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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “TEXT ME, THE SECOND you get there! And call me ASAP?” Olivia’s eyes shimmered, and Marissa felt her lids stinging as they stood hugging on the tiny porch of her home.
 
   The new luggage, Jack had surprised Marissa and Tristan with, strained at its seams and lined the hallway just inside the front door. Since Jack hadn’t been able to find a set in any one of Tristan’s favorite themes, Tristan had ended up with a variety; a rolling Hot Wheels duffel, a bandit backpack, and a rolling Scooby backpack.
 
   Jack appeared, bustling at high-speed, the mode he had been in all morning, and grabbed up all three of Tristan’s bags before shouldering around Olivia and Marissa with a grin. The smile had rarely been off his lips in the last hours, and Marissa knew he was anxious to be back in LA, and seemed just as anxious to have them there with him.
 
   Them. They. Us. Words that still seemed unfamiliar in relation to the three of them as a tiny family unit—even though she had dreamed of it for so long. He bent, slightly shuffling his own bags in the trunk of the rental to make room for theirs, and when she finally tore her eyes from the pockets of his jeans, she found a broad smile had joined Olivia’s teary countenance.
 
   “I’m so happy for you Rissa! Gosh, what am I going to do without you guys? Without my little guy?” Olivia had spent a quarter of an hour saying her goodbyes to Tristan while showing him how to use the new drawing app she purchased and added to his electronic tablet.
 
   “I will take good care of ‘em,” Jack promised, having walked by in time to hear these mournful words, and he even paused to pull Liv into a light hug. Olivia actually blushed and had to rivet her own gaze from him as he bent for more luggage.
 
   This time, Marissa was the one who knowingly smiled. Liv might be married, but who could be immune to Jack?
 
   “And you take care of my dog,” Marissa told Olivia. Bally would be joining them in California within the next couple of weeks, but until then, the dog was boarding with Liv. Tristan had spent a day with Olivia picking out new toys for Bally and adding them to the rest of the lab’s things at the home away from home.
 
   Watching Tristan’s face at the airport was as exhilarating as the upcoming trip. Marissa had only flown once before, but this experience was vastly different from the get go. Jack turned off of the main terminal access road and, almost immediately, small jets became visible on the tarmac and inside open hangers.
 
   “Do you see hanger numbers?” he inquired while squinting through the windshield. “We are looking for forty-five, but I don’t see numbers...”
 
   “There!” She pointed to a metallic eleven glinting in the sunlight.
 
   “Do you have a passport?” Jack inquired as they rolled closer to the designated number.
 
   “Do I need one?” Airport security was ever changing, and she panicked thinking requirements possibly had changed for domestic flights.
 
   “You will need one,” he answered, stressing the ‘will’ with a curve of his lips. “And Tristan too. We have ten Europe dates on this next tour.”
 
   Parking the car in front of hanger forty-five, he popped the trunk and hopped out. Jack hoisted Tristan, piggyback style, before grabbing as much luggage as he could carry. She followed suit, and they headed to the tiny entrance in the back of the hanger.
 
    
 
   Before they closed the distance, the door burst open, and Jack’s father, wearing a broad grin, advanced on them. Quick greetings were exchanged, and he gallantly insisted on divesting Marissa of her load, leaving only the messenger bag hanging on her shoulder. Inside, Jack deposited Tristan on a chair next to his mom, and the men went out for the rest of the things.
 
   “Hi Marissa,” Jack’s mother greeted, and pulled Tristan into a warm hug. “And hello Tristan. Are you ready to fly today in an airplane?”
 
   Tristan was quickly sugared up with a kiss or two from this new grandmother, as well as powdered donuts and hot chocolate. Watching the two of them, Marissa threw away the hot chocolate packages and filled herself a cup with hot water, then dumped in a package of instant coffee.
 
   The room was outfitted as a comfortable lounge, but instead of settling in one of the cushy chairs, she paced. Jack and his father were carrying the bags through, to another door leading to the actual hanger. Hovering on the threshold, she marveled at the glossy white jet and wanted to show it to Tristan, but her son was deep in conversation with his grandmother.
 
   The luggage was in a neat line, largest to smallest, and she wondered if they organized it to load by weight. The glare refracting from the runway beyond the large opening was bright, and a couple of men appeared from that direction. They shook hands with Jack and his father, and the younger of the two climbed into the plane.
 
   “Mariss?” Jack asked as he walked among the luggage, “What do you want up front with you, and which bag does Tristan need with him?”
 
