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Dedication


Steph and Rod Forever 




Prologue


The shrill ringing in my room is like a five-alarm fire drill. It’s six a.m. For a split second, I think it’s just another ordinary day — alarm goes off, I get up and make some coffee, then wake up Shay — but today is anything but ordinary.
The disastrous events of the last couple of years roll through my mind as I get dressed. There has to be some small detail I’ve forgotten. Something that didn’t seem important at the time, but might have been a clue as to what went on beneath the surface. Yet, try as I might, nothing stands out. In fact, the more I think about it, the more of a blur the last few years of my life become.
Quietly I sit, sipping my coffee and watching the clock. Every tick closer to nine seems like another inch closer to doomsday. My stomach’s in knots, and my heart is ready to burst from my chest. I can’t do anything to stop this. It is what it is, and I have to move on, but it’s so damned hard, I can barely breathe. 
Like it or not, today is the start of my new life. First stop: divorce court.




Chapter 1


“Congratulations on finally dumping that weight around your ankle!” 
My best friend, Jenny, sits in my kitchen, watching the coffee I made her go cold. She never fully understood my lifestyle choice. To Jenny, getting married is a fate worse than death. She claims to love the ′newness’ of relationships. First kisses, stolen glances, the rush of someone new between the sheets. Her personal motto has always been ‘once the butterflies disappear, so do I.’ She’s my best friend, my confidant, and my polar opposite in every way.
“He isn’t an ankle weight, Jenny. Ugh, why am I still defending that horse’s ass? What is wrong with me?” I reply, trying to rub out the tension headache building between my eyes.
Regardless of what Jenny thinks, I love my life. Loved my life. It was quiet and safe. Bob worked and took care of the bills, while I stayed home with our daughter, Shay. Life was perfect. Until that home-wrecking slut joined our family.
Starting a new dental practice meant long hours for Bob. Keeping the house, Bob’s books, and making time for a very active toddler was pushing me to the limit. The answer to all my problems was Cami.
Young and energetic, she could play games with Shay for hours. She was a godsend. So much so that even when the practice took off, Bob insisted we keep her. I told him if he was home more, it was silly to have the nanny come so often, but he was adamant. Besides, Shay loved her. She’d become part of the family.
As usual, Bob spoke, and I quietly went along.
I was so blind.
″The only thing wrong with you is that you allowed that pompous asshat to run your life for far too long. You earned yourself a scholarship to art school, graduated summa cum laude, then just resigned yourself to a life of servitude to that dictator you called a husband. Once you get out in the real world, you’ll see there is way more to live for than life in the suburbs with Dr. Bob.″
Easy for her to say. She’s pretty and blond and doesn’t have a single stretch mark on her porcelain skin. She practically lives at the gym. I, on the other hand, am short with unruly curls and boring brown eyes. My hourglass figure makes it hard to dress, and my weekly Zumba classes aren’t really doing as much as I’d hoped for my post-baby bod. I’m hopeless. I wasted all my pretty years on Bob. He was my first and only everything.
I was just sixteen when we met. He was a senior, captain of the football team, and I couldn’t believe someone that popular would actually date me, the shy art nerd. It seemed like all the girls in our school were practically lining up to date him.
When he asked me out, I thought he was joking. Blond, handsome, and built, he could have had anyone he wanted. He was like a teen heartthrob. The kind of guy girls swoon over in TigerBeat magazine. And, for some strange reason, he wanted me. Why me? I was a mouse. A dust mite. A piece of cellophane. You could walk right by me and never even know I was there.
In hindsight, that’s probably what he liked about me the most. I let him control everything. He made the plans, and I tagged along, happy and content just being in his company. Bob was my world. I would have done anything to make him happy, but he never was. Nothing was ever enough for him. He just wanted more. More money, more things…more women.
My eyes well up with tears as the memories wash over me. No matter how hard I try, I can’t pinpoint exactly when everything fell apart. I’d been so busy deluding myself into thinking everything was fabulous that I’d overlooked so much.
Jenny’s face softens as the first tear trickles down my cheek. “God, I’m so pathetic,” I whine.
″No, you’re not, Ains,” she says softly, taking my hands in hers. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss Bob when I know how badly you’re hurting.”
“No, it’s not your fault. You’re right. I know Bob isn’t worth all these tears, it’s just…” Saying it out loud somehow makes it feel more real. Bob and Cami looked so cozy sitting side by side in the courtroom earlier, while I sat there alone feeling fat and depressed.  He promised me happily ever after, but he destroyed that vow along with my heart.
Jenny rips a paper towel from the holder near the sink and wipes my tears the way she’d done a hundred times in the last year. “Let’s get out of here. You don’t need to be sitting here crying about Bob anymore.” 
Sucking in the last of my sobs, I nod. “Yeah,” I agree, but deep down, I know my tears are nowhere near over.
[image: image-placeholder]″Give us two beers, two shots of tequila, and keep ’em coming!” Jenny shouts. I shoot her a look, and she shoots me one right back. “Your daughter is with your parents, and you’re a free woman. Live a little!”
The Blue Stone Bar and Grill is jam-packed full of professionals in suits getting their happy hour buzz on. Being out at five o’clock is alien to me. Normally, I’d be rushing around to prepare dinner for my family. Where I belong.
Skipping the shot, I reach for my beer. “Getting hammered isn’t going to help my situation, and I have a lot to do tomorrow after I pick up Shay from my parents’ house.”
“Oh, yeah. The ‘Family Vacation,’” replies Jenny, using air quotes, her voice dripping with disdain. 
