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      Taz

      

      “We’d like to sign you, Taz.”

      I was staring at Luc Spencer, the owner of the biggest record label in Music City, in shock and disbelief. Guys like me didn’t get big breaks. A month ago, I’d been singing my songs alone in my garage when a buddy at work talked me into posting a few videos online. They weren’t supposed to go viral. I wasn’t supposed to have record labels making offers I had to refuse.

      “You don’t want me.” I swiped a hand over my black beard, shaking my head. “Having me on your label would be a nightmare for you, man. Trust me on that.” I stood, offering my hand. “Thanks for the offer though. I appreciate it.”

      “Taz, sit down.” When I planted my feet, he added, “Please.”

      I sighed before sinking back in the leather armchair across from him.

      “Tell me your story.”

      I shook my head, letting the shame and self-disgust wash over me. “You don’t want to hear my story.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      I had nothing to lose by telling him the whole ugly truth. At least once he heard it, he would agree I’d be a lousy fit for his well-respected label.

      “Taz isn’t my real name.” I looked him in the eye when I said, “It’s a nickname I was given. I grew up running with a street gang. Ended up in jail when I was nineteen. Did twelve years.”

      His eyes widened but he merely shook his head before straightening his silk tie. “Go on, I’m listening.”

      At least he hadn’t shown me the door yet. I had no doubt that would be his next move. “Assault, drug possession, theft over $60k.”

      He drew a deep breath. “You served your full sentence?”

      I smirked. “Yeah, got into a lot of fights in the inside. Wasn’t exactly a model prisoner.”

      “How long ago were you released?”

      “Four years now.”

      “And you’ve stayed out of trouble? You’re not on parole anymore? Anything preventing you from leaving the country?”

      “No. The only country I might have some trouble entering is Canada. Apparently, they can do background checks at the border, and people convicted of drug crimes could be turned away.”

      “Good to know. Problems travelling to any other countries?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think so. But to be honest, I haven’t tried. I’ve just been working with my buddy in construction, trying to stay outta trouble, put a few bucks in the bank, catch up on child support⁠—”

      “You have kids?”

      “A daughter. She’s sixteen, hates my guts.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Not as sorry as I am to say it.” I cleared my throat. “Her mama got pregnant with her just before I went away. Married some other dude, and wouldn’t bring my daughter to meet me. Not that I blame her.”

      “Jesus, Taz. You’ve really been through it, haven’t you?”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “Keep talking then.”

      I couldn’t believe he hadn’t tossed me out on my ass by now. “I wrote my daughter letters, but I have a feeling her mama kept them from her.”

      “You’ve tried to reach out to her since you’ve been out?”

      “Yeah, sure. But she won’t have anything to do with me.”

      It still hurt like hell, knowing I had a kid living in the same city who wouldn’t even give me a chance. Granted, I’d been a deadbeat loser for most of my life, but I’d been working hard to change the past four years.

      “You pay child support?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been working overtime so I could triple up on child support to make up for all the years I missed.” I didn’t expect money to pave the way to a relationship with my daughter, but I figured it couldn’t hurt my cause.

      “That’s commendable.”

      “It’s the least I can do, since I bailed on her.”

      “You didn’t exactly bail on her. You didn’t have a choice⁠—”

      “I chose to commit those crimes.” Sure, I’d been a dumbass kid at the time, trying like hell to act like a tough guy, and fit in with his new street family, but I still did the crimes and deserved every day of my sentence.

      “You’re right, you did. But you didn’t know your girlfriend was pregnant when you did those things. Would it have made a difference, knowing you were going to be a father?”

      “I don’t know, maybe.”

      Luc tapped a gold pen against his desk while studying me. “I sure as hell didn’t expect this when I asked you in here today. You’re not on social media, so I didn’t do much digging into your background. Your buddy posted those videos of you singing, right? The ones that went viral.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And I’m guessing we’re not the first label to reach out?”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “You haven’t accepted any other offers though?”

