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To Liam and Meara. Because they wouldn’t stop bugging me until they got another book, and I admire that kind of tenacity!



 

 

A note to the reader…

 

While you can read Loving Liam as a standalone, it is recommended that you read Liam and Meara’s first book (Prove Me Right) for the best reading experience. If you choose to go back and get Prove Me Right, you can do that here: or you can continue on with this prologue and enjoy Loving Liam as a standalone.


PROLOGUE

Meara, six years earlier…

 

I sit in Liam’s lap, waiting for him to tell me whatever it is he’s hesitant about. He’s leaving soon to go back on the road, and I hate that what little time we have left might be spent discussing something unpleasant. We’ve been together since we were just kids, and I know him well enough to know that something’s on his mind.

“The record company added more stops to the tour.”

“Okay,” I reply, clearly not sure what the big deal is because stuff like this happens all the time. His band, Reason to Ruin, has been touring for several years, so this isn’t news to me.

“They’re big, Meara.”

“Wow. That’s amazing.”

“And, of course, we’re getting compensated for it.”

“Lee, that’s—”

“I don’t want it, though.”

Pulling my head back, I can feel my eyebrows scrunching together in confusion. “What? Why not?”

“Because I want to be here with you.”

That’s the absolute last thing I want. I push off him and cross my arms. “Lee. Don’t. Not because of me. I’ll be here. Please don’t put your dream on hold for me. This is huge for the band.”

“Maybe so, but it’s not for me anymore.” He stands and walks over to the wall that holds all my pictures, some of which he’s not in because he was touring. “I wanted it so bad when I was younger. And I thought what we had was the best thing ever. Just rockin’ out, playing our music. That was all I really wanted. To play music. But the guys wanted more. They made me want more until it consumed me. Made me believe things I wasn’t sure of. You know this.”

“I know.”

“And I love the guys. I love the band. I’m so fucking grateful for everything I have. But I’m done. I want out, and I want you.”

“Lee …”

He shakes his head. “It has nothing to do with you. I mean, it does, but it’s not because of anything you’ve done. It’s because I want to be here. With you. I want to get married, to start a family, to get a dog, and to have a life. Here. With you. And I can’t do that if I’m on the road.”

“I want that, too. But don’t think I’m—”

“You’re not. That’s the thing. You’ve been nothing but supportive. And I know if I told you I wanted to do more after these next six months, you would be fine with that.”

“I would,” I agree.

“I know it, princess. But I’m done. Another six months. That’s it.”

“Six months?”

“Six months.”

“Six months?” I ask again, lame as ever. In my defense, I’m shocked. Part of me always thought that the rest of my life was always going to be me waiting for Liam, but apparently not. He just told me he’s done… he’s coming home for good. In six freaking months! After years and years and years of him being on the road, he’s finally coming home! I can’t believe this is happening. Liam and me. Me and Liam. Together.

“Six months.” He laughs.

“Are you sure? I mean, what about the guys?”

I’ve made my way over to the couch, where he settles next to me, and I rest my head on his chest. His long fingers twist the multitude of studs in my ear for a minute before he talks.

“They weren’t happy, but band members leave all the time. They’ll find someone else. I think that eventually, they’ll be happy for me. And really, I don’t care if they’re not.”

“Lee, don’t think for a second that if you change your mind, I’ll be mad or anything.” Of course I want him. But I’m not selfish enough to tell him I’d rather have him here with me than on the road. If he did want to continue, I would be fine with it because it would make him happy. I want him to be happy. But if he’s really done with the band, then that makes me happy, too. ’Cause I miss him. So bad.

“Does this mean what I think it means?”

My head shakes on his chest when he laughs. I look up at him and flick his nose.

“Yeah, princess. Go find it.”

I bite the inside of my cheek, then press a hard kiss to his lips, hop off the couch, and run to grab my laptop. Once I have it, I sit at the kitchen table and power it on, tapping my fingers anxiously. Liam stands behind me and places his hands on my shoulders, gently rubbing them, his thumbs kneading into my back. My head falls forward for a moment, and I let him take my stress away.

Too excited to wait any longer, I roll my head back up and type in the address bar. Once I scroll through the website and see one that stands out, I point at it. “You like it?”

“I don’t care. I already told you this.”

“Liam, it’s a house, not a shirt. You have to have an opinion.”

“My opinion is that I don’t care what the house looks like as long as you’re in it.”

God, I love this man. He always said that we’d buy a house when he finished with his tour. In my mind, I was prepared to wait, so there was no way I could contain my excitement that I get to start house hunting now. “Give me something. Anything. Please, Lee. I want you to like it, too.”

“All right.” He kisses the top of my head and sits next to me. “I want privacy. If there’s not a fence already, I’ll build one, and I want some land. I don’t want the neighbors to be able to look over and see me fucking you.”

“Ha-ha.”