Our yearly vacation was always a big event. Bob had it in his head that he was a successful dentist, and as such, we should be taking vacations that “make people jealous.” He’s so pompous sometimes. Shay and I would have been just as happy at the Jersey Shore, but Bob needed bells and whistles. He needed to travel, see the world.
Last year, we spent three weeks in Egypt. It was hot, and the food was terrible, but Bob loved it. We’d briefly discussed doing a month in Europe this year, and I’d assumed that with everything going on, that plan had left the table. Imagine my surprise when I found out he and Shay still intended to go—with Cami. 
“How are you holding up with all that?”
“I’m dealing with it.” It’s a lie. I know it, and Jenny knows it. In reality, I’m hanging on by a thread. Not that I was dying to go, but the thought of being without Shay for a whole month makes me want to crawl in a hole and cover myself with dirt. It’s like going a month without water. Impossible. Losing her every other weekend is hard enough. I half considered telling her she couldn’t go, but she was so excited. How could I say no?
“Well, what if I told you I might be going on a little extended vacation of my own?” Jenny’s Cheshire Cat grin spreads from ear to ear. It always seems unintentionally devious. Whenever I see it, I somehow know trouble is lurking around the corner. My mother refers to her as “That Jenny.” As in, “What has ‘That Jenny’ gotten you into this time?”
The idea of her taking a vacation is new information. Jenny doesn’t do anything without running it by me first. She’s the type of girl who uses the bathroom while talking on the phone. Crude yet hilarious at the same time.
″I couldn’t say anything until it was official, but I took on a new client at my PR firm. We’d been in discussions for months, and it was killing me not being able to tell you, but you know how it is.”
I nod, but in reality, I have no idea how it is. Jenny is one of the most successful people I know. She started her own public relations firm from the ground up and worked tirelessly until it was a pretty big name in the industry. She represents many famous people and always has the best gossip. I have so much insider information I could probably write a book.
″Brace yourself for this one. It’s Black Diamond.”
The frosty carbonation lodges in my windpipe, causing a teary-eyed choking fit. She’s going to be working with Black Diamond. Black. Diamond. Just hearing the band’s name makes me want to pump my fists in the air. Black Diamond has been my favorite band since college—a fact I’ve kept well hidden in my current social circle. I’m not sure poetic lyrics like ′close those eyes and let me love you to death’ fit in with the Coldplay crowd that generally surrounds me.
Every word drips with erotic torment. Not only are they heavy and loud, but their lead singer, Kade Black, is the epitome of hot rocker dude. He’s vulgar and cocky, with a voice sexy enough to make me break out in a sweat. And the body on him…don’t even get me started. It should be illegal for one man to be that hot. It’s not fair to the rest of the world. 
Needless to say, Bob hates Black Diamond.
″So they are starting their East Coast tour in a couple of days, and I’ll be going with them to revamp their promotion for it. Kade is apparently a huge hothead, and they want to bring me along to defuse any potential situations right away,” she continues, bouncing up and down in her seat with excitement. “Why are you looking at me like that? Aren’t you excited?”
My lashes flap as I collect my thoughts and wipe the deadpan expression off my face. A snake of jealousy winds around any excitement I’m able to muster at this point in time. It isn’t Jenny’s fault, but I’m finding it difficult to process her amazing news while still feeling so overwhelmingly sorry for myself. I’m not ready to end my pity party yet. The wounds are too fresh, but I plaster on a supportive grin and fake it. When everything fell to hell, Jenny was the only one in my corner. A true friend like her is a rare commodity; I’m not going to shit all over her big announcement. “Yes. Holy crap, that’s incredible! Congratulations!”
″Well, there’s more. The idea of hanging out alone on some crappy tour bus didn’t exactly thrill me. I mean, what if these guys all turn out to be douchebags? That would suck, right? I’m bringing an assistant to help out.”
″Oh, that’s cool! You guys will have so much fun!” I down the untouched shot in front of me. I need a solid buzz if I’m going to have to feign happiness all night. “Who are you bringing with you?”
Her grin dazzles so brightly you could probably see it from space. “You.”
Clearly, she’s had too many shots of tequila. 
Jenny’s manicured fingers close around my arm. “Did you hear me, Ainsley? We’re going on tour with Black Diamond!”
″You’re nuts! I can’t just drop everything and go on tour with a rock band. I’m a grown-up. I have responsibilities,” I say, shooing her away with my free hand.
″What responsibilities? Shay is going to be in Europe this summer with Bob—the family trip you are supposed to be on, might I add. You were all geared up to leave town for a month anyway. You’re just trading in Europe for a tour bus full of hotties!”
The woman has lost her damn mind.
“It’s absurd. I’m a thirty-year-old housewife. I can’t go on a tour bus full of rock stars...” can I? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, for sure. The air in the bar is stagnant and hot, but the mere thought of being in such close quarters with Kade Black causes my skin to prickle.
Overhead, the song fades out, and a low growl bursts through the speakers. I know this song. Title track, “Demon Speedway”, Black Diamond’s debut album. It’s a sign. I’ve had a shit year, an even worse day, and I deserve this.
Kade’s voice belts out the chorus:

Livin’ fast and dyin’ young,
Our wicked journey’s just begun.
Take a ride with me, baby, racing down the demon speedway.

My entire life, I’ve played it safe. I went to college, I married the doctor, I did everything I was supposed to do, and look where it got me? If I don’t do something, I’m going to end up a bitter old hag who chokes to death on her own regrets. I close my eyes and seal my fate. “When do we leave?” 




Chapter 2


Pulling up to my childhood home, I wish I were anywhere else. The gyno? A firing squad, perhaps? Anywhere but here. I just know the second I walk in that house my mother is going to start in on her crap again. She’s so old-fashioned. She and my father were married right out of high school, and she spent the last thirty-three years waiting on him hand and foot. With a role model like that, it’s no wonder I turned out to be Bob’s Stepford Wife.