   Stepping forward, she indicated the bags in question, and when Jack began to toss the others up to the plane, the guy began to stow them into the rear.
 
   At this time, Jack’s mother and Tristan emerged, and Jack’s father turned from his conversation at hand. Kneeling to Tristan, he gave him a hug and teased of the crutch, “You don’t even look like you need that anymore! You about ready to throw it away?”
 
   Tristan nodded with a shy smile.
 
   They boarded, Jack again carrying Tristan, and she tried not to gawk in awe at mocha leather seating which included a long couch type seat and two recliner type chairs. The leather was complimented by wood grain walls and plush carpet. Right away, she noticed her stuff, as well as Tristan and Jack’s, on the couch, and that is where the three of them seated themselves.
 
   Jack’s mother took a seat in one of the thick chairs, and his father in the chair across. The plane began to roll, preparing for takeoff, and she tried to manage Tristan as, constrained by his seat belt, he twisted to look out the window behind him.
 
   “Okay, we obviously did things backwards here,” Jack laughed, and a trade of seats was quickly made. Tristan moved into the seat across from his grandmother, happily able to see out the window next to him. Jack moved into the middle space next to Marissa, and his father took Jack’s spot.
 
   For some reason, she could not keep her eyes from straying to Jack’s father. Something seemed familiar about this family, as if she knew them, had been with them before last night. Finally, she shrugged it off as fate. She belonged with them even though she was not yet comfortable with them.
 
   Tristan began to alternate his attention between the window, and the television flat against the wall. Jack and his father were laughing over some redneck reality show. Jack’s mother was writing in a spiral notebook when she wasn’t engaging Tristan in conversation.
 
   The plane descended into the Denton airport on the outskirts of Dallas. They all debarked while some of the luggage was unloaded. Jack with Tristan had just emerged from the restroom when a woman who looked to be in her fifties breezed into the lounge area of the hanger with a courtesy knock.
 
   “Yoohoo?”
 
   Yet again, Marissa felt a fleeting familiarity.
 
   The woman introduced herself, formally putting out her hand to Jack’s mother. “Hello, It’s been years, I’m–”
 
   “Of course!” Jack’s mother warmly greeted the other woman. As the introduction progressed, Marissa was left trying to control her amazement when she associated the name with a renowned pop star of years back. Mrs. Loren went on only to be interrupted, “This is my son Jacks–”
 
   “Oh, my stars, you were just a baby the last time I saw you!” The woman gushed, and Marissa had the rare pleasure of seeing Jack turn red. “And now you look so much like your father back in the day! Matt had that same dark, almost black, hair!” The aged pop star continued, and now, strangely enough, Jack’s mother flushed and her eyes glowed with a glimmer of irritation. “Does Matt still have dark hair, or is he gray like the rest of us? I don’t know about you Jules and your beautiful red, but I am gray under this blonde!”
 
   “Um...” Jack’s mother seemed reluctant to speak of her husband to the woman, and quickly derailed the conversation. “This is my grandson!” Tristan was hiding out behind his father, and his grandmother urged him forward.
 
   “Ooh, now he is the spitting image of Jack the last time I saw him. The festival in Glasgow was it?” The woman was crooning over her son and protectively, Marissa moved nearer.
 
   “This is Jacks’ fiancée, Marissa.” Jack’s mother continued smoothly as if she hadn’t been interrupted.
 
   “Hello Marissa. A pleasure to meet you–” At this point, the door leading to the hanger swung open, and to confound the situation even more, Jack’s father looked as if he wanted to back quickly out before being noticed. However, it was too late. “Matt Loren! It has been ages! Just ages! I could not believe when my pilot mentioned that you were circling for a runway. I had to stay and say hi!”
 
   “Hello, Tracy.” Jack’s father clasped one of her hands in both of his, but the former pop star maneuvered it into a hug. Pulling back, he asked, “What brings you to the DFW area?”
 
   “I just did a cosmetics promo.”
 
   Their voices faded as everything clicked into place like a jigsaw puzzle that she had never known was missing pieces. The woman took her leave, and a collective relief settled on the room. As Jack and his family began their goodbyes, Marissa again scrutinized his father.
 
   “Marissa.” The man draped an arm warmly about her shoulder. “Take care of these boys. Don’t let ‘em get into too much trouble.” He winked at Tristan.
 
   “You are Matt Loren!”
 