“Think I’m joking?” The screeching of the metal chair legs pierces my ears when he turns it so my body is in front of his. He grips my upper arms, looking right at me to make sure I see him, too. “I’ve gone seven years not being able to have you whenever I want you. Seven horrific years of fucking my own hand almost daily when I only got to be inside you every three or four months. Do you have any idea how much I want you? Constantly.” He answers without giving me a chance to speak as his fingers tighten on my arms. “You are always on my mind. Your face. Your smile. Your smart-ass mouth. Your body. And just thinking about you constantly makes me hard. Can you imagine how it’s going to be living together, waking up next to each other, and sleeping in the same bed every night? If I get to come home and touch you, love you, fuck you every day for the rest of my life … Princess, it doesn’t matter where it is or what it looks like as long as you’re there.”

“So at least an acre then?”

He puts his hands on my waist and helps me onto his lap. “That should be sufficient.”

I run my fingers through his hair and rest my forehead on his. He wraps his arms around me, and I bury my face in his neck, breathing him in. “You need to get going,” I whisper.

“Yeah,” he replies, voice full of regret.

I kiss the tattoo of my lips on his neck and sigh. We stay like this, in our own world, taking a moment before I reluctantly stand so he can leave. I never take him to the airport. Since the first time he’s left, we always say good-bye at my apartment. Liam thinks a good-bye at the airport is too final. This way it’s as if he’s just leaving for work.

I walk him to the door and press up on my toes when he leans down. Our lips meet, and we kiss good-bye. A slow, sweet kiss that makes me only want more. “Fuck,” he says under his breath and pulls away. I step away and tuck my hands into my back pockets.

“Text me when you land. See you soon.”

Several minutes go by without him saying anything. He’s just standing here, watching me, his eyes soft. A slight smile pulls the left side of his lips up. There it is.

“This is going to be one of the last times you ever say that to me.”

“Thank God for that. I mean, I can do this as long as you need me to, but I miss you so much. I feel like it’s been forever since we’ve actually been together. The next six months can’t go by fast enough. Especially knowing I get to get a house and then we’ll get married and have babies. And a dog.” I add the last bit in because he really wants a dog and I want to give him whatever I can to make him happy.

“Do you know how much I fuckin’ love you, Meara?”

“I think I have an idea,” I tease.

“You better not have any doubt about it.” His tone is sharp, and I place my hands on his chest.

“I know you love me.”

“Good. Now kiss me again so I can go finish this shit up and get back to you.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”

And it did. It sounded wonderful. If things would have happened the way they were supposed to, it would have been wonderful.

But life doesn’t work that way. Sure, he was true to his word and quit touring with Reason to Ruin to stay home with me, but not before I experienced some of the worst moments of my life.

I lost a baby.

I lost myself.

And I lost Liam.

Of course I was able to get him back, but things were never the same... he was never the same, and neither was I. How can you be after going through such a hardship? How can you move on from the aftereffects of tragedy?

You try.

So that was what we did. We tried. It was excruciatingly hard, but we did it. We fought for ourselves and we fought for each other… and we won. I had Liam home. We were blessed enough to have a beautiful little girl and a dog and the house of my dreams.

I’d never been happier.

But Liam was a different story.


CHAPTER ONE

Liam, present day

 

After I shove my wallet into the back pocket of my ripped jeans, I nab the key for my Rover before pushing through the door of my wife’s dream house. I’m already running late, but I can’t leave without saying goodbye to my family, especially since this is the final rehearsal until Reason to Ruin hits the road tomorrow.

Resting my hands on my hips, I pause, closing my eyes and memorizing the sounds and the smells of home. Tomorrow I’m going back to performing with the band I started as a teenager, and it’s so surreal that a part of me still almost doesn’t believe it.

As I continue to make my way toward them, the tension in my neck lessens ever so slightly as I listen to their faint laughter filter throughout the yard.

If my girls aren’t inside, that means they’re coloring or giggling or reading in the tree house in our backyard, which is where they are now. I worked my ass off to make that space almost identical to where Meara and I spent so much of our childhood together. The tree house in her backyard was the first place I kissed her and where we fell in love before we truly understood what being in love meant.

Back then, I thought it was innocent. I thought those four letters magically made everything better because being around her made me feel differently than I ever had before; lighter, happier, and I thought that was it… love was that simple. Meara disintegrated a weight I didn’t even realize I was carrying, even as a kid. She was the only one who gave me that… or took it away, rather.

For years, everything was effortless. Life with her was simple. She made things seem so easy… until she couldn’t. I portrayed with the façade that I was content… until I could no longer hide behind my lyrics and keep the demons hidden, because when the truth came out, it almost tore us apart.

I never would have thought a love as strong as ours could ever break, but the roots to our tree weren’t planted as deeply as I thought, and like a dead branch amid a storm, we snapped. All that held us together was spun around, twisted, and thrown in the air until it landed in scarily unfamiliar territory. When I could finally comprehend what had happened, it was eerily quiet and dark as I laid there reeling, alone and weak with dizziness. Memories of the pain I caused, like the tattoos imbedded into my skin, are a constant reminder of a past I’ll never overcome. The scars on my soul may be invisible, but they will never heal, and as much as it hurts, I don’t want them to.