My mother stands poised at the sink, scrubbing the porcelain basin. “Hey Ma, is Shay up yet?”
“Hi dear, come in. Yeah, she is upstairs packing her bag.” Her incessant scrubbing stops as she turns to greet me. “This is the way you leave the house? No wonder he ran off with that young girl. At least put on some makeup. You look exhausted.” She pats her damp hands over the tight curls framing her forehead to press down any flyaway strands that may have come loose. I roll my eyes. She has on a full face of makeup just to clean the house. My mother: Mrs. Perfect.
“He didn’t leave me because I run errands without makeup, Mom. Can we please not go into this now? I’ve had a rough night as it is.” The corners of my mouth turn down. Her harsh words cut deep. I feel haggard enough. I don't need her pointing out what's clearly written all over my face.
As the court date neared, I found it difficult to sleep, the finality of it all hitting me harder every time my head hit the pillow. First Bob left, and now, he’s taking Shay with him. To make matters worse, my inner turmoil turns to fear when I consider the possibility that Shay may want to live with her father and Cami instead of me. Cami is young, pretty, and fun — everything I know I’m not — and Shay just adores her.
“Well, you obviously weren’t doing something right at home. Men just don’t up and leave their wives for no reason, Ainsley.”
“Why are you always taking his side? You’re my mother, not his. He is the one who broke my heart and tore apart our family. I’m trying to figure out how you see this as my fault. I wasn’t the one screwing around!”
She turns back to the sink and resumes scrubbing the nonexistent dirt. “You should have tried harder, that’s all I’m saying. You could have forgiven him. When I was younger, you didn’t throw away a marriage. You learned to fix it and move on. Vows are forever, Ainsley.”
Apparently, Bob hadn’t gotten the memo.
Her stabbing words sting my heart. I can’t believe we’re having this conversation again. Tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to release them in front of her. There’s no point. “I am moving on, Mom, and you need to, too. I don’t need you to rub salt in the wound.”
“Hey, Mommy!” Shay calls as she bounds into the kitchen, her messy blond ponytail swinging behind her. “Grammy and me painted our nails, and we baked a cake. She even let me eat a piece for breakfast!”
“Oh, did she? Sounds like you two had a great girls’ night!” I say, embracing my daughter. She’s wearing her Super Girl tee, complete with attached cape. Her fascination with superheroes started as a toddler and never really ended. Bob never got it. He has no sense of whimsy. “We have to go now, though; we have so much to do before you leave for Europe with Daddy.”
“And Cami!” Shay adds. Hopefully, no one notices me flinch. The thought of the woman who I paid to watch my daughter going off on our family vacation as some twisted mother figure makes me want to throw up.
“I wish you were coming with us, Mommy.”
“You’ll have a great time with your daddy!”
“And Cami.”
“Yes, and Cami.”




Chapter 3


“I can’t believe they booked all of this for just the two of us.”
Jenny’s company car picked us up at my house early this morning. A few hours later, we were unpacking our bags in the most luxurious hotel I’d ever stepped foot in.
The suite at the Hotel Reginald is nicer than the resort Bob took me to for our honeymoon. Hell, it’s nicer than my house. Stunning would be the best way to describe it. Everywhere I look is leather, glass, and fancy fabrics. If this is our suite, I can’t begin to imagine what the band’s rooms look like.
“This is The Fool’s Gold tour. It starts extravagant, but once all the press dies down, and the tour gets underway, it won’t be as affluent. We’ll be stopping in several cities along the East Coast, so sometimes, we’ll be staying in hotels, and other times, we’ll be sleeping on the bus.”
The bus. My nose wrinkles at the thought. I haven’t even gotten there yet, and I’m already dreading it. Sleeping on a bus sounds about as pleasant as a pap smear. Just Jenny, me, and five sweaty, self-centered men stuck in a tin can on wheels.
Jenny points her skinny finger, moving it back and forth in front of my face. “What’s the matter? What’s this face about?” 

“Just wondering what Shay’s up to.” Dropping her off yesterday was rough. When Cami answered the door, she barely even looked at me. The girl stole my husband. The least she can do is look me in the face like an adult before whisking my kid off to another country.
“I know you worry. But Shay is going to be fine. Bob would never let anything happen to her.”
Shay’s safety in Bob’s care isn’t what’s upsetting me. As I was hugging her goodbye, she whispered in my ear, “You’re gonna be okay, Mom. I’ll be back before you know it.” My eight-year-old should not be the one consoling me. I’m setting a piss-poor example for her. It’s no wonder she’s so obsessed with superheroes—she needs to seek outside influences to teach her how to be a strong, independent woman. I’m a failure.
It’s just the voices in my head playing tricks on me, ya know?”
“Voices, huh? Pretend you’re deaf.” Jenny’s face splits into a grin. “Now, let’s get dressed for the meet and greet. Are you ready to come face to face with Kade ‘rip my clothes off’ Black?”
“Oh jeez, Jenny, you’re so embarrassing.” I laugh, but the question burns in the back of my mind as I put on the outfit Jenny picked out for me. Am I ready to come face to face with the man I’ve fantasized about for over a decade? The odds of him turning out to be a complete jerk are pretty high. I’ve spent more than enough time with a guy like that already. The last thing I want is to be stuck on a bus with another one.
“I’m not so sure about this outfit,” I call out to Jenny as I check myself out in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. “I feel like an old lady trying to be hip.”
