seduction. There are aphrodisiacs on the menu, sexy music and atmosphere, amazing wine cellar. Did you know that asparagus is an aphrodisiac?”

“I had no idea.”

“Me either! Until we went there. It’s so great for couples, and it looks like it’s making quite a name for itself.”

“What the fuck does it have to do with me?” I ask mildly and sip more coffee.

“There was a sign in the window advertising for a weekend musician.”

I stare at her, blinking.

“So?”

“So you should go apply!”

She slaps her hand on the table and leans back with a satisfied smile, proud of herself.

“Fuck no.”

“Why not?”

“Jake Knox doesn’t perform anymore.”

“Jake Keller could.”

I tilt my head, suddenly intrigued.

“You don’t have to go in there and be a rock star, you know. You could just go in with your guitar and play music. You don’t have to do the old Hard Knox stuff, unless you want to try some acoustic arrangements. You could just do covers, if that’s what you wanted. Or new stuff you’re writing.”

Suddenly the yearning in my gut is so intense I can barely breathe. I love producing and writing music. Hell, I spent a month up in Seattle last fall cowriting and producing with Leo Nash, an old friend of mine, for his band’s new album. It’s fulfilling.

But fuck me, how I miss performing. And it’s really not about the screaming women, the lights, the louder-than-fuck music.

It’s just the music itself. Performing and watching the crowd sing along.

There’s just nothing like it. And the other night, when I sat on that stage and sang, it was like visiting an old friend.

But I gave it up on a rainy night five years ago when Christina was almost killed and lost her leg, all because of me.

I shake my head and clench my jaw. “No.”

“God, you’re so fucking stubborn,” she growls and clenches her tiny fist. “I don’t expect you to never perform again because of something stupid that happened long ago.”

“That’s not it.”

“Cut the bullshit.” She leans in and narrows her eyes at me. “My accident wasn’t your fault, J. I don’t know how many times I have to say it before you’ll believe it.”

“If we hadn’t fought—”

“I’m going to beat you up. Hard.”

“Yeah, I’d like to see you try with your one leg.” I smirk, but my chest hurts at the words. “I don’t know what I would ever do without you, C.”

“Then do me a favor and go apply for this job. I want to watch you sing again. I miss it. And the one song the other night wasn’t enough. I know it wasn’t.”

“I’ll bring my guitar over tonight.”

She smirks and shakes her head. “Just go apply. They might not hire you. Maybe you suck now.”

I smirk. “Baby, I’ve never sucked at music.”

“So prove it.”

“God, you’re a pain in my ass.”

She laughs. “I know. I have to go to the doctor now.” She scrunches up her nose and sighs. “I swear, all of Portland has seen my hoo-haw.”

“Your what?” I ask, raising a brow. “Are you eight?”

She throws an orange wedge at me. “This whole pregnancy thing needs to resolve itself. Lying with your feet in stirrups is not sexy or fun.”

“Do you find out today if it worked?” Christina and her husband, Kevin, have been trying to get pregnant for three years. They want this more than anything in the world, and it’s just another thing that the accident has robbed her of.

Another thing that I’ve robbed her of.

“Yes,” she says with a smile. “So cross your fingers.”

“And my toes.”

“CAN I HELP you?” A young woman greets me as I enter Seduction, nestled in the heart of the Pearl District, one of the trendiest areas of Portland. From the outside, it looks like an old warehouse.

On the inside, it’s pure sex. But not the kind of seedy sex that you’ll find in any of the many sex or strip clubs in the city. This is classy sex.

“I’d like to speak with your manager, please.”

“That’s Addison,” she replies with a bright smile. “I believe she’s in the bar.” She points to the back of the house. I nod and walk through a sea of black tables with wide-backed, plush gray chairs and teal blue table linens. Along the back wall are inviting booths, giving a feel of privacy with pretty gray curtains hanging at the side of each booth.

The room is arranged to face a small stage that currently sits empty. It’s only lunchtime, so instead of live music, Adele is crooning through the speakers about chasing pavements. I hum along with the song as I enter the bar area, similar in color scheme but a bit more edgy.

A wall of wine barrels rises behind the bar, with bottles of wine lying inside. There must be a thousand bottles on that wall. Under the countertop is the largest wine fridge I’ve ever seen, also packed full of bottles.