I want the reminder to keep me grounded. I even need it sometimes. But now? Hearing the joy from my daughter filter down to me is one time I wish I didn’t have recollection of the past because the present is almost more than I can take.

“Why doesn’t Daddy want us to come with him?” My shoe is on the rung, ready to climb up the ladder, but Melody’s question blocks me in my tracks.

“He does, baby. But we can’t. Not this time. You have to go to school, and I have to go to work. I know it seems like he’s just going to be having a big party with your uncles because they have so much fun together, but you have to remember they’re actually working really hard.” We all may not be related by blood, but our bonds are stronger than that. We’ve been through so much together; the good and bad, the highs and lows, and everything in between. “You don’t come with me when I go to work, do you?” I’m beyond grateful to my wife for immediately answering Melody’s question perfectly.

“Sometimes.”

Meara laughs. “You’re so sassy. Yes, you’re right. You do come with me sometimes, but only for a little while. I promise I’ll take you to see him a couple of times while he’s gone, but don’t forget we’re going to the show tomorrow. Aren’t you excited for that?”

“Yes!” She claps her hands, and I can practically see her adorable, toothy smile.

Meara agrees but with much less enthusiasm, and I vaguely wonder if I’m hearing things because I’m worried about leaving her again. “Me too.”

“Can I marry Daddy when I get big?”

“Why would you want to marry your dad?” Meara has humor in her voice when she answers.

I press my lips together, running my tongue along the metal loop on the bottom as I wait to hear my little girl’s response. “Because he’s nice, and he makes you smile and me smile, and he buys me candy necklaces whenever I want.” Melody’s giggle causes my heart to swell larger than I ever thought it could. The way I love her mother is intense and eternal, but from the moment my daughter was handed to me in a soft pink blanket, I wrapped her up tight and safe in my arms and experienced a kind of love that was so all-consuming it nearly stole the air from my lungs.

Looking into the bright blue eyes of Melody gave some semblance of vindication to everything Meara and I had been through. My problems, our struggles and insecurities—they all made sense at that moment because I’d go through every one of them again to have what I had in that hospital room; peace and happiness so bountiful no words could describe it.

Meara’s laughter makes me want to get up there faster so I can see that smile on the most beautiful woman on the planet, but I remain standing, not wanting to interrupt their moment and ashamedly to hear if Meara gives anything away as to how she’s feeling since she hasn’t said anything negative to me.

Me going on the road again with Reason to Ruin is going to be hard for Meara, but I’m doing everything in my power to transition seamlessly. We’re only going to be touring for a few weeks at a time. I’ll be home for all the important dates like birthdays and holidays, and we’ve already spoken with our manager about having our performances, interviews, and band activities being tamer than before. We no longer need to do things like judge bikini or white T-shirt contests at festivals.

Two of us are fathers and three of us are in relationships (Gabe is in denial about it, but after the surprise his girlfriend has arranged for him tomorrow night, he’ll be as good as married.). Mike is still single, and if he wants to get laid, he’ll have no problem in that department. But as a band, we’re all older now, more mature and past the partying and pussy phase of our careers, though I never had a pussy phase since Meara is the only woman I’ve been lucky enough to sleep with.

That’s one thing I’ll miss the most while I’m gone. Of course I love being home with my family and all that, but I hadn’t had sex on a regular basis since the time Ruin first hit the road at eighteen years old. My hand did a good enough job getting me off, but being able to fuck my wife on the daily for the past five years has definitely been a perk.

But so has being here to take the stress of the day away from her at night when I massage the tension out of her shoulders, waking up to her beauty every morning, hearing my Melody’s laughter no matter where I am in my house, watching her learn and grow, all while being witness to my wife become the best mother in the world.

“Well, as much as I know you want to, you can’t marry your dad, munchkin.”

Melody huffs, giving me a preview of the attitude I’ll have to deal with when she’s a teenager. “Why not?”

“He’s already married to me, sweetie. And he’s your dad. You don’t marry your dad. You marry a cute boy who makes you smile and is kind.”

The image of my little girl with a boy makes my blood boil. She’s barely five, but it seriously feels like I brought her home from the hospital yesterday. As I changed her diapers and rocked her to sleep, humming ballads and not wanting to be anywhere else, I was denying the fact I already missed playing music. It’s a shitty feeling, as a man, to want to be the best husband and father you can be, but knowing as much as your family fills your soul, a part of you is still missing.

“Like how Steven does?”

My ears perk up at the mention of our good friends Brandon and Mary’s son.

“Steven made you smile?”

“Well, he gives me his yellow candies because he knows they’re my favorite, and I fell off the swing one time, and he helped me up and gave me a hug when I cried. Isn’t that being kind?”

Meara pauses before she replies, and because I know my wife, I know she’s already mentally planning their wedding. For as tough and sassy as Meara is, she’s a huge romantic, even if she denies it.