She saunters into the bathroom, looking flawless as usual. Her silver mini dress hugs her slender curves and shimmers as if she’s covered in a thousand mirrors. “You’re crazy. You look amazing in that outfit. Those pants look delicious on you, I swear.” The dramatic lick across her pink lips drives her point home.
Jenny insisted on choosing this outfit herself. The high-waist black leather pants are so tight they fit me like a second skin. The knee boots are great, but the heels are skyscraper high and could probably double as weapons. My usually short legs appear as though they’re a mile long. I love a sexy shoe, but these are a bit overkill.
“Stop fidgeting. You look gorgeous.”
The beads holding together the strip of silk covering my front clink together as I try to check myself from all angles. This shirt was really nice on the hanger, but I’m not so sure about it on me. It drapes dangerously low in the front. The whole top leaves very little to the imagination. One sudden movement and I’m going to get arrested for indecent exposure.
This is so not me. I’m a basic jeans and T-shirt kind of girl. My normally plain face and yoga pants scream New Jersey housewife and not the glamorous ones you see on TV.
“Well, I feel naked.”
A dismissive wave is her response to my cry for help. “Your makeup looks awesome, by the way. Good call on the smoky eye.” She tousles my huge bouncy waves, adding an extra oomph of volume. “Come on, we have to go.”
A mix of reporters, fans, roadies, and other assorted workers mill about the banquet room, having drinks and picking from the buffet when we arrive. I fiddle with my hands, unsure what to do with myself. “Here,” Jenny says, shoving a glass into my hand. “You look like you’re ready to jump out of your skin. Have a drink, loosen up.”
The smell of Crown Royal wafts out of the glass. “Whiskey and Coke?”
“Yeah, you look like you need something stiff. Thought you could use a cold beverage, too.”
“I feel weird being here. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.”
“Just stick with me. You don’t actually have to do anything.”
A short man with stiff hair catches Jenny’s eye and walks our way. “Vic, nice to see you again!” she says, extending her hand. “This is my assistant, Ainsley Daniels. Ainsley, meet Vic Bellagio, manager of Black Diamond.”
“Good to meet you, Ainsley. Welcome to the tour.”
Vic’s power suit looks like it cost a fortune but doesn’t hide the fact he looks beaten down by life. His age is hard to place; somewhere between forty and fifty, I’d say. His face seems young, but the salt and pepper hair and lines around his mouth make him appear older. That, and his eyes are so bloodshot, I’m tired just looking at him.
Before my very eyes, Jenny morphs from party girl to business suit Barbie. She and Vic dive into shoptalk, going back and forth about schedules and appearances, while I stand there having no idea what the hell they are talking about.
Jenny’s clout on this trip so far is a real eye-opener. When I think of Jenny, visions of keg stands and streaking come to mind. The girl I grew up with is not the powerful woman who stands before me right this moment. She’s like the human equivalent of a mullet — business in the front and party in the back.
“Is the band ready to come in? I’d like to do some introductions first, then Rock Show Magazine would like to take some photos for an article they are writing about the tour.”
My stomach churns at the very mention of the word introductions. The whiskey has done very little to calm my nerves, even though the glass clutched in my hand is now nothing but ice. I’m wound so tight I’m ready to bounce around the room. I don’t know if I’m elated or nauseous—probably somewhere in the zone of both.
A ruckus in the bar area calls our attention. “There they are,” Vic replies. “Right on time.”
Jenny saunters over like she owns the place, while I trail behind wishing I was invisible. “Jennifer Price and Ainsley Daniels, I’d like you to meet Black Diamond. JJ McGarity, Konner Langdon, Lance ‘Banger’ Allen, and…” Vic points out each musician then trails off, narrowing his gaze at the band. “Where the hell is Kade? I thought I instructed you guys to make sure he was here on time? We have a schedule!”
“Don’t have an aneurysm, Vic; I’m right here.”
The smooth, deep voice that flows in from behind me sucks all the oxygen from the room like a vacuum. My palms grow damp. Actually, everything grows damp. Kade Black is right behind me, and I’m four seconds from hitting the floor.
“Thank God. I don’t want another incident like the one in Oklahoma. We need this concert to go off without a hitch, Kade—I mean it.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I told you that wasn’t my fault. Those two farm girls needed the hick banged out of them. I was doing the world a service, Vic.” His voice is deep and rich, the way you’d imagine dark chocolate would sound if it could speak. Sinful, but way too tempting to turn down.
“Well, in the future, provide those kinds of services on your own time. Now,” Vic starts, replacing his scowl with a plastic grin, “please meet our new public relations manager, Jennifer Price.”
I turn to look, then grunt when my face hits a wall. A thick, bulging, lickable wall that smells like heaven. “Whoa, girl,” he says, his enormous hand consuming my bare shoulder.
Holy. Crap.
My gaze travels up his body. Way up. He has to be six-five, easy. Even with these stilts on my feet, I’m still just facing his chest. Not that I’m complaining. My mouth waters just looking at him. You’d think I’d just gotten out of an all-women’s prison. 
A simple button-down shirt clings to his sculpted torso in such a way that I want to reach out and touch him to see if he’s real. Tattoos peek out beneath rolled-up sleeves, black jeans hug him in all the right places, and the scent... He’s a splendid mix of soap and spice and something else I can’t quite place, but it’s all man and totally intoxicating.
It takes a whole five beats to catch my breath and find my voice. I’m not just star-struck; I’m blown away. He’s big and beefy and sexy as hell.
Dark blue eyes stare down at me, half-shaded with a wild dark mass of just-woke-up bedhead. “Don’t go fallin’ for me now,” he jokes with a wink and a grin, a hint of Southern charm flowing through his words.
Focus and speak, Ainsley. Stop drooling on yourself like an idiot.