So they do wine well.

“You need more for lunch than a glass of wine,” a woman announces. She has deep red, almost burgundy, hair, wide blue eyes, and is wearing a pair of jeans that was made for her ass along with a white tank top that shows off some pretty amazing ink. Her face is made up to look like a pinup model, and her red lips tip up in a grin as the blonde with her back to me takes a sip of her glass of wine.

“Wine comes from grapes, which is fruit. I’m having a fruit salad for lunch,” she says and sips her glass. “God, this is good.”

“Of course it is,” Red says with a smirk, then sees me leaning against the archway leading into the bar. “Can we help you?”

“I’m looking for the manager. I was told I’d find her in here.”

“And you have,” Blondie says and turns on her bar stool to look at me.

And suddenly the air is stolen from my lungs. This is the woman I saw the other night at the club. The one I couldn’t take my eyes off of. The one that made the rest of the room fade away.

The only word I have for her is bombshell, and I’ve never used that word in my life.

She slides off her seat, perfectly at home in her mile-high black heels, and strides quickly and confidently over to me. She’s in a high-waisted, black pencil skirt with a white button-down tucked into it. Her sleeves are rolled, the top few buttons unfastened on her shirt, giving me a glimpse at the most impressive cleavage I’ve ever seen.

Her blond hair is piled high on her head, in lazy curls. Her makeup is simple and flawless.

And she’s wearing black-rimmed glasses.

Fuck me.

I swallow hard and hold my hand out to shake hers, but she comes to an abrupt halt about two feet too far to take it.

“You’re—”

“Jake Keller,” I interrupt and close the gap to shake her hand. Hers is warm and slender, but her grip is firm. Her eyes narrow.

“Jake Knox,” she corrects me. “My friends all had your posters on their walls.”

“You didn’t?” I ask with a cocky smirk, already enjoying her.

“No, I wasn’t particularly smitten with you.” She pulls her glasses off her nose, much to my disappointment, and tucks them on top of her head in her hair.

God, I’m such a sucker for a beautiful woman in glasses.

“Shame,” I reply and continue to smile at her.

“How can I help you?”

“I’m here about the job.”

She frowns. “You want to be a busboy? Are times really that bad, Mr. Knox?”

“Keller,” I correct her. “Actually, just call me Jake. And I’m here about the weekend music gig. Although, I can clear tables if need be.”

She tilts her head, hooks a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and smiles, and my heart stops. Fucking hell, where did this woman come from?

And where the hell are these thoughts coming from?

“I’m quite sure I can’t afford you, Mr. Keller.” She turns to walk away, but I catch her elbow, turning her back to me.

“It’s not about the money,” I say quickly. “I’d really just like to play.”

“Your whole band?” she asks with a frown.

“No, just me. I’ll bring my guitar and all I’ll need you to provide is a mic and a stool, but I’m sure I can come up with a mic if you don’t already have one.”

She blinks at me, as if I’m not speaking English, then finally says, “Okay, where are the cameras?” She looks around the room and points at Red behind the bar. “Did you stage this? Seriously, you guys are bitches for doing this to me.”

Red laughs and shakes her head. “No tricks here, Addie. But send him over to me when you’re done with him.”

Addie turns back to me with skeptical eyes. “She was one of my friends with your poster on her wall.”

“And I’m not afraid to admit it,” Red says loudly as she stocks more wine.

“So, the job.” I cross my arms over my chest and watch her eyes dilate when they land on the sleeve tattoo on my right arm.

She’s not immune to me.

“Do you seriously want to sing here for peanuts?”

“I’d prefer popcorn, but I’ll take the peanuts.”

I smile and she chews her bottom lip and crosses her own arms, mirroring me. All that accomplishes is pushing her tits together, giving me a prime view of the best body I’ve seen in . . . ever.

Her curves have curves, and she owns every one of them, packaging them nicely in an outfit that screams class. In this moment, all I want to do is take her in my hands and feast on her.

But, one thing at a time.

“The job is for Friday and Saturday nights, from ten to close.”

“What time do you close?”

“Midnight.”

“I can work with that.”

She nods and then tips her head back and laughs. Her voice is raspy and just as sexy as the rest of her.

“Did I just hire Jake Knox?”