To squash the ridiculousness of my baby talking about boys, I climb up the sturdy ladder, and when I get to the top and step inside, I grin. I’m almost blinded by the amount of sparkles and neon pink in here, but it makes Melody happy so I bought her as much of that shit as she wanted. “How are my girls?”

Melody runs over and wraps her arms around my leg. “Hi, Daddy.”

“Hey, baby girl.”

She gives me a squeeze before going back to her coloring book.

“Princess.” I bend down and press my lips to my wife’s temple. Her hair is long and blond right now, the longest I think I’ve ever seen it since elementary school. It’s gorgeous, but even when it’s a pink pixie cut or a black bob, she’s still stunning. Her skin is flawless, her brown eyes rich and wise beyond her years, and her tattoos remain bright and vibrant just like her beautiful soul.

She reaches up and traces my jawline with the tips of her fingers. “Hey. Heading out?”

“Yeah. But I heard you talking, and I want to make sure my little girl knows she’s never getting married because boys are stupid and smelly and mean, and no one will ever be good enough for her.”

Melody sits up and crosses her arms. Her little attitude is just like her mother, and if she wasn’t so cute, I’d accept the fact that I am so totally screwed when she grows up. But like any decent father, I’m still in denial about her being anything other than my little girl forever.

“But Uncle Travis is a firefighter. He can get hurt, but he helps people.”

“Yes, he is. And yeah, he can.”

“And Uncle Declan is Clover’s daddy, and he’s not stupid. He helped people too because he jumped out of helicopters.”

I avoid meeting Meara’s eyes because she’s trying not to laugh, and if I look at her, I’ll lose it. I should have known this would happen. Melody is a replica of her mother, and one of the things I love about Meara is how feisty she is. But right now, I am not a fan of that independence.

“He’s not stupid. You’re right.” I agree with her.

“And Uncle Nik always lets me sit on his shoulders so I can be taller than everyone, and that’s kind, and Mommy says I need to marry someone who’s kind.”

“You’re right, that is kind, but—”

She cuts me off. “And all of the guys from the band let me play their instruments, and Uncle Mike even lets me sing, and they’re all boys, but they don’t stink, even after they sleep on the bus.”

My daughter is smart… sometimes too smart.

“And Uncle Pierce helps kids with their confridence, so that’s kind, too.”

I sigh, not bothering to correct her pronunciation and also knowing she won’t stop talking until her point is made.

“And Uncle Brandon is a policeman, and he wants to help people. And Steven says he’s going to be just like his dad when he grows up, but I think he’s already like his dad because he helped me when I fell, and at school, when JJ was being mean to me and making fun of my hair, Steven pushed him.”

Meara gasps, and my eyebrows knit together. This is the first I’ve heard of this, and by her reaction, I’m assuming it is for her, too. JJ is a punk-ass kid just like his punk-ass father.

“So if I can’t marry you, then I’ll marry Steven because he’s nice, and he likes to help people, and he made JJ leave me alone.”

“Did JJ hurt you?” I all but growl the words.

“No. He hurt my feelings, so Steven pushed him.”

Mama bear’s hands are in fists already, gearing up for a fight, so I’ll have to figure it out before she does something she’ll regret, like go down to the school and get into a smackdown with a second grader. I make a mental note to give Brandon a call and see if he knows anything about that shit. Maybe his son mentioned it to him.

“Okay, fine.” I concede. “If you want to marry Steven, you can.”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

“When you’re forty.”

“But Daddy!” She jumps up, stomping her feet, and leans toward me with a scowl on her face. “You’re not forty, and you’re married to Mommy.”

Meara stands, putting a hand on Melody’s shoulder. “Let’s give Daddy hugs before he goes to rehearsal, okay?” Then she leans down and whisper-shouts, “After he leaves, we can talk about boys.”

“Okay.” Melody giggles and then lifts her arms for me.

I bend down to pick her up, and she kisses my cheek as I hug her tight before setting her down. “What do you want for dinner?”

“Pizza!” Melody screams as she scurries back to her coloring book and lays on her stomach, her tongue sticking out in concentration as she attempts to stay between the lines.

“That good for you?” I ask Meara, who is staring off into the distance.

She purses her lips and blinks. “What?”

A part of me wants to ask if she’s okay, but she’ll just tell me yes, even if she’s not. I’d imagine she’s going through a little bit of sadness just preparing for me to leave. If she wants to talk to me about it, I know she will. I won’t push her, especially not now with Melody so close. “Pizza? For dinner? I’ll order it and have it sent here before you drop Melody off at my parents’ on your way to the pub.”

“Yeah, that sounds great.”

“Okay.”

She pushes up on her toes and captures my lips with her own. “Love you.”

“You, too.” My fingers tighten on her scalp, and I rest my forehead against hers for a second before pulling back and kissing her once more, savoring every second I have with her while I still have it.