“Uh...Hi, I’m Jennifer Price.” Jenny stretches her hand out between us, saving me from the most embarrassing moment of my life. All he did was smile, and I may as well be a puddle of goo on the carpet. How am I supposed to go three weeks like this?
He takes her hand, his eyes flitting back and forth between us like a predator wondering which one he’s going to eat first. “This is my assistant, Ainsley Daniels,” Jenny continues, completely unaffected by both his presence and the heat that’s radiating off him like the sun. Or maybe it’s just me who’s hot? I don’t know. But when he looks back in my direction, his eyes scan me from top to bottom, pausing on my cleavage before turning back to his bandmates.
The next hour is a blur. I just can’t take my eyes off him as he speaks. That smooth, sexy voice sounds so much better in person than on television. The way he carries himself demands attention. I can feel his presence in the room. Every time I glance in his direction, I’m greeted by piercing eyes that take my breath away. He watches me, his gaze caressing my skin in a way that affects my thoughts and makes me blush. I want to look away, but I can’t. He’s impossible to ignore.
[image: image-placeholder]The scene stretched out before me is like the last days of Caligula. The dance floor at the nightclub is a rippling orgy. Bodies writhe and grind and touch with wanton disregard like an STD mosh pit. I sit alone at a table in the VIP room just watching. The smell of sweat and sex thickens the oxygen, making it hard to breathe. Or perhaps it’s the smell of my own self-doubt causing the stifling air around me. I may look the part tonight, but I’m not sexy or risqué like any of the half-naked girls stalking the club.
A bottle of whiskey and two shot glasses clang on the table in front of me, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge. My gaze travels up a tattooed forearm, past a thick bicep and a strong shoulder, to lock on a pair of eyes so blue, they are hypnotic. The shade is a color so unique there isn’t even a name for it, and I should know. Art is my thing.
Kade flips the chair next to me backward, kicks his leg out, and sits, crossing his forearms over the back of the seat.  “You look like you could use a drink.” The miniature glass perched on his fingertips shines in the lights, a chocolate diamond waiting to be savored. I stare down at the brown liquid without moving. My attempt at being inconspicuous worked against me. In a room dripping with debauchery, I stick out like a sore thumb.
Jenny isn’t around to save me now. The disco ball shine of her dress casts shards of light all around her as she moves and sways in my peripheral vision. At least one of us is comfortable. She dances freely, while I’m doomed to sit on the sidelines, nursing my two left feet. Another thing making it abundantly clear that I don’t belong here.
“Don’t you talk?” Kade lifts my hand from my lap, forcing me to take the glass. “Loosen up, princess. It’s a party,” he drawls, downing his shot, and pouring himself another.
The sardonic way he calls me princess ruffles my feathers. He’s patronizing me, and I don’t appreciate it. I place the shot on the table and cross my arms over my chest in a huff. “I don’t care for whiskey, thank you very much.” While I fancy myself more of a Pinot Grigio gal in the comfort of my own home, going out with Jenny all these years has made me quite fond of the occasional whiskey and Coke. But I wasn’t going to give Kade Black the satisfaction of knowing that.
The corner of his mouth quirks up into a devastating grin that kicks up my heart rate. A litany of butterflies hatches in my stomach. I try my best to remain annoyed and pretend I’m not drooling into my own cleavage. The man’s confidence is locked and loaded. He has the market on sex appeal cornered and takes advantage of it being at his disposal. “Take the shot. Maybe that stick in your ass will fall out all on its own.”
My mouth drops open in disbelief. What did that cocky asshole just say to me? Laughing at my horrified expression, he swallows his second shot. “I can assure you, Mr. Black, that I do not have a stick up my ass.”
Like Eve offering up a sacred apple, he lifts the shot glass again. The arch of his brow and mischief in his eyes dare me to eat my words. I swipe the glass from his fingertips and suck the shot back in one gulp. Tears sting my eyes as the acrid taste of straight whiskey burns its way down my esophagus. “Happy?” I wince.
“Almost.” He pours another and slides in front of me. This time, I throw it back without hesitation. I’m allowing myself to give in to peer pressure, I realize, but something about him is so persuasive. I can’t figure out what it is that’s drawing me in. Sure, he’s handsome, but it’s more than that. He has an energy around him. A force field. The more I fight it, the harder I feel the pull.
Jenny’s green eyes lock on mine. Yellow circles dapple her skin from the lights reflecting off her sequined top as she saunters over. “Come dance with me!”
Before I can protest, her hands are on mine, pulling me onto the illuminated dance floor. A palette of neon colors drips down her white-blond hair. She knocks her slender hip against mine and twirls me in a circle. Heavy bass thumps from the speakers. The spinning and the alcohol force my hips to move. It flows through my body and out my fingertips. Closing my eyes, I let the beat take over.
The smell of spice and whiskey wafts from behind me as long fingers close around my waist. Only one man in this whole room has hands that big. The booze and music drop my defenses to a manageable level. The hand slides down my back, gently bending me over, then swats my ass before rubbing the sting away. He moves to the beat, grinding against me. I go with it, dancing without a care, while he dry humps me from behind, pressing his growing erection against my backside. The butterflies in my stomach flutter like gangbusters, flapping around and stirring up desires I didn’t even know I was capable of having.
I spin around to face him. The neon lights overhead shine on his black hair, filling it with splotches of bright, bold color, but his eyes darken with heated desire. We stop dancing altogether. The heat from his hand blankets the bare skin on my back, while his knee sits firm between my legs. Pulling my body flush against his, he leans in, grazing my ear with his fabulous lips, filling it with his husky whisper. “I bet you’re just as sweet as sugar.” I swallow hard, my entire body quivering.