      “Uh no, but you’ve heard my story. No way would fans get behind my music once they found out about my background. And I refuse to live a lie or keep my past a secret.”

      “I respect that,” Luc said, setting his booted feet on the corner of his desk as he tipped his swivel chair back, looking thoughtful. “I’ll have to talk to Avery McCall. She’d be your publicist. She could help us spin this story so fans would see you as a guy who’d made mistakes and was trying to do better.”

      “Wait a second.” I held my hand up. “You’re still thinking about signing me?”

      “Why not?”

      “Uh, because I just told you I served twelve years? That my kid wants nothing to do with me⁠—”

      “You’re honest,” Luc said, pointing a finger at me. “I like that. Most artists would have come in here and tried to cover up a past like yours, but you came right out with it. I think you’re raw, real, authentic.” He snapped his fingers. “And people are eating up authenticity these days, my friend.”

      “If you say so.” He was the professional, but it was hard for me to believe people would pay good money to see a guy with gang tattoos and a rap sheet like mine.

      “What about your family?” Luc asked. “They still in the picture?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, my folks kicked me out of the house when I was seventeen ‘cause I got mixed up with drugs and they weren’t having it. That’s how I got into the whole gang scene. I needed money. Drugs. Food. A roof over my head. They looked out for me, became my family.”

      “You keep in touch with any of them?” Luc asked, looking concerned for the first time.

      “No, they didn’t have much use for me once I got sentenced. Haven’t heard from any of them in years.”

      “Good.” He nodded. “That’s a good thing. And you’re not mixed up in anything now, that might cause a problem?”

      I shook my head. “No, man. I’ve been trying to repair my relationship with my family. My folks, my little sister. She was so young when I went away, I missed out on a lot with her. Graduation. Wedding. The day her twins were born. I’m trying to make up for that. And become a man my daughter might actually want to know.”

      Luc smiled. “Sounds like you’re on the right track. And you never know, if she starts hearing her daddy on the radio, she might reach out to you.”

      I’d give anything for Quinn to reach out to me someday, but I wasn’t holding my breath. I kept trying, maybe once a month, but my texts always went unanswered, and I respected her decision to banish me from her life.

      “These songs you’ve been writing, at least the ones I’ve heard online, they cut deep, man.”

      I’d always loved music. I taught myself to play the guitar in prison, after my folks visited me one Christmas and gifted me a guitar. They thought it might help to pass the time and they were right.

      “I, uh, wrote them in prison.”

      “I figured as much. Guys who’ve been through the stuff you have, can write the best songs, if they’re not afraid to tap into it.”

      I’d never been a big talker, and I had no interest in seeing a shrink, but writing songs had been therapeutic for me. I’d never expected to make any money off my songs or get recognized, but I figured if they could help even one person who was feeling down, it would be worth it to put them out there.

      “How many songs have you written?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe a hundred or so.”

      Luc’s eyes widened. “That’s a lot of material.”

      I smirked. “I didn’t say they were all good.”

      “Those ones you released online?” Luc asked. “Would you say they’re your best?”

      “Nah, those were just a few new ones I played for my buddy. I’m still fleshing them out.”

      “Jesus, man.” Luc whistled long and low. “If you’re telling me that’s not even your best stuff, we could really build something here.”

      I scraped my hands over my face, trying to process what the hell had happened to my life in the past two weeks, since my buddy started posting those videos online. One day I’d been hanging drywall and installing trim and the next I’d been fielding calls from record execs who wanted to meet me. It was crazy.

      “I don’t know what to say, Luc. I mean, I’m stoked you think my music is good enough⁠—”

      “It’s not just your music. It’s your voice. Your look. Your story. You’re what country music fans want right now.”

      I didn’t see why fans would want an ex-con, gangbanger, who couldn’t even man up when he was called on to be a father. My old man had a heart attack when I’d been in prison. My mother had breast cancer when I’d been in prison. Yeah, I had sad stories to tell, but I didn’t deserve any sympathy. I’d always been my own worst enemy and deserved all the punishment doled out by the system and the people around me.