“No, ma’am, you just hired Jake Keller.” I sigh and rub my hand over my mouth, remembering that I haven’t shaved in about a week. I must look real professional, walking in here in questionably clean jeans and black T-shirt, unshaven, hair a fucking mess because I’m pretty sure I just ran my fingers through it before I left the house this morning.

But Addie just chews that lip again, then nods. “Okay, you can start this Friday and we’ll see how it goes.”

“Is this an audition?” I ask with surprise.

“Everyone auditions, Mr. Keller,” she replies and rests her hands on her hips. “But it’s a mutual audition. I’ll see if you’re a fit for us, and you’ll see if we’re a fit for you.”

Oh, I’m pretty sure the fit will be just fine, sweetheart.

“Sounds good. I’ll be here at nine thirty on Friday night to set up.”

“Great. You can just come back here to the bar. I’ll meet you here and show you around.”

I nod and shove my hands in my pockets, suddenly nervous for the first time since I was a kid, which kind of annoys me and makes me smile all at the same time.

“Now that that’s settled,” I say and hold her pretty blue eyes with mine. “How about if I take you out for a drink after closing Friday night?”

She blinks for a moment, not moving, then shakes her head and laughs, looks at her shoes and then back up at me.

“Let me make something perfectly clear,” she begins, speaking clearly. “I’m not a part of this offer. Nor will I ever be. I’m your boss, that’s it. Not to mention, I am in a relationship.”

“Idiot woman,” Red mutters behind the bar, but Addie ignores her.

“Understood,” I reply respectfully, but can’t help but feel a moment of regret.

Addison is one beautiful woman.

I have a feeling she’s much more than that, but she belongs to someone else, so it doesn’t really matter.

And why in the fuck does it matter to me anyway? Jesus, has it really been that long since I got laid?

“I’ll see you Friday night.”

“Yes, you will,” she replies and immediately turns her back on me, sauntering back to the bar in those amazing fuck-me heels, her ass swaying the whole way.

I can’t wait to see her Friday night.

I wave at Red and walk back out the way I came. The restaurant is filling up with lunch patrons. When I hit the sidewalk outside, I call Christina.

“Miss me already?” There’s a smile in her voice.

“Desperately. And, I think I just got a job.”

“You went?” She squeals and then relays the information to her husband, Kevin, before returning to me. “And you got the job?”

“Of course I got the job.”

“Did the manager recognize you?”

“Yes, but something tells me I got the job despite my music history, not because of it.”

“Interesting. I like her already.”

“So do I.”

THE DRIVE TO my home west of Portland via the Sunset Highway only takes about thirty minutes from downtown. That’s one of the things that I love about this city: you can go from bustling city to lazy suburb in just half an hour.

I bought a house on three acres in the rolling hills outside of Hillsboro about four years ago. It’s gated, and monitored closely by security. The main house is bigger than I’ll ever need, but it was the pool and, most important, the pool house that made me fall in love with it.

I love to swim, and I work out in the pool every single day I’m home. My best friend, and cofounder of Hard Knox, Max Bishop and I converted the pool house into a full studio and partnered up to begin Hard Knox Productions. Since starting business two years ago, I’ve had everyone from U2 to Usher in my studio, laying down tracks, writing songs.

Making music.

The music feeds my soul and has since I was nine and got my first guitar for Christmas. It’s a magic I haven’t been able to duplicate or replace with anything else. And for a little while, when I thought I’d abandon music altogether, it felt like I was living in purgatory.

A necessary purgatory, but fuck, how it hurt.

I park and jog around back, bypassing the house altogether, and am not surprised to find Max already at work when I walk into the studio.

“You’re late,” he mutters, then bites his pencil and tickles the keys of the baby grand in the corner that looks out over the pool.

“I got a job,” I announce and lean on the piano, reading the music lying in front of Max.

“Who’s coming now? I thought Maroon 5 had to postpone, since Adam has to tape the auditions for his show.”

“No, a regular gig job.”

His head jerks up, and for just a moment, there is so much hope in his eyes, it makes my chest hurt. “You got the band a gig?”

“No.” I shake my head and stare at the top of the piano. “There’s a new restaurant in town that needs a weekend musician. I’m going to do it.”