“I got a shot at the bar with your name on it, Kade.” 
A girl who doesn’t even look old enough to drink stands next to us, her huge fake boobs pushed up to her throat, and her shorts rammed up her tight behind.
The fire in his eyes fizzles out. He breaks his tight embrace and follows her toward the bar, leaving me standing there alone and stunned. My body still vibrates from his touch, but my self-esteem is shot to hell. 
What is it with men and younger women?
The two shots of tequila boil in my gut, my anger bubbling to the surface like an active volcano. I stalk across the dance floor, shouldering people out of my way as I catch up to Kade and Big Tits at the bar. "Well, have fun. I hope you don't get Gonorrhea or something equally as heinous." 
At the sound of my outrage, they both turn. Kade's lazy grin lights another fire under my ass. My lips part, another explosion waiting on the outskirts, when Jenny swoops in to save me from myself. "Let it go." 
"Did you see what that asshole did?" Desperate and belligerent are not good looks on me. 
"He is not Bob. But this is my job and I'm telling you to let. It. Go." The way she punctuates her demand cools my rage. I pull a deep breath in through my nose and blow it out my mouth. 
I've been "letting it go" my entire life, I don't know why I would suddenly stop now. Yet, my gaze still wanders past Jenny and shoots daggers at Kade. Something about him triggered a reaction in me. I would have never yelled at Bob the way I just did at this perfect stranger. It was a dance — nothing more, nothing less — and he walked away when it was over. Why am I treating it as a personal attack?
Swallowing it down, I offer Jenny a placated smile. It amazes me, how even from four thousand miles away, Bob still has the uncanny ability to ruin a vacation. 
"Are you going to be all right?" When I nod, she chucks a glance over her shoulder, following my line of sight. "He's not Bob, Ains. They're not all gonna be like Bob."
Tearing my gaze away, I offer another nod, but I feel the emotion clawing up my throat. "One Bob hurt me bad enough," I whisper, more to myself than her. 




Chapter 4


Daylight slices through the windows. With a groan, I crack open my eyes wondering where I am. Behind me, the mattress dips and moves. An arm covered in ebony ink falls over me and pulls me close to the mystery body in my bed. A body that smells too damn delicious for words.
Please don’t be who I think it is.
The tiny rock concert going on inside my head is unrelenting as I struggle to sit up. The last thing I remember is…shit…what is the last thing I remember?
Memories of the night before pop inside my brain like camera flashes. I remember dancing. And I definitely remember shots. Everything beyond that is still a bit fuzzy.
“Go back to sleep.” Pillows muffle the baritone, but I recognize the voice without even having to look.
What the hell did I do?
I poke my fingers into his side with a timid little push. “Uh…Mr. Black. Um, wake up.”
He doesn’t move.
“Mr. Black, I’m going to need you to get up. Now.”
He groans but still doesn’t budge.
“Kade,” I yell, wincing at the sound of my own voice.
“What?” he whines, looking up at me with the sexiest sleepy eyes. The pounding in my head rivals the one between my legs in an instant. My thighs rub together, trying their best to extinguish the sudden flames that have taken over the lower half of my body.
Kade Black is in my bed. Naked.
“Can you please enlighten me as to why you’re in my bed?” I ask. “What happened last night?”
“You got hammered and were walking aimlessly in the parking lot mumbling to yourself, so I brought you back to the hotel.” He grins and flops onto his back. “You’re right. Whiskey really isn’t your thing. Who’s Bob?”
“Oh, God.” It’s all starting to come back. The dance, the alcohol. I can barely hear over the sound of my own heartbeat. This is quite literally the second-worst morning of my entire life. I mentioned Bob? Kill me, now! “He’s not important.”
“He sure sounded important. You were wishing death upon him and the ‘home-wrecking whore he’s shacked up with,’” he replies using air quotes.
I suck in a sharp breath, grimacing at how shitty the details of my life sound coming from Kade’s beautiful mouth. “My ex-husband left me for another woman.”
He lets out a long slow whistle. “Well, that sucks.”
Could he be more blasé if he tried? What does he know anyway? He doesn’t understand anything about reality. He probably has people wipe his ass for him. I should have known better than to expose details of my personal life in front of someone like him.
Shifting in bed, I wish I could rewind back to last night and not drink so much. The sheet rubs against my bare skin, and I realize that I’ve exposed myself in more ways than one. “Why am I naked? Did we…?”
“Relax, nothing happened. You got sick all over yourself. I untied your top and put you to bed.”
“If I threw up on my top, then where are my pants?”
That wicked smile crosses his lips again as he scratches his forehead with one finger. “Well, that leather looked a little tight. I thought you’d be more comfortable without them.”
“How humiliating,” I groan. Bringing my knees to my chest, I rest my throbbing head on top of them. I can’t believe this is happening. I’ve been on this stupid tour for less than twenty-four hours, and I’ve already made a fool of myself. It has to be a new record. It’s a damn good thing I’m not an actual employee because my ass would be so fired.
“No need to be embarrassed; it’s nothing I haven’t seen before. I promise I was a perfect gentleman. Now speaking of perfect...” He playfully lifts the sheet to take another look, laughing as I cover myself tighter. “Well, since we’re both awake now, why don’t we order some room service? I’m starving.”
He slips out of bed and walks to the bathroom, wearing nothing but his birthday suit and a smile. Holy cock! I avert my gaze, but it’s too late. I’ve seen it all.
“Could you get dressed please?” I jam my lids, but the image of his naked ass won’t leave me alone. His back is just as gorgeous as his front. And just as firm. Between my thighs, I’m slick and warm; a reaction I haven’t felt in a very long time.