      “You’re not buying it, are you?” Luc grinned. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s what fans want. And I’m telling you, they love new country music, but they’re feeling nostalgic too. Think outlaw country. Johnny, Waylon, and Willie. A voice like Chris Stapleton with an outlaw’s story. That’s country gold, my friend.”

      “If you say so.” I didn’t take anything anyone said at face value anymore. I couldn’t afford to. Getting my hopes up about anything usually ended in disappointment.

      “Let me talk to Avery about you. See what we can come up with. In the meantime, can you send me your top ten best songs, so I can have a look, and listen?”

      “Uh.” I rubbed a hand over the fabric covering a full sleeve of colorful ink. “To be honest, those things were written on loose-leaf paper. They’re just in a binder at home.”

      Luc slapped his forehead. “Dude, think theft. Think fire. What the hell? We can’t afford to lose those songs!”

      “We?” I narrowed my eyes, challenging him. “I don’t recall signing a contract with you. Those songs are mine, and I can do what I want with them.” I still wasn’t sold on the idea of cutting albums. I didn’t even know if I had it in me. And when something scared me, my line of defense had always been anger.

      Luc raised his hands. “I hear you. But if you think another label can do for you and your career what we can, you’re crazy.”

      Crazy. Stupid. Reckless. Self-destructive. I’d heard them all. Just never been called names by a multimillionaire record exec wearing a designer suit before. And I couldn’t say I liked it.

      “I think we’re done here,” I said, standing.

      “I’ve rubbed you the wrong way, haven’t I?” Luc asked, before I reached the door. “You think I’d try to change you, right? Some slick, flashy brand that made you feel like an imposter?”

      “Something like that.” I knew guys like this only cared about making money.

      “You know of Mav Stone? You like his music?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Everyone who was a fan of country music had heard of that guy. He’d been dominating the country music charts the past few years, and his music struck a chord with fans. Myself included.

      “How ‘bout I set up a meeting for you two? He hasn’t been with my label all that long, but we’ve done big things for him. He can tell you what it’s like to work with me. And trust me, Mav’s a straight shooter, like you. And he’s been through shit too, Taz. You’ll be able to relate to him.”

      “I don’t know.”

      I had a quiet, simple life now. For the first time, ever. I had hard-working, blue-collar buddies who kept their noses clean. I was re-building my relationship with my family. I had a decent job. I’d even bought a cheap fixer upper, that I was re-building, room by room. Life was pretty good. And I didn’t know if I wanted to mess with that, to chase a longshot.

      “Can’t hurt to talk to him, can it?” When I didn’t respond, he said, “And if you do decide to sign with us, Mav would probably be the guy I send you out on the road with, so it would make sense for you to meet him now.”

      “You’d want me to open for Mav Stone?” This guy was crazy. How the hell could I perform in front of the kind of crowds that guy pulled in? I’d never even sung karaoke in a bar.

      “Yeah, eventually. But I’d probably have you do some local fairs and festivals first, until you find your footing onstage.”

      “What happened to playing bars and⁠—”

      Luc laughed. “You bypassed that step when your videos went viral and record companies started calling you.”

      I would never have taken the initiative to set up gigs. I’d been born and raised in Nashville, loved country music, but never imagined I could be the guy standing on that stage. I didn’t think I had it in me.

      “I’ve got a lot to think about, Luc.” I rubbed a hand over my cropped black hair. “Can you give me a couple of days?”

      “Only if you agree to meet with Mav in the meantime? He’s taking a break from his tour right now, but he’s back on the road day after tomorrow and I really want you guys to connect before he leaves again.”

      “Okay, yeah, I’ll meet him.” I’d never met anyone who intimidated me. Mav Stone was just another guy, who happened to sell millions of records. Man, was I in over my head, or what?