   Seemingly taken aback by this outburst, he moved away enough to study her face then turned quizzically to Jack.
 
   “You are Matt Loren. I cannot believe I did not see this last night! You are Matt Loren!”
 
   Jack’s father, Matt, seemed to be trying to control the quirk of amusement on his lips, and Jack’s mother, Jules, sent Jack a strange look, her husband a confused look, and Marissa a sympathetic one. The sympathy, Marissa quickly understood when her limbs felt weightless for a moment, and she knew she must look as shocked as she felt.
 
   Matt Loren was a rock legend. His hits had easily ridden out the decades long after each of his bands stopped touring. The songs were regular rotations both on the classics stations and nineties alternative.
 
   Trying to recover, she stammered of the two bands Matt Loren was most known for, “I grew up listening to Jewelweed and After Hours...I can’t believe...This is crazy...”
 
   Her eyes sought Jack’s, but he was in some eye battle with his mother who seemed to have won because he looked away first and then down at the floor.
 
   “Let’s get you guys on the plane so you can get to LA before dark.” After bestowing a warm smile on her, Matt took control.
 
   “Your song ‘I could be’ is my favorite.” Marissa couldn’t seem to shut up, and mortified that she had extended what was already an embarrassing moment, she bolted for the door.
 
   Jack’s parents seemed reluctant to let them go, their eyes lingering fondly on Tristan.
 
   “This is a surprise for when you get to your daddy’s house.” Jules showed a colorful shopping bag to Tristan then hooked it and another over Marissa’s hand. “And this is a housewarming for you and Jack.”
 
   Accepting the proffered ginormous shopping bag with a thank you, Marissa watched as Matt and Jules Loren warmly embraced her son, and their own son. Then, after a quick hug to Marissa, they were admonished to board so they could “get home before dark.”
 
   Marissa safety belted Tristan into the same chair he had earlier vacated, and instead of taking the seat beside Jack, she sat in the one across from Tristan.
 
   “Want a drink?” Jack stood at the mini bar, catching her eyes in the mirrored wall as he offered.
 
   “I do!” Tristan informed, sparing only a glance from his rummage through his shopping bag. “Look Mom!” Tristan tossed the swim trunks and Bandit beach towel aside in his excitement upon discovering an assortment of blow up toys, diving rings, and various other pool fun.
 
   To Tristan’s astonishment, Jack folded out a table from its armrest compartment and set two juice boxes atop it. A few minutes later, Jack set a mixed drink in the cup holder on the arm of her chair and returned to his seat with his own.
 
   The pilot stepped out of his nook long enough to inform them that they were about to taxi, and once they were in the air, Marissa addressed the elephant in the cabin.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Tell you–” Jack was about to say ‘tell you what.’ That much she felt. But whatever crossed her face caused him to abort that tactic and try her own shenanigans against her. “I thought you knew.”
 
   “How would I know?” Agitation caused her to lean forward in the seat as she made the incredulous inquiry. “So, is your name Storm or Loren?”
 
   “Storm is an alias. Professional name. DBA.”
 
   “DBA?”
 
   “Doing Business As.”
 
   “So your name is still Loren.”
 
   “Jackson Matt Loren.” The admission grudgingly came, and he tossed back the contents of his glass.
 
   Jack Storm. Marissa Storm. Tristan Storm. All had filled her head for days, and it was hard to wrap around another name. Jack Loren. Marissa Loren. Tristan Loren.
 
   “This is what you wouldn’t tell me last night.”
 
   When he fell silent, as if he were going to let it drop, a realization occurred, and she looked up from an intent study of the French manicure Olivia had insisted she have prior to the meeting of the future in-laws. Her heart hammered as her next question came out as accusative as the last.
 
   “Did you think I would be all weird last night around your parents if I knew?”
 
   When this speculation provoked a quirk of a smile, much like his dad’s she was discovering, she wanted to lunge across the cabin and slap it off. Because, of course, she had acted all weird, a half hour ago, upon discovering the truth. Now, she was the one to let it drop.
 
   Studiously ignoring him, she peeked into her shopping bag finding a ginormous thread count sheet and comforter set. The accompanying card explained in a humorous tone, Jack’s masculine decor, and that, until she found time to redecorate to her and ‘Jacks’ mutual liking, maybe this could suffice.
 
   From her corner vision, she noticed Jack eying the cream-colored set, and couldn’t help but wonder if his mother had been perceptive enough to realize that a change from the bedding that other women had been in would be welcome. Cramming the stuff back into the bag, Marissa snatched up the drink, gulping it down.
 