“I ain’t shy,” Kade says, taking my hand. I squeeze my eyes tighter, afraid of what he plans to do with it, but instead of hot skin against my palm, I feel the chill of cold glass.
“Oh. Thanks.” I bring the glass to my lips, pretending not to watch everything flex as he slips his boxers back on.
“Whoa, small sips, babe. I don’t need another exorcist moment from you.”
I fluster. “Why are you here anyway? Shouldn’t you be with Miss Silicone USA trying to see how many indecency laws you could break?”
“Who?”
“You know…big tits, tiny shorts. ‘I have a shot for you, Kade,’” I chide in a high-pitched falsetto, batting my lashes for added drama.
“Oh. Her. Don’t tell me you’re jealous?”
When he smirks, at first I want to kiss it, then I want to smack it. Goddammit! How is it possible that I still find him this attractive, fully knowing what an egotistical ass he is?
“No, I’m not jealous. I just figured you’d have better taste.” He lifts a dark eyebrow, still grinning like this is the most amusing conversation of his life. An exasperated sigh huffs from my lips as I cross my arms over my chest. He’s the most infuriating man I’ve ever met. “Is there anything you don’t find funny, Mr. Black?”
“Very few things,” he says before his expression sobers. “And to answer your question, I’m with you and not her because I prefer women to little girls.”
The blood rushes to my face so fast I’m woozy. My mouth opens to say something, anything in response, but my brain, for the second time, has completely stopped working.
“C’mon, get up and get dressed. Forget room service, we’ll go out to breakfast.”
One little compliment and I’m supposed to fall at his feet? It’s unbelievable how full of himself he is. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“Well, it’s a good thing you’ll be here for the next few weeks then.”
“What are you even talking about?”
“When that stick finally comes out, maybe you'll actually start having fun.” I open my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but he cuts me off and continues. “Come on! Get up and get dressed. You owe me one after last night.”
His hotness at this point is irrelevant. The idea of being stuck with him for three weeks sounds less like the fantasy Jenny promised and more like doing hard time. “You’re not used to hearing the word no, are you?”
“No.”
With a pounding head, I drag myself out of bed, clutching the sheet around my naked body. “Well, get used to it. Goodbye, Mr. Black!” I storm into the bathroom and slam the door behind me.
Reaching into the shower, I turn the handle and step in.  The last few days have been bizarre, to say the least. Not that long ago, everything seemed simple. I knew where my life was going, and I was comfortable with that. But now, I’m slugging back whiskey and waking up in swanky hotel rooms with sexy rock stars. Who am I?
And Kade Black. What the hell is his deal? He can have his pick of any girl he wants. Why is he so intent on annoying me? He’s like a large child. Very large. Arousing. Luscious. With abs for days and a mouth that’s made for sin.
My stomach grumbles as I step out of the shower. On second thought, breakfast sounds like a good idea right about now; something loaded with grease and carbs to suck up the residual alcohol. I dress quickly and twist my hair into a messy mop of wet curls on top of my head, lacking the energy to make myself up.
A stab of regret sticks in my gut when I walk through the suite and find Kade gone. Not that I expected him to stick around after I told him to leave. Then again, no. It’s better he left. I already made a jerk of myself once. I don’t need him to bear witness as I unhinge my jaw and shove it full of French Toast and bacon.
The lock clicks seconds before the door opens, and my so-called best friend tiptoes in, shoes in hand, then slides the door closed without making a sound. I stomp into the living room, guns blazing, ready for the showdown of the century. “What the hell, Jenny?”
“Oh! Ainsley! I figured you’d still be asleep.” She throws her bag and shoes on the couch and breezes into her room.
I follow, waiting for an explanation that never comes. “Are you at least going to tell me where you were?”
The look on her face is incredulous. She knew I was out of my element last night. I assumed she'd watch out for me instead of getting me hammered and then leaving me to fend for myself. “Are you mad at me for something?”
“I’m not happy! Do you have any idea what my morning was like?”
Jenny turns with a sympathetic grin. “Kade stayed here last night, didn’t he? I had a feeling he would do that.”
My eyes go as big as saucers. “You knew?”
“Yeah, I knew,” she says, pinching her brows together. “Did you think I would just leave you in a nightclub alone? I tried to get you back here, but you were not having any part of that. He threw you over his shoulder and carried you up kicking and screaming.”
My bottom lip quivers like a toddler. I am a drunken idiot, full of trust issues and untapped anger. I have no control over the fury that’s slowly bubbling to the surface. It’s not Jen’s fault, and it’s not Bob’s. It’s mine, and I’m so tired of feeling this way. The weight I carry around with me is backbreaking. It sits on my chest, constricting my lungs until I can barely breathe. It’s become such a part of me over the last year that it never occurred to me I am the only one who has the power to let it go. I want nothing more than to just open my arms and let that heavy load drop to the ground and never look back but I can't seem to do it.
Tears stream down my cheeks and fall onto my shirt. I’m sick, embarrassed, and so goddamn mad I can’t take it anymore. Racked with sobs, I fall to the floor, clutching my head in my hands. “I just want to be over it, Jen. When am I going to be over it?”
Jenny kneels beside me, taking me in her arms for the millionth time since this whole thing started. “I don’t know when, lovie. But I know you will, and once you are, you’ll never look back.”
Her face swims before my eyes. I wipe my tears, looking up into her confident gaze. "How can you be so sure?"
"Because I know you better than you know yourself. I know you're scared, but my BFF is a bad bitch and, as soon as you're ready, you're gonna soar." She pushes to her feet, offering me her hand. "Now, get up and get your suit on. I think what we both need after last night, is a little R&R at the pool." 
[image: image-placeholder]“Ladies.” 