      “Good, I’ll text you later with the details.” Luc pointed at me. “And those songs? Your top ten. Can you send them to me later, just so I can have a look?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Even better,” Luc said, snapping his fingers. “Send me audio recordings. Just on your phone. I want to hear you sing those songs.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.” I’d dealt with guys who wouldn’t back down before, and this dude fell into that category. He was a Pitbull. And I didn’t know if I liked him or hated him.
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      Taz

      

      Mav invited me over to his place the following day. He said he’d grill, so we could have a little privacy.

      His wife, Codie, met me at the door. She was hot as hell, and looked vaguely familiar. Maybe I’d seen her pictured somewhere with her famous husband.

      “Come on in,” Codie said, offering her hand.

      I was glad she wasn’t a hugger. I wasn’t big on hugging strange women. Or anyone, for that matter. “Nice to meet you,” I said, forcing myself to look her in the eye.

      Her smile seemed genuine, as she closed the door behind me and led me into a large open-concept living, kitchen, dining area. “Can I get you something to drink?” She raised a hand before I could respond, and added, “But I should warn you, Mav and I are both recovering alcoholics, so there’s no alcohol to be had around here. Sorry.”

      Ugh. How the hell was I supposed to get through this meeting without a little liquid courage? “That’s okay, whatever you have is fine, thanks.”

      She pointed to a live edge wood stool at the massive kitchen island. “Take a load off, Taz. My husband is just getting out of the shower. He’ll be down in a few.”

      Her long black hair was pulled up in a messy bun and she was wearing cut off jean shorts, a cropped white tank top and flip flops. No makeup. A woman who could look so hot with zero effort must be a knockout when she was really trying.

      “Nice ink,” I said, pointing to a colorful Phoenix tattoo on her abdomen.

      She smiled. “Thanks. I’m a tattoo artist, so this is kind of like my business card. I didn’t do the work, obviously, but the design is mine.”

      I couldn’t hide my surprise when I asked, “You’re a tattoo artist?”

      She laughed as she handed me a glass. A soft drink on ice. “Yeah, I’ve got a shop downtown.”

      I snapped my fingers, pointing at her. “That’s why you looked so familiar. There’s a painting of you on the building, isn’t there?”

      She palmed her forehead. “Uh, yeah. My hubby thought that would be a cool birthday present for me last year. The artist was crazy-talented, obviously. But I cringe every time I walk in and see myself plastered on the side of my building.”

      I chuckled as I watched her pour a drink for herself. “Can’t really blame the guy, Codie. If I had a girl who looked like you, I’d probably do the same thing.”

      She smiled as she tapped her glass against mine. “You have no filter. I love that. You, me, and Mav, we’re gonna get along just fine.”

      I was used to working around burly, beer-chugging, tradesmen and construction workers all day. Before that, prison inmates. I didn’t date, just indulged in one-nighters from time-to-time, so filtering myself wasn’t really an issue.

      “Sorry, if I⁠—”

      “Hey, no apologies necessary.” She winked. “I like that you’re a straight-shooter. I am too.”

      “You know my story?” I asked, wondering how many people Luc had already told about my past.

      She shrugged. “Some, but this is a judgement free zone. We’ve all made mistakes around here, paid our dues. You’re no different.”

      I appreciated her willingness to give me a pass, but didn’t feel I deserved one. If my own daughter didn’t want to know me, why would this woman?

      “I doubt you’ve committed crimes, hung with gangbangers, bailed on your kid, stole from your folks⁠—”

      “Wow, you’re really going in for the hard sell, aren’t you?” She grinned when I smirked. “Trying to convince me what a great guy you are. Why don’t you let me decide that for myself?”

      We shared a look that told me this girl had been through it, and she got me. “I just think it’s better if I tell people up front, who and what I am, that way they can bail before⁠—”

      “Before they get to know you?” She leaned over the counter. “Yeah, I know all about defense mechanisms, Taz. Trying to push people away before they get too close. Can’t get hurt that way, hmm?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to. I know your type. Hell, I was your type.”