Max doesn’t say anything for a long moment. “Who are you?”

“I was thinking it might be fun for you to come with me sometimes. We can perform some acoustic versions of some of the old songs. Show off our harmonies.”

“Are you sick? Should I call an ambulance?”

“Fuck you,” I reply and turn to walk away. I don’t need his shit. I should probably call Addie and tell her I’ve changed my mind. This is a ridiculous idea.

“Jake,” he says. “Talk to me. You hate to perform.”

“No, I just can’t perform the way we did,” I reply and turn around, hands in my pockets. “It almost destroyed my life once. And I’m sorry that when I lost it, so did you.”

“I didn’t have to,” he replies matter-of-factly. “I’ve been offered other lead guitar gigs in other bands. You know that. I don’t want to do it without you.”

“Let’s not talk about our feelings. We’re dudes.”

“Tell me about this gig. What made you decide to look into it?”

“Christina told me about it and asked me to.” I drop into a leather couch and sigh, my head leaned back on the cushion, and stare at the ceiling. “I love producing and writing with you. I don’t miss touring. I don’t miss the booze or the girls. We still have the same friends, and we still make music, so I have nothing to complain about.”

“What do you miss?” Max asks.

I chew my lip, and immediately remember Addie doing the same, and wonder what it would be like to feel her full lips under mine. To feel her full everything beneath me.

“I miss singing.” I glance over at Max and see him nod. “I miss watching the crowd sing along with our songs. I miss the feeling I get when I’m singing so hard and long that my lungs are screaming and my throat feels raw, but I don’t even care because it’s just the music that matters.”

“I know.”

“And when I did the open-mic thing last weekend, it just hammered home how much I really do miss it.”

“I know.”

“So, for a couple hours a week, I want to sit in a room of people and strum my guitar and sing.”

“I think that’s awesome.” He grins. “And I can’t wait to show off our harmonies. Because we kick fucking ass.”

“Of course we do.” I sober and link my fingers behind my head. “So, tell me straight. You don’t think it’s a bad idea?”

“I think it might be the best thing you’ve done for yourself since you quit the band.”

I nod thoughtfully, but then shake my head no. “This studio is the best thing I’ve done.”

“It’s a great thing, and it’s making us a shit-ton of money, and we love it, but I think the music, singing, is going to heal you. And I don’t think you’ve done that quite yet.”

“Have you?”

“I was never broken, friend. That was your journey. And it makes me fucking happy as hell to see you in this place, because I haven’t seen it in a long time, and I’ve missed it.”

“Feelings. No feelings.”

“Yeah, yeah. If you’ve finished being lazy, you can help me with this song. I can’t figure out the second verse.”

I stand and return to the piano, feeling better after hashing the Seduction gig over with Max. He’s right. I need it.

“We talked about the second verse building in intensity, and then falling abruptly at the end. That’ll make the chorus that much more powerful, remember?”

“That’s right,” he says and swears under his breath as he erases what he wrote earlier. “You think you’re so damn smart.”

I smirk. I’m not smart, or special. I just know music.





Chapter Three

Addison

“This asparagus wasn’t grilled long enough,” Mia announces and wrinkles her cute nose. Since she’s not in the kitchen tonight, her long, dark hair is loose around her shoulders and down her back in long, natural curls. Her makeup is done and her curvy body is rocking in a fun little outfit. Riley grabs Mia’s hand and shakes her head.

“You’re not going in the kitchen tonight,” she says with authority, making the rest of us smile. “We’re having fun.”

“I know,” Mia replies and takes a deep breath. “I’m holding myself back. But I’ll be having another meeting with my chefs on Monday. I wish I could work every day, all day.”

“You’d kill yourself, and we won’t allow that,” Cami says and takes a bite from her plate. “Does anyone else find it ironic that we’re all sitting here, eating aphrodisiacs, and not one of us is getting laid tonight?”

We’re sitting at the table right in front of the stage, eating dinner, waiting for Jake to show up. When the rest of the girls found out that I’d hired Jake to be the weekend entertainment, you’d have thought we were fifteen again. So of course we’re all here, front and center, for his opening night.

And we’re all dressed to the nines.

Because I hired Jake freaking Knox.

I mean, Jake Keller.

“Two girls got very lucky last night,” I reply, the
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