   When she next looked over, Jack was asleep, and she wondered if he were faking it since she heard none of the slight snores that normally accompanied his exhausted sleep. If she had not felt so keyed up, she would have napped.
 
   The previous night had only a few sleeping hours in it. After the parents had departed, and she and Jack had gotten dirty in the tub, they had then stayed up still a couple of more hours still playing.
 
   The rumble of turbulence on the underbelly of the plane effectively ripped away her erotic memories, and she let her gaze glide around the interior of the cabin.
 
   Was this her new life then? Private planes? Famous names?
 
   The new found security of not mentally allotting every penny of her paycheck to some bill or necessity before it even hit the bank was somehow counterweighed by an insecurity she did not understand. A feeling that was so foreign that a couple of times both yesterday and today she had verged on what must be a panic attack.
 
   Forcing long slow breaths, she closed her eyes to the lavish surroundings and her hotter than sin fiance while struggling to stave off the next attack.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
   TRISTAN LAUGHED AS IF he were already on a Disneyland ride as the plane quickly dropped in altitude. With a slight jar, the wheels noisily connected with pavement then rapidly roared to a coast before steering off the main runway and to the awaiting hanger.
 
   Through the cabin speaker, their pilot announced the arrival, and in the cabin, the seat belt lamp blinked off.
 
   Seeing that Tristan was safely in Jack’s arms, she grabbed up the personal things brought on the plane. Jack picked up his own bag. As he patiently stepped aside waiting on her to go ahead to the door, she indicated the large shopping bags from his mother. “Do you want me to–?”
 
   With a shake of his head, he explained, “Whatever we leave will get brought to the car.”
 
   The mentioned car was a high-end black SUV idling on the tarmac with its hatchback yawning open. Their luggage was being loaded. True to Jack’s word, after a clasp of Jack’s hand in greeting, the driver sprinted up the plane steps and returned with the shopping bags. The hoodie Tristan had insisted on wearing, only to discard midway through the trip, was also in the young man’s hands.
 
   Tristan found it funny when the guy tossed it into the backseat and ‘accidentally’ over his head.
 
   Introductions came next. She shook hands with the guy who was introduced as Jack’s assistant, Dax. Closer up, he appeared to be in his young twenties. Moving away, he loaded the shopping bags with the luggage and swung the hatch closed.
 
   Dax climbed into the driver’s seat. Jack fumbled at the passenger door before sheepishly catching his error. Politely holding the rear door open for her, he then climbed in behind her.
 
   “Where to?” Dax inquired as he navigated out of the large airport.
 
   “Chris,” Jack answered while leaning an ear down to hear Tristan who was softly and shyly speaking.
 
   “Is this Cally Fornya?” Although he was asking Jack, Tristan’s eyes strayed to her for confirmation of Jack’s affirmation.
 
   Tristan was gleeful with the answer, and automatically she looked to Jack to share the moment. But, after smiling down at Tristan a moment, Jack looked away to the sunset drenched city beyond the window.
 
   Dax shot friendly grins in the rearview as he inquired about the flight. Then, the conversation bouncing between Jack and Dax revolved around names and places she did not know.
 
   A quarter of an hour later, the car slowed in front of a large iron gate. Dax punched something into his phone, and the gate swung open. When the car came to a stop, Jack popped the door and stepped out.
 
   With a ruffle of Tristan’s hair and a glance at her, he announced, “Be right back,” and loped to a side entrance of the home.
 
   Slightly annoyed at being left confused, she watched Dax transfer their personal belongings into a sleek sports car parked to the side of the drive.
 
   “Is this Jack’s house?” As he spoke, Tristan crawled over her lap to look at the large brick structure. When she didn’t immediately answer, he prodded, “Is it mom?” Tristan possibly confused her situational agitation for anger at his shortened use of her name, and he hastily corrected, “Momma.”
 
   “I don’t know sweetie.” Her fingers forked through his hair smoothing the strands Jack left sticking up.
 
   Feeling restless, she stepped from the car to better take in her surroundings.
 
   Dax was close enough to hear Tristan’s inquiry, and as he grabbed the last of the luggage from the SUV, he spoke through the vehicle from the backside. “This is Chris Platt’s house.” When she stared blankly, he slowed en route to the car. “Guitarist for Jackal.”
 