      “Oh yeah?” I hadn’t met too many women like me, but Codie gave off a vibe that made me feel like we could be dark kindred spirits. “What happened?”

      “Life happened.” She sighed. “My daddy bailed on us. I got my heart broken. Became a drunk. Met a man who tried to use me as his personal punching bag. Shall I go on?”

      “No, I get it.” I took a sip of my drink, wishing for something stronger. I tried not to use alcohol as a crutch, but some days I still needed a little help just to keep going. “We all have our stories. That’s your point, right?”

      “My point,” she said, sizing me up slowly. “Is that you wouldn’t even be here unless Luc Spencer saw something in you. So, why can’t you believe in yourself? Are you still punishing yourself for all the mistakes you made?” She raised her hands. “Hey, no judgement if you are. I get it.”

      “I guess I’m still working through shit.”

      “Are you seeing anyone, a therapist?”

      I scowled. “Hell, no. I don’t need a shrink. Not that I could afford one. I’m trying to fix my house up, pay off my truck, and catch up on child support.”

      She nodded. “That’s commendable. But if you sign with Luc, you wouldn’t have to worry about money anymore. So, why the hesitancy? Are you afraid your past will come back to bite you? Or just that you don’t deserve the break, because you’ve hurt so many people?”

      Damn. This girl had my number. “I, uh⁠—”

      The doorbell rang. “Oh, that’s my sister. We’re going for a burger and a movie, so you and Mav can have a chance to talk.”

      I was kind of hoping she’d stay. I liked her, and I wouldn’t mind a buffer if her famous husband wasn’t as cool as she was.

      I heard female giggling from the foyer, but didn’t want to turn around. For all I knew they could be laughing at me.

      “Taz,” Codie said, walking back into the room. “This is my sister, Grace. She’s a therapist, but don’t hold that against her.”

      Holy shit. There was some seriously good genes in this family. Grace, like her sister, was petite with long black hair, olive skin, and blue eyes. But when she flashed a bright smile, the similarities ended. Codie was sexy with rough edges, but her sister was all sweet innocence. The kind of girl I wouldn’t be allowed to touch with a ten-foot pole.

      “Hi,” she said, offering her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Taz.”

      Her hand was small and soft, in mine, and I had a crazy flash of that hand getting me off. What the hell was wrong with me?

      I cleared my throat, releasing her, as I took a step back before glancing at Codie. Thankfully she wasn’t giving me a filthy look, so she couldn’t be a mind reader.

      “I’m just going to run upstairs and get changed,” Codie said to her sister. “And give my husband a kick in the ass. I swear he takes longer than I do in that bathroom.”

      Grace laughed as she made her way to the fridge while I tried not to stare at her ass.

      Damn. She was wearing short white shorts, a pink V-neck fitted t-shirt, and white flip-flops, and it reminded me of the double scoops of ice cream I’d loved as a kid. Strawberry and vanilla. On a sugar cone. Sweet. Sticky. Drip. Lick. I wasn’t thinking about ice cream anymore.

      “You look like you could use a beer.” She grinned as she wrapped her lips around a pop bottle, while her aqua eyes sparkled with amusement. She knew exactly what she was doing to me, and she clearly liked it.

      “I could.”

      She winked. “I’m sure my sister has already told you this is a booze-free zone, but Jimmy’s isn’t. You know it?”

      “Uh, yeah. Why?”

      She licked her glossy lips and pressed the bottle against her open neckline, drawing my attention to the lacy outline of her white bra through the thin fabric.

      “You could meet me there for a beer later. After you finish up with Mav.” She didn’t wait for me to respond, before she said, “Hand me your phone. Let me give you my number.”

      Was she for real? Girls that looked like her didn’t come on to guys like me unless they had a death wish. I’d die before I’d hurt a woman, but I had dangerous written all over me.

      “What? You’re not interested?”