The strong voice that filters in from behind us is all too familiar. Still reeling from embarrassment, I pretend to be enthralled with the book balancing on my lap. 
“Morning, gentlemen,” Jenny coos. She’s all smiles, while I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck. A six-foot-five, two-hundred-plus-pound truck full of booze and swagger.
Thing is, Kade wasn’t just a gentleman, he was…loving. The memories come in clips and waves, but certain things stand out clear as crystal. Him sitting next to me on the bathroom floor, holding my hair, stroking my back while humming me to sleep; us at the club, before I tossed my cookies, talking, laughing; him whispering in my ear, claiming me as his.
Even now, a blush creeps up my face just thinking about it. His lips grazed against my ear, causing all the hair on the back of my neck to stand at attention, much like it is right now. I mentally chastise myself for allowing him to get under my skin. We were both drinking. It meant nothing. After all, if he was serious about any of it, he could have had anything he wanted from me last night.
His shirt and sunglasses hit my lounge chair as flashbacks from earlier this morning invade my brain. Tattoos snake around his arms and come up over his chest, twisting around each sinewy muscle with precision. Board shorts hang low on his hips, showcasing his broad chest, slender waist, and oh my gosh the Adonis Belt. He’s an Adonis, all right. A dark one that’s cocky and covered in ink.
The Kindle sits forgotten on my thighs while I watch the way the cool blue water ripples around his body and drips down his chest as he comes up for air. Being a voracious reader of romance novels, the irony isn’t lost on me that I’m potentially living inside of one at this very moment in time. Kade is the embodiment of a book boyfriend. He’s got the three T’s cornered — tall, tatted, and tough.
“Wipe your chin, Ainsley.” Jenny’s voice breaks my concentration. I look over, squinting in the sunlight. “Maybe make it a little less obvious that you’re totally eye-fucking the guy right now.”
“I’m not,” I say, picking my Kindle back up.
Jenny laughs. “It’s okay; I know he’s like your wet dream come true.”
I glance in his direction to make sure he’s not within earshot. If he heard us, I’d die. “I can’t believe you don’t think he’s hot.”
She side-eyes him, sizing him up before settling back on me. “He’s too friggin big.  He’s, like, well over a foot taller than you are. How would you even go to bed with a dude that size? He’s probably packin’ an anaconda in his shorts.”
I suck my lips into my mouth, hiding my knowing grin. It’s more like a baby’s arm holding an apple. I've never admitted it aloud, but the only man that I’ve ever fantasized about that wasn’t fictional is Kade. Knowing and dreaming are two very different things.
Droplets dapple the dry patio as Kade pulls himself out of the pool and squats next to my chair. I try my best to act unenthusiastic; meanwhile, my entire body feels like it’s about to take flight. His rock-hard body glistens in the bright sun, and strands of dark hair stick around his neck as water pools on the ground at his feet. “Feeling better?”
“Yes, thank you.” I feel his blue gaze roaming my body, but my eyes stay fixed on the Kindle. It’s not fair. Why me? There is nothing special about me that would cause this kind of attention from someone like him. I’m just your average, everyday woman. And he's ... well ... he's Kade Black for Christ's sake. 
He lingers at my side, watching me with intent, waiting for me to look up and engage him in conversation. I swipe my finger across the screen, changing pages regardless of the fact that I can’t focus enough to read a single word.
“The feeling of his calloused fingers on my bare flesh was new and thrilling… What are you reading?” He grabs the book from my lap and stands up. Mortified, I jump from the chair and try to get it back, but he holds me back with one hand while holding the book out of my reach with the other. “My hips bucked into his hand, but he pulled it out too soon, sitting up and sliding my arousal between the tips of his middle finger and thumb…you dirty, dirty bird!” he laughs.
“Give it back to me!” I demand, standing my ground.
“Stretched to capacity, he tongue-fucked me mercilessly…” he continues. “Oh man, this is graphic! You like this stuff?”
“You are such a cocky asshole, you know that?”
“Asshole?” He closes the Kindle and chucks it on the chair behind me, sweeping me up in his arms and jumping into the pool.
“Oh, you’re a dead man,” I sputter, pushing my sopping curls out of my face.
The water is cool, but I feel like I’m boiling with him this close to me. His fingers bite my hips as he pushes me to the wall of the pool. “You don’t want to kill me. Hating me is far too much fun for you.”
Against the backdrop, his eyes stand out, pinning me in his smoldering blue gaze. “Mr. Black, I….”
“Kade.”
“Excuse me?”
“Cut the Mr. Black shit. My name is Kade, and I want to hear it bleed from your lips the way you said it last night.”
Unfortunately, the hours between dancing and vomit are still a complete blur. I could have literally said anything to him, and I have zero memory of it. “How was that?”
His lips move close to my ear again, his masculine smell seeping through the overpowering scent of chlorine. “It rolled off your tongue in a breathy purr when you asked me to fuck you.”
Could I possibly have been that drunk? His thumb roams my cheek, caressing the pink circle that I feel growing larger by the second. “Surely, you’re mistaken,” I say, trying to keep up the shield I’ve placed over myself, and hoping he doesn’t hear the waver in my voice. “I don’t purr.”
Kade shakes his head, with a wicked smirk curling up along the corners of his mouth. “Oh, there’s no way I misunderstood that, princess.”
This morning’s embarrassment comes flooding back in waves. Like a car accident, I don’t want to know, but I can’t look away from the disaster. I have to know every gruesome detail, every humiliating syllable I said to this man who both irritates and arouses me like no one I’ve ever met. “What did I say, exactly?”
“Your exact words?” I nod, and Kade moves in closer, his lips grazing gently
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