   Feeling like an idiot for not knowing the members of the band, she shook her head as if to clear it. “Of course.” Inserting a fake giggle, she lied, “Jet lag I guess.”
 
   Dax slammed the trunk of the sleek car, and it was then she noticed the personalized plate above its bumper.
 
   J-A-C-K-A-L
 
   Confirmation, of the vehicle belonging to Jack, came only a minute later. Jack emerged from the house along with his bandmate, who was, if possible, just as hot as Jack.
 
   Stopping short, Chris played at being stunned stupid by her appearance causing a flattered flush to creep up her neck. The guitarist’s greeting was an enigma. “Now I see why he didn’t want me to come out and meet you!”
 
   Marissa sent a brief questioning glance Jack’s way, but he was leaning into the car, and she quickly turned what she knew would be hungry eyes away from his backside.
 
   The day of watching him load and unload was taking its toll on her libido. She was ready to bang his bones. Yet, because of some weird vibe in the air, she was also highly annoyed with him.
 
   Chris began to move forward again, then lightly rested his hands on her shoulders. “Welcome to LA! We are all happy to have you!” Leaning forward, he kissed her cheeks before she could even catch her breath or wonder why Jack had discouraged the evening’s introductions with his bandmate and friend. “You ever need tips on handling this crazy shit here,” with a flourish, he indicated Jack, “I’m your guy.”
 
   “Damn Platt,” Jack grumbled while straitening. “Get back in your cage dude...”
 
   “Oh you would like that wouldn’t you?” Chris was now fist bumping with Dax. “Fine, man. Take her home. Hide her away.”
 
   Jack shot her an unreadable look as he passed taking the few steps to the SUV and Tristan. “Ready, buddy?”
 
   “Holy fuck! Is this–!” Chris, stunned stupid again, this time by Tristan.
 
   “Language...” Jack warned his friend.
 
   “I mean holy smokes. Little dude! You look just like–” Here Chris broke off seemingly embarrassed and nervously looked from Jack to Marissa.
 
   “His daddy?” she prompted, for some reason at ease with Chris.
 
   “Yeah.” Chris bumped fists with Tristan, and his attention was still on the little boy’s face as he spoke off to the side, “Didn’t know if he—you know, knew.”
 
   Jack shook his head and shared a look with Dax as if to silently say, ‘See why I didn’t want him out here?’ Aloud, he inquired of Dax, “So, you going back to the house, or what’s up?”
 
   “I got things going if you don’t need me.”
 
   “Sure. Hey, thanks for giving us a ride.” Jack plucked Tristan from the SUV, carrying him and his crutch to the car although it was only a few steps, and she admired his perceptiveness when it came to his son. Tristan was barely using the one crutch these days, but he was no doubt embarrassed just the same to hobble around in front of new acquaintances.
 
   Since they were obviously taking the ‘Jackal’ car, she moved around to the passenger side but found it locked. Instead of unlocking it from the driver side, Jack was suddenly there and gallantly opened her door himself.
 
   After a round of parting phrases, Chris disappeared into his house. Jack voiced a start command and the engine rumbled to life. Feeling Tristan’s astonishment, she turned, and sure enough, his eyes were bugging.
 
   “Did Daddy use a key?” His wide gaze suspiciously narrowed as he tried to solve this mystery.
 
   Jack grinned, but again he did not turn the expression to her. Following the SUV out of the circular drive, he verbally conversed with his car again until music thunked through the speakers.
 
   The twisty residential roads spilled into a boulevard. Streetlights were flickering on, and car brake lights were bumper to bumper on the interstate he merged onto. Tristan fell asleep.
 
   Shadows were beginning to fade into grayness with evening well on the way to becoming night. She could handle silence between them. Although it was uncharacteristic, they were both tired.
 
   What she did not like was feeling invisible. He was not acknowledging her presence in any way, and she was feeling insecure enough about this trip and their new relationship to let this go without a confrontation.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Twisting slightly in her seat, she eyed his profile.
 
   “Wrong?” Finally, he briefly met her eyes, but did not rest a hand on her leg or any of the other normal Jack moves.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Determination fueled the quiet demand, and she alternated her gaze from the windshield view of this strange, crowded city to the emotions crowding his face.
 
   “Nothing?” Blithely, he continued with the denial game.
 
   “You’ve been weird since we landed.”
 
   “It’s nothing,” he insisted. Just when she became convinced she was paranoid, his outburst came. “It’s just–you went all fangirl on my dad!”
 