CHAPTER TWO

Meara

 

“I swear to God if that kid even tries to touch my daughter again, I’ll go down there and kick his little jerk butt myself.” I take what is supposed to be a relaxing breath, but the inhalation burns my lungs like a brisk winter night, as I lean on the bar top at Kelly’s Pub. I’m practically shaking as I tell my cousin Charlotte about what JJ did to Melody at school. His father Johnny was an asshole to Charlotte a long time ago, but her husband, Travis, kicked his ass. You’d think Johnny would have taught his son to be better, but apparently not, so I guess it makes sense that his kid would be the same way. “And he’s older than her. What kind of punk-ass little brat picks on a girl who’s two grades younger than him?”

She grabs a used glass from the counter and dumps the ice out into the sink. “Did you tell Liam?”

“We were both there when we heard it for the first time.” But he’s leaving tomorrow, so it’s not like he’ll be around to do anything about it. Ugh. Stop. I’m setting myself up to be miserable already.

Char pulls her shoulders back. “I feel bad for the kid, having Johnny for a father and all, but that doesn’t give him a pass to be a bully.”

“No, it doesn’t. I’m going to go to the school and talk to the principal tomorrow.”

“Why do you need to talk to the principal?”

I wipe my hands on a towel, then reach into the fridge to grab an energy drink for Lincoln. As I’m handing it to him, he stands statue still, brow raised, waiting for me to answer his question. He has such a commanding presence. “Oh, nothing. Just have to talk to Melody’s teacher.”

“You said principal, not teacher. What’s up?”

I press my lips together, trying not to laugh at how hyper-observant he is. For the past few months, much to Liam’s dismay, Lincoln has been working at the pub. He essentially took over the security, and I’ve realized in that brief period of time that I can’t get anything by him. I guess that’s to be expected when he’s a trained bodyguard who works for one of the country’s top security companies.

His sister, Mercy, is married to Liam’s brother, Jamie, who is the bassist for Reason to Ruin, so he’s family in a way, but he’s also a professional who is naturally intuitive. I like having him here because he’s really good at what he does and makes things easy for me by preventing shit from getting bad before it even starts, but Liam hates it because he hates him.

There was an incident a while ago where Lincoln called me babe in front of Liam. I didn’t think it was a big deal because Linc talks that way to everyone, but Lee was not having it. At one point, he actually accused me of cheating on him with Lincoln, and I lost it. Not only was I upset but I was also incredibly hurt at the accusation.

After a heated discussion and some soul-shattering make-up sex, he apologized, but that doesn’t mean that I forgot what he said. I don’t like that my husband thinks for some stupid reason he has to worry, because he doesn’t… he’s never had to.

Kelly’s Pub is not his business, though. It’s mine, and I decide who I hire. I’ve fought to make this place my own and will continue to do so. When he was on the road, and hundreds of women were throwing bras at him and trying to grab his junk, I didn’t say shit because I trusted him.

And when he goes back on tour, and the same thing happens again, I still won’t say shit. I never say anything to make him feel bad about things out of his control. He can’t help the way women act toward him, and I can’t help it that Lincoln has a flirty personality. That has nothing to do with why I hired him. I hired him because I needed the help. My brother Pierce was doing security, and he needed to focus on his gym, so I had to replace him. Because it was a smart business decision. It’s one of the many decisions I have to make as the owner of my pub.

And how I’m going to deal with the JJ situation is another thing I need to figure out. But while I do it, I don’t want or need anyone else trying to tell me what to do, so I give Lincoln a vague answer. “She’s just having trouble with some kid at school, so I have to go tomorrow to talk to someone. I said principal because that’s just what came out of my mouth the first time.”

Lincoln licks his lips after taking a drink. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“No,” I roll my eyes and laugh. “I’m pretty sure I can handle it.” Although maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea because if I see that little punk, I’m liable to go after him.

“Let me know if you change your mind.” He shrugs and lumbers away, doing his usual rounds, and I can’t help but watch him as he thoroughly inspects the area for anything amiss.

“Is Liam going with you tomorrow?” Char asks as she slides a pitcher across the bar and then takes payment from a customer.

I drag my gaze from Linc back to her. “No, he’ll already be on the bus and on the way down to Chicago. I planned on going straight there after I picked Melody up anyway, so hopefully, they’ll be able to see me right before school is over.”

She squeezes my arm. “Well, good luck. I know it’s never fun when you have to deal with stuff like this.” She and Travis have two kids, Caroline and Sean, so Char knows from experience.

An influx of people packs the bar, effectively ceasing any conversation between my cousin, who is more like a sister, and me. I love the rush because it makes time go by fast and keeps my mind off the fact that Liam is leaving tomorrow. It’s been so long since he’s been on the road that I almost forgot how much it sucks.

Almost.

After rehearsal tonight, he was going to pick up Melody from his parents’ house and call me when they got home. I haven’t heard from him, so naturally, I get a little worried because it’s almost ten and he thought he was going to be home around eight. Since there’s a lull, I’m going to take a break for a few minutes. “Be right back. I’m gonna call Lee real quick.”