      I slid my phone across the stone countertop. “No password. Gimme your number.”

      She smiled as she typed her info. into my contacts. “I could probably meet you there by ten. If that works for you?”

      “Yeah, that works.” I should probably tell her I didn’t date, but I’d be down for a one-nighter if that was her thing. Before I had the chance, Mav returned with his wife, and Codie made the introductions before she dragged her sister out the door.

      I didn’t know what the hell just happened, but when she left, I couldn’t think straight.

      Mav laughed. “The Harlow women have that effect on men, Taz. Trust me.”

      I chuckled before scrubbing my hands over my face. “Sorry, didn’t mean to stand here like an asshole ogling your sister-in-law.”

      “No worries.” He took a couple of steaks out of the fridge. “Let’s take these outside and heat up the grill.”

      “What’s her deal anyway?” I knew I was an idiot for talking to Mav about his sister-in-law when I’d been invited to discuss music, but I couldn’t go into a hook-up blind.

      Mav led the way through double doors off the kitchen to a tiered patio overlooking a kidney-shaped pool, with an outdoor kitchen.

      “Uh, she’s single,” Mav said, raising the lid on the gas grill and adjusting the dials, after setting the platter of meat down. “Just broke up with someone, actually. A corporate lawyer.” Mav scowled. “Arrogant S.O.B., let me tell you.”

      “Huh. Is that the kind of guy she usually goes for?”

      He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “White collar types? Yeah, for the most part. She’s a family and couples’ therapist. Smart as hell.” He grinned. “Don’t ever challenge her to a game of trivia. You’ll get your ass handed to you. Fair warning.”

      “Good to know.” Yeah, this hook-up was not happening. This girl was so far out of my league it wasn’t even funny. “So, have you known Luc a while?”

      “A few years. He’s a great guy. Treats me like family. They all do.”

      I nodded, wondering what it would be like to be welcomed into the inner circle of Nashville’s elite after rubbing shoulders with the dregs of society for so long.

      “If Luc sees something in you, you’d be crazy not to see where it could take you, man. Just saying.”

      I knew I was here so Mav could sell me on his label, but I still wasn’t sure I was buying. “I don’t know if I’m cut out for the music business.”

      “I can respect that. But how many people get a shot like this, right? You might kick yourself in the ass years from now if you don’t take this chance.”

      I’d quit taking stupid risks years ago, telling myself I was too damn old to keep making the same mistakes over and over. But what if this changed my life, for the better? And I could finally prove to my daughter that I wasn’t the worthless loser she’d grown up believing I was?

      “I might.”

      I looked around Mav’s backyard, wondering what it would be like to live like country music royalty. To have screaming fans who showed up every night to support me and my music. To finally be proud of something, instead of living in the shadows of shame and guilt and regret.

      “You owe it to yourself, man.”

      Mav looked me in the eye and it reminded me of inmates who’d become like brothers. Someone who’d survived the depths of hell and lived to tell their story. Codie wasn’t the only one who got me. Her husband did too.

      “Yeah, brother. Maybe I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace

      
      I was having coffee with my sister after the movie, when I leaned over and whispered, “I did something kind of crazy tonight, and totally out of character for me.”

      Codie frowned as she sipped her iced coffee through a straw. “Uh, you were with me all night⁠—”

      “No, I mean when you were upstairs getting changed.” I grinned. “I asked Taz out.”

      Her eyes widened before she sank back against the vinyl bench seat. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “I know he’s not the type I usually go for⁠—”

      “Uh, furthest thing from it.”

      I rolled my eyes before taking a sip of iced cappuccino. “After Brandon, I’m so sick of dating guys who care more about their career and stock portfolio than they do about me.”

      “I get that,” Codie said, obviously choosing her words carefully. “But Taz may not be the guy to cut your teeth on, sis.”

      “I know he’s a little rough around the edges, but⁠—”

      “You don’t know the half of it, trust me.”

      “Okay, so tell me.”