   Startled into silence, she finally found her tongue. “It was kind of hard not to! When it was dropped like that on me.”
 
   “I know.” At this, he sounded regretful and guilty. “But damn Mariss, I thought you were going to ask for autographs or something!”
 
   “It caught me by surprise! Damn Jack!”
 
   Was he embarrassed by her behavior? This implication hurt her feelings. Intensely. Up until now, she had only seen a Jack who went out of his way to be considerate of her and Tristan’s feelings.
 
   Seething silently, she tried to hold back tears. What was it with crying lately? Why was she always on the brink of tears? She was tougher than this. Sternly, she pulled herself together and even let a scowl scrunch up her brows for good measure.
 
   This time, instead of voice commanding the stereo, he put out a finger to shut the volume down.
 
   “I guess it just gets to me because you are all into his stuff and not mine.” The husky words were quiet, almost petulant.
 
   Immediately, her eyes dried and jerked in astonishment to his face. In that way she was becoming accustomed to, she found one of Tristan’s moody expressions darkening his dad’s features. It probably was not fair to Jack that because of years of experience with Tristan’s moods, at times like this, he was an open book to her.
 
   “I’m into your stuff...,” she protested. While it felt stupid to reassure an adult about such trivial things, she understood. Many times she had not felt like an adult especially when it concerned people she loved. How childishly she had handled ‘winning Jack over.’ For emphasis, she firmly repeated, “I’m into your stuff.”
 
   “No. You’re really not.”
 
   “That’s not true! Stop saying that! I have everything of yours!”
 
   “Not listened to,” he muttered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Look at your playlist. My shit has half the listens of—anything else...”
 
   Confounded, she could only stare certain he had been about to say half the listens of his father’s then at the last second had chopped the specifics off.
 
   “Jack...” In her hesitation, she tapered off momentarily thrown by the entire conversation and the fact that he was not meeting her eyes. His expression was presently a mirror of Tristan’s the day the little boy figured out that she had trashed a few of his dozens of art scribbles affixed to the fridge with magnets. “Jack, that’s just not true...”
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter. Do you want to stop for something to eat or get Tristan home to bed?” His eyes remained on the city lights and sights beyond their bubble.
 
   The way he said home lit a warm glow in her heart, and yet a piece felt chipped because she had unwittingly hurt his feelings. What he said was true. She didn’t care for his genre of music, and the only reason she ever listened to his band was to hear his voice.
 
   The idea of him snooping through her playlists searching for his own works, looking for her approval, made her feel cherished. The notion that what he found had hurt him crushed her.
 
   “It does matter.” Ignoring his question about food, she enlightened, “For weeks after we met, I downloaded and listened to every Jackal album available. When I found out I was pregnant, I obsessed on your stuff, twenty-four seven. Then, I just couldn’t anymore. It hurt. Not my ears. My heart. Yet sometimes I would still...” The gulf of loneliness in her memories was suddenly strong. “Maybe during these last couple of years I didn’t blast it in the car on the way to work, but I spent nights with those albums on loop so that I could hear your voice.”
 
   This garnered his intent attention, and her pleading gaze sank into his earnest dark one. Tracing a finger over his second skin of warm worn denim, she softly jibed, “Let’s get home so I can go all fangirl on you...”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
   JACK SLOWED AND THE IRON GATE rolled open. The outside lighting and the glow from a few windows allowed only shadowy glimpses of a home that appeared to be a multilevel stone and glass structure.
 
   “Home sweet home,” Jack drawled, and the sweet smile he sent her way did little to calm her nerves.
 
   He was quickly learning the emotions behind whatever he saw in her face, or perhaps he knew that a kiss was at least a temporary cure for most everything.
 
   Gently, his lips moved against hers, in reassurance, in apology, as a mark of this new phase, or just because. She actually wasn’t sure why he kissed her and didn’t care. His tongue tickled her lips before pushing past to tease hers. When her fingers curved in an instinctive hold to the back of his neck, she thought she felt him smile.
 
   His hand braced on her seat as he leaned, but as she met him more than halfway, it moved, sliding through her hair.
 
   Jack could kiss like no one she had ever known. And, regretfully she had known many. She moaned quietly into the current ministration, clutching him tighter, and when reflexively she sucked, he groaned, shifting in his seat.
 
   His slight movement brought her thoughts to what caused it, and she had a flash image of tearing open the fly of those very expensive jeans and in this very expensive car giving him everything promised in that part of the kiss.
 