Char nods at me as I disappear down the hall to my office. I almost hesitate to reach out to him because of years of training myself not to be a burden while he’s working. When he was on the road, I always waited for him to contact me because I didn’t want to be that girl. The needy girlfriend left behind whose insecurities would end up causing a breakup because she was too clingy. Of course when he found out I felt that way, he reassured me I had absolutely zero reason to believe I could ever bother him.

He insisted I call him or text him at absolutely any time I needed… or simply wanted to. If I missed him and wanted to hear his voice for any reason, he was a quick phone call away. And I knew that. Deep down, I did. But I’d spent so much of our relationship trying to make things easy for him because I knew he was stressed and felt so much guilt for being gone that I tended to put my feelings on the back burner.

I still do because I have loved Liam Anders since I knew what the word meant, and all I’ve ever wanted is for him to be happy.

And he wants the same for me.

It wasn’t until he told me all those years ago he was quitting the band so he could be home with me that I felt I really was good enough for him. That I deserved him. Because he’s the absolute best. I know there isn’t another man out there who can ever love me as much as Liam does. It’s a shame it took me so long to come to that realization, and I hate that all those old doubts and insecurities are returning with a vengeance as he prepares to go on tour with the band again.

I dial his number and am not surprised when he picks up on the first ring. “Hey, princess.”

“Hi. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, totally. Just got stuck talking to my parents, and things were rushed when I got home. I’m sorry I didn’t call right away.”

He can’t see me, but I still shake my head. “No, it’s fine. I was just worried... you know me, I’m paranoid.”

“I should have called. Melody had a hard time going down tonight. She’s only been sleeping for about twenty minutes.”

Something in his voice is off. “Is everything okay?”

He releases a breath that sounds like static in my ear. “Yeah. I’m just gonna miss you guys.”

My nose tingles, and I rub it until the tickling sensation fades. “We’ll miss you, too.”

“Everything good at the bar?”

“Yeah. Nik’s here with me and Char, which is good since we’re busy.”

“Lincoln there?”

I hate it when he brings him up. “You know he is. Why?”

“No reason, just asking.”

“Is this gonna be a problem, Lee? I thought we went over it already. Lincoln does security. That’s it. I’ve got enough shit to worry about when you’re gone. I don’t need to add my husband being jealous over a bouncer on top of it.”

The line is silent save for the sound of a door closing. “First of all, I’m not jealous. I don’t like the guy because he wants in my wife’s pants. Those are two totally different things. But I also know he’s top-notch at his job, and while I’m gone, I want you to be safe, so as long as that’s all he does, I have no problem.” Lincoln was security for the band for a while, so his reputation precedes him.

“God, Liam. Are you serious right now? He’s not going to do anything.”

“I know that, which is why I said I won’t have a problem with him.”

“If you didn’t have a problem with him, you wouldn’t constantly bring him up.”

“I don’t.”

“You do.”

He sighs deeply. “Are we seriously fighting about this the night before I leave?”

“I’m not fighting with you. I just don’t understand what the big deal is. You know how much one of the guys from Royal Ace Security is, but because he’s Jamie’s brother-in-law, which makes him family, he gave me a huge deal.”

“I’m not talking about this anymore. I shouldn’t have brought it up, Meara. I’m sorry, I’m just stressed about leaving tomorrow, and I need to finish packing. Do you still think you’ll be able to leave early tonight?”

I’m glad he’s ending this stupid ass conversation. “I should be home by midnight.”

“Okay, I’ll wait up.”

“You don’t have to do that. You have a busy day tomorrow and need as much sleep as you can get.”

“There hasn’t been a time that you’ve walked into this house after work without me standing on the other side of the door. You seriously think I’m not going to be waiting for you the last night before I leave?”

“You need some rest, Lee, and I can let myself inside. I’m a big girl.”

“You’re my girl.”

He still makes my stomach all fluttery when he says stuff like that. “I know.” And he’s mine.

“Love you, princess. Text me when you leave.”

“Okay.”

After I hang up, I hold my phone to my chest and glance around my office at the pictures hanging on the walls, smiling at my favorite of Liam. I actually had it made into a poster when I lived in my apartment above the bar years ago. It was nailed to my ceiling so he was the last thing I saw every night when I went to sleep, and the first thing when I woke up in the morning. He was sitting at his drum set, sweaty, with his tongue sticking out and nothing but exhilarating masculine beauty on his face. It’s a look I haven’t seen on him once in the past five years, and I hope he gets it back while he’s out on the road.

My new favorite photo is much different.

He’s here, at Kelly’s, and the only similarity is that he’s behind an instrument. Melody is on his lap, and both of their fingers are on the keys of a piano. Lee is gazing at her with a smile that makes me melt. His eyes are soft, and even though it’s not visible, I know his soul is full. Melody is sitting on her knees, and her little white teeth are shining since her mouth is open because she’s singing.