      Codie shook her head. “No, it’s not my story to tell. It’s his. If he wants to. If not, you’ll have to respect his privacy.”

      “But—” My phone buzzed and my heart sank. “Damn, he can’t make it tonight.”

      “Where were y’all supposed to meet?”

      “Just at Jimmy’s for a beer.” I couldn’t believe how disappointed I was. I’d just met the guy. Why should I care if he was blowing me off?

      “So, step outside and call him. Find out why he can’t meet you.”

      “But you were just discouraging me⁠—”

      “I wasn’t discouraging you.” She raised her index finger. “I was warning you. Big difference, sis.”

      “You really think I should call him?” I asked, turning the phone over in my hand. “Wouldn’t that be too forward?”

      Codie smiled. “Yes, and that’s exactly why you should do it. Because asking him out was out of character and calling him out when he tries to bail on you would be really out of character. If you really want to step out of your comfort zone, you’ve gotta be brave, and do things you’ve never done before, right?”

      Since my big sister was the strongest, bravest woman I knew, I decided to take her advice. “Okay, I’m gonna call him.” I slid out of the booth. “Be right back.”

      I paced up and down the sidewalk, holding my breath as it rang three times before he finally picked up. That deep, gravelly voice made my heart race. I could almost hear him whispering in my ear while we were…

      “Hello,” he snapped, making it obvious I’d been oblivious to his first greeting.

      “Uh, Taz. It’s me, Grace.”

      “Yeah, I know. Didn’t you get my text? I can’t make it.”

      “Why?”

      “Excuse me?”

      I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, trying to ignore the pair of guys checking me out from across the parking lot. “Your text just said you couldn’t make it, but you didn’t say why.”

      “Do I need to give you an explanation? We just met.”

      Ouch. There was probably a reason I didn’t pursue guys like him. They were assholes, with no manners. “Fine, forget I⁠—”

      “I’m sorry.” He sighed. “You want to know the truth? I wouldn’t even know what the hell to talk to you about. I’d end up looking and feeling like an idiot and embarrassing us both.”

      “What are you talking about? I⁠—”

      “Hey, gorgeous. What are you doing out here all by yourself?”

      Ugh. Those guys who were checking me out were now circling me, breathing down my neck. Great. Just what I needed to cap off my night.

      “Who the hell is that?” Taz demanded. “Where are you? Are you alone? Where’s your sister?”

      I faked a smile, trying to be polite without encouraging them. “Uh hi, guys. I’m just here for a coffee with my sister. I’m going back in as soon as I finish up my call.”

      “Why don’t you let us buy you a drink?” the shorter one with sandy blonde hair asked. “There’s a bar right around the corner. Jimmy’s. You know it, right?”

      Shit. I was terrible at shooting guys down. My sister told me it was because I was too nice and afraid to hurt people’s feelings. “Uh, yeah, but⁠—”

      “Put me on speaker,” Taz demanded. “Right now.”

      I blushed as I tapped my screen, and said, “Hello?”

      “Listen to me, you little pukes. Get the hell away from my girlfriend because I’m about thirty seconds away from pulling into that parking lot and beating your asses. You understand me?”

      Both guys held their hands up and backed away without another word.

      I half-laughed as I tapped my screen again and brought the phone back to my ear. “Thanks for that. They’re gone now, so you can drop the tough guy act.”

      “It’s not an act.”

      “Okay, well I should get back in there. Codie’s probably wondering what happened to me.”

      “You’re just around the corner from Jimmy’s, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Meet me there in twenty minutes.” He didn’t even wait for me to respond before he hung up.

      What the hell was with this guy? And why was I so anxious to find out?
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      Taz was already seated at a corner booth in the back of the bar when I showed up twenty minutes later. He stood when he spotted me, making me smile. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who practiced chivalry, but I appreciated the effort.

      “You’re early,” I said, sliding into the seat across from him.

      “Yeah, I thought those losers might be here giving you a hard time if I showed up late.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet. You
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