   Reading her X-rated thoughts and purposeful kiss, his throat rumbled with that special sound that a bigger mouthful always brought.
 
   "Are we at Jacks house?"
 
   What she always imagined happening in this instance included jumping apart in embarrassment. Tristan had never seen even a small kiss.
 
   What actually happened was her body protested even her son’s interruption, and stole a few more seconds of nearness. Jack was the first to ease apart, but in that way that was becoming common, he did so slowly, giving her a chance to resist.
 
   "Yeah T.J., we are here," Jack answered as they took in Tristan’s drowsy and disgruntled face.
 
   The tiny frown quickly cleared when Jack exited the car and leaned the seat up to extract and carry him. Following them up a steep curve of stone steps, her eyes searched her son’s, but all animosity had vanished from their innocent depths.
 
   The plate above the decorative door handle flipped up with a press of Jack’s thumb, revealing a keypad. To Tristan’s wide-eyed astonishment, Jack punched at the numbers then swung open the door.
 
   A gentleman, even at this late hours with a forty pound child on his arm, he rested a hand on her waist urging her forward first.
 
   Directly in the center of the airy foyer was a table with mail piled high, similar to the set up in her less elaborate hall. To the left, a staircase curved up the wall. To the right was a unique sofa that had Tristan gaping again.
 
   The upholstery was furry and black. A long tail came off the curved arm of one end, and a growling panther head complete with whiskers and teeth, from the other. The legs, of course were panther paws.
 
   The staccato echo of shrill barks filled the room.
 
   “Rusty! It’s Rusty, Mom! Rusty!”
 
   Jack scrambled to keep Tristan stable, lowering him to the floor as he squirmed, and routinely passed her his crutch. Normally, in the piggyback situation, Tristan would balance on Jack’s back while she handed the crutch over, but on this night, the tot hastily snatched it from her hand.
 
   Amazed, she watched as the walking aid very briefly touched the ground between steps. Tristan was practically walking. The need for the referred physical therapist would be brief.
 
   Jacks eyes flickered to her face with concurrent thoughts, and just when she felt that sync of shared emotion, a loud thwack of metal to tile snapped them from this close trance.
 
   The next sound was the quieter thunk of Tristan’s tiny body hitting the floor. The unceasing shrill bark of Rusty was background noise as they fell to their knees beside their son who let out a long whimper.
 
   Before they could help, he pushed himself to a sitting position cursing, "Dammit!"
 
   Jack’s startled eyes flew to her face then narrowed in speculation. Possibly, hers did the same because Jack defended, "It wasn’t me!"
 
   "Well it wasn’t me..." Not that she would ever admit. The occasional curse word had passed her lips within her son’s earshot.
 
   Tristan was rubbing his elbow, and she offered, “Want me to kiss it better?”
 
   As she placed a couple of kisses to the elbow area, Jack did a check for visible injuries, then helped him up, and wrapped an arm around his knees lifting him. Reaching beyond the barrier, he picked up Rusty.
 
   Although not a pup any longer, the dog was still the same ball of energy that she remembered. Calming in Jack’s arms, he peered at Tristan and even offered a lick at the tiny hand petting him between the ears.
 
   Jack stepped over the blockade, and explained that anytime he was out of the house, Rusty remained corralled or crated due to some unfortunate accidents.
 
   Following him, she hurdled the gate and found herself in a huge modern kitchen.
 
   Setting Tristan on the counter top, he put Rusty in his lap and advanced to the fridge. “Hungry?”
 
   They decided on frozen pizza, and as Jack readied and put two into the oven, she monitored Tristan with Rusty, eyed Jack’s every move, and glanced around the beautiful room.
 
   Lighting hung from a high ceiling. Stainless steel appliances, and a rich medium wood broke up the shiny black expanse of counter tops. Beyond a large glass sliding door, twice the height of Jack, the night was black. The floor was the same tile as the entry foyer, and appeared to extend into the next room, which was a step lower.
 
   Glancing at Tristan, she wondered how he was going to fare with the stairs and the split-level rooms until he was walking better.
 
   Although Jack had instigated it, having Rusty on the counter didn’t seem sanitary, and she eased Tristan and the dog down into a chair at the table. Jack was whistling as he cut the pizza, and Tristan’s lips were pursing as he tested the elusive sound.
 
   “Want to watch t.v. while we eat?”
 