When I see that picture, it shows me so much more than a father and daughter making music together. It shows how selfless the man I married is because he gave up his career performing in front of tens of thousands of screaming fans for a drooly little girl who laughs more than she talks and a woman whose love for him has nothing to do with his fame or musical ability and everything to do with his heart.

And I know just how fragile that heart is.

I have one more night with him before I won’t see him for weeks, so I need to make the most of it. I hurry back out to the bar, and the rest of the night goes by smoothly. As soon as it’s slow enough for me to leave, I text Liam, then take off, waving at Lincoln as I drive away since he walked me to my car. It’s a little after midnight when I roll up in my driveway, and as soon as I have my foot on the ground, Lee’s on the porch waiting for me.

Honest to God, I can’t help the smile that stretches so wide my cheeks hurt. For years and years, I wanted nothing more than to come home to him every night. I fantasized about it, prayed for ways to make it happen, and it’s almost intangible that I’m actually living my dream.

That’s what I need to focus on instead of him being gone for a few weeks.

“Hey, Princess.”

“Hi.”

He takes my hand and tugs me closer before he plants a kiss on my lips. “Tired?”

“No.”

I feel his lips curl up as he slides his hands down and squeezes my butt. “Let’s get you to bed, then.”


CHAPTER THREE

Liam

 

Our sweat-soaked skin rubs against each other’s, and like always, I can’t get enough. I can never get enough of her. I need to be closer, deeper. I’ve already taken her in at least a dozen positions, but none of them have given me the reassurance I need from her right now.

“Lee.” She pants my name, and I squeeze her fingers tighter in mine, dropping my head to her shoulders and stilling inside her. “Lee, baby, what do you need?”

“You.” I glide out of her warmth and roll to my back, positioning her to straddle me. “Just you. Always you.” She’s all I have ever and will ever need. Through everything we’ve experienced since we were kids, I have never wavered in my dedication to her, because she’s undoubtedly the other half of me… and without her I’m not whole.

When she lowers herself onto me and falls forward, her breasts crush against my chest so our hearts pound in rhythm against one another’s. Her tiny hands hold my face as her forehead rests against mine, her silky hair blocking out anything else from view. Right now, it’s just us and the love between us. Bright blue eyes hold the promise of the vow I already know in my heart but am desperate to hear from her mouth. “You have me.”

Needing to be even closer, I bend my knees, and she sinks deeper, eliciting an erotic moan from her that I wish I could record and play on repeat. “Don’t wanna leave you,” I whisper against her lips. “Don’t know if I can.”

“Lee…”

Curling up to sit, I sift my fingers through the back of her hair and tighten them on her scalp. Slanting my other arm across her back, I grip her hip tighter than I should, forcing her impossibly close. She wraps herself around me, all four limbs holding on for life, and I shove her face in my neck while I press my lips to her ear. “Love you so fuckin’ much, Meara. Gonna miss you. Already miss you so bad it hurts.” A trickle of wet streams down my chest from her tears, and I squeeze my eyes shut at the burn in them. “Never forget that, princess.” I growl at the intensity of my orgasm. Unable to control my base instincts, I hold onto her so unyieldingly tight she’s bound to bruise. “Promise. Promise me.”

Her slick walls convulse around me, and she gasps the words I crave more than the air I need to breathe, her pleasured sighs setting fire to my already heated skin. I could stay like this forever. Being inside her is heaven, and seeing that I already put her through hell, I know she’s an angel sent straight from above to still be with a man like me.

“You know I’m gonna miss you, too.” Her body sags against mine, and I collapse against the mattress, weak and worn out both mentally and physically.

I wipe away the wetness from her cheeks that I absolutely hate to see. “I know you are.”

“Why’d you have to go and make me cry.” She sits up as she tries to laugh through her tears. My tough girl hates to be vulnerable.

“Come here.” I pull her back to me and claim her lips. Slow. Sweet. A touch of my tongue to hers, enjoying something so simple that means so much at this moment, I give her the time she needs to replace the sadness with contentment. And if I’m being honest, I need it too.

Her breath hitches, and she kisses the corner of my mouth. “I want to sleep with you inside me tonight,” she mumbles against my lips.

“Whatever you want, princess.” I’d live inside her if I could.

“Only want you, Lee.” Her weight gets heavier as she drifts off, the stress of me leaving has worn her out even though she’d never admit it.

I hold her and caress her soft skin until I know she’s deep into sleep. It should be easy for me to doze off with how sated I am, but I can barely close my eyes. My legs are getting a little tingly, and my fingers are twitching as I become antsy. I don’t like this feeling at all. Anxiety and me don’t do well together, and in the past, I’d deal with it differently, but I know better now.

I already lost Meara once because of my weaknesses, and when she took me back, I promised her that I learned from my mistakes and would never repeat them. I quit the drugs, got help with my addiction, been through rehab… and I don’t want to go back. I can’t. Because if I do, I’ll lose my wife, and I can’t live without her.

If it wasn’t for the fact that Meara is asleep on top of me and I don’t want to wake her, I’d have been up long ago. I can’t stay like this much longer. I’m going to have to move even though I don’t want to leave her, but as each second passes, I know I need some space.

My throat dries, and I reluctantly but gently roll her off me and kiss her cheek, desperate for some air while feeling like I’ll suffocate if I don’t spend every single second with her for the next few hours. She mumbles something I can’t make out, and once she’s snuggled in, I settle the covers up on her shoulders. After pulling on a pair of pajama pants, I go to the bathroom and splash some cold water on my face.

I glance at my shadow in the mirror, relieved it’s almost pitch-black. I don’t need to look into my own eyes to see the unease staring back at me. Grabbing a tee off the floor, I pull that on as I close the door behind me and walk down the hallway to check on Melody.

I’m not surprised to find her on the floor, stuffed animals surrounding her, and her blanket bunched up like a pillow. She always falls asleep in her bed, but pretty much every night ends up in this exact position. We gave up trying to get her back onto her mattress a long time ago. Just as I’m about to close the door, she pops up as though she’d been awake the entire time.

“Hey, baby.” I walk over to her and lift her by her outstretched arms.

“Can you rock me?”

It’s probably been a year since she’s asked me to do that. “Of course I can.” Cradling her against my chest, I reach for her pink blanket and go downstairs, where we moved her chair when she said she was a big girl and didn’t need it anymore. I take a seat and then cover her with her favorite fuzzy blankie.

Melody isn’t a baby anymore, and she’s pretty damn independent, so she rarely gets like this. I know a part of it is because I’m leaving, and I feel terrible that she’s sad, but I can’t back out now. Once I cover her up, she cuddles against me, and I start humming her favorite song.

She yawns. “Can I come with you?”

“No, baby. I’m sorry. But you and Mommy are going to the concert tonight so you can see me after the show, and then when it’s all done, you get to come and hang out on the bus for a little bit. But after that, I’m going to be gone for a little while.”

“Okay.” She sighs and settles back in. “Daddy?”

“Yeah, Melody?”

“Will you miss me?”

Pretty sure my heart just cracked down the middle. “I’ll miss you so, so, so much. But I’ll be back before you know it. And I’ll call you all the time, okay? And if you ever want to talk to me, just tell Mommy, and she’ll let you call me. But yes, I’m going to miss you more than the whole world.”

“Are you going to miss Mommy?”

“Yes. I’ll miss Mommy.” Too much. God, it’s already tearing me up that I’m going to be gone, and I haven’t even left yet.

Since I quit Ruin to be home with Meara, we haven’t spent one night apart. And as excited as I am about going back on tour, I’m starting to regret not making this first trip shorter than the others. I know Meara can handle it, but I’m worried about Melody. She’s definitely a daddy’s girl, and in all the hustle of getting this tour together, I don’t think I put enough thought into how me being gone would affect my daughter.

All I thought about was Meara. Before I even entertained the idea of going back, I talked to her about it until I was blue in the face. I honestly never intended to return to the band, but they were really struggling with my replacement, and since it’d been so long, I thought I might be able to help them out for a little while. When I called the manager and talked to him about it, he came up with some offers that were too good to turn down.

We knew Melody wouldn’t really understand what was going to happen, so we eased her into it. A couple of nights ago, we sat down and explained it more, hoping to give her enough time to ask questions as she had them. Since then, she’s had a hard time falling asleep, but I’m sure she’ll get over it and used to her new routine like a trooper.

She drifts off easily, and it’s not long after that I do, too, only to be awoken by the sound of a camera shutter. Meara’s sleepy smile is only a few feet from me, and I roll my eyes when she takes another photo. “What time is it?” I whisper and wince at the kink in my neck when I sit up.

“Almost seven. You need to get ready.”

“Shit.” I sneak a quick kiss from Meara before I take a sleeping Melody back to her room and carefully tuck her into bed. I tell her I love her, then scramble across the hall to take a shower and get ready.

By the time I get back downstairs, Meara has already made me breakfast and is waiting at the table, her eggs half-eaten and orange juice already gone. “Thanks, princess.”

“Of course.”

I can’t keep dwelling on my leaving, so I need to focus on the fact that I’m going back on the motherfuckin’ road. I need to get the excitement back and feel that buzz I always used to. “Mike is already on his way. He sent me a text while I was in the shower.”

“Okay.” She stands up, and I grab her arm as she walks by, partly because I’m tempted to pull her into my lap for a quickie since she’s sexy as all get-out in a tight pair of biker shorts and an old faded Reason to Ruin tank top. “Where are you going?”

“To open the door. I don’t want him ringing the bell and waking Melody.”

“I’ll do it. Go sit and finish eating.”

She playfully swats at me. “I’m already up, dork.” I don’t get a chance to argue with her because she’s somehow halfway through the living room. “I’m going to see Melody’s teacher
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