   A flip of a remote switched on a small flat screen in the corner of the dining nook, and donning the oven mitts again, he carried one of the large pans to the table, carefully setting it out of Tristan’s immediate reach. Plucking the dog from their son’s lap, Jack sat him on the floor, and when his glance went to a corner of the room, she followed it to a pet feeder.
 
   Flipping a wall switch, as he walked by it, illuminated the blackness beyond the glass, for an instant, before he flipped it immediately off with an alarmed look at Tristan.
 
   The smile that curved her lips could not be stopped. Jack was quickly learning parenthood. The split second view of a dark swimming pool had fortunately gone unnoticed by their son who was busy flipping television channels.
 
   Jack folded into the chair next to Tristan, and proceeded to consume a slice of pizza. She found it surreal eating freezer pizza in a kitchen more suited to gourmet meals, with a rock star sitting across from her.
 
   A rock star who was the father of her child and who was soon to be her husband. For some reason, their relationship felt overshadowed by this day and by this house, but that didn’t stop her from an uncharacteristic public pig out on the pizza.
 
   Well into her third slice, her chewing slowed, and her gaze went from one of Tristan’s shows to find Jack watching her with a content look. At this second, however, she was anything but content as she remembered the reason they had flown back so quickly.
 
   “The drop party tomorrow...” Setting the extra calories down, she recalled their earlier conversations about the event. Her questions. His answers. The plan. “Are you sure I can get a dress so fast?”
 
   “Of course. You’re in LA,” he shrugged. “Just be up and ready to go around noon. We won’t even leave the house for the party until nine.”
 
   “Nine?”
 
   “The days begin and end later here,” Jack grinned.
 
   Tristan was paying them no mind, eating his pizza as he watched the characters on t.v., and she took advantage of the semi-privacy. “I’m nervous about leaving him so soon.”
 
   “We will be twenty minutes away. You know I wouldn’t even suggest it if I didn’t know he would be fine. My aunt is very responsible. I promise.”
 
   Jack’s aunt was coming to stay with Tristan. However, it was hard to leave him with someone she had never met. Especially when that somebody was named Candi. The name did not conjure up responsibility.
 
   She bit back any comments about that, as well as Jack’s method of storing the pizza leftovers. Shoving the remaining slices into one of the boxes, he closed it in the fridge, and threw away the trash.
 
   Chucking what was left of her third slice into Rusty’s bowl, she stacked the plates. Jack turned relieving her of them and set them into the sink.
 
   They meandered toward the next room, and as they stepped into the sunken den, Jack took Tristan’s hand. Eying the enormous television screen, Tristan asked, “Are we going to hook my Xbox up here?”
 
   “There is already an Xbox. Tomorrow when you wake up, we will unpack your games,” Jack promised.
 
   “Where’s my room?” Tristan looked around the vast expanse of the den, and his eyes stopped on an arched throughway to what looked to be a hallway. “Does my room have a t.v.?”
 
   Sometimes, she worried that Tristan was too obsessed with his television life. Yet, another part of her knew that once he was on his feet properly, an entire new world would beckon.
 
   “Of course.” Jack’s face lit with his bright smile, and it was apparent that he was excited about Tristan’s room.
 
   A ball of nerves coiled in her stomach as it sometimes did when she saw the evidence that Jack loved their son as much as she did, and at the reminder that Tristan equally belonged to Jack. What if, God forbid, things didn’t work out between her and Jack? In such a scenario, Tristan was half lost to her, and the panic of the days leading up to the present would set in again.
 
   Jack’s normal stride shortened considerably as they matched Tristan’s pace. The hallway led back to the main foyer, and rather than opening any of the doors off of it, Jack seemed to be headed to the grand staircase.
 
   The thought of the bedrooms being on the second floor was something that had crossed her mind upon her initial view of the stairs, but Tristan’s fall had pushed it from her mind. Suddenly, the idea that Tristan might try the stairs on his own at some point was terrifying.
 
   Instead of picking Tristan up, Jack stopped and turned a mysterious look on them as he reached a hand to the wainscoting. With a push, the panel popped open, revealing...
 
   A narrow elevator.
 
   Tristan’s eyes were wide as they stepped in, and Jack pulled the wainscoting to with the handle on the inside. The square footage was obviously meant for two people at the most, and as her length was crammed against Jack’s, her heart began to pound in that way it did for him, and only him. Tristan pressed the button, and a cage type door swished closed and then they were safely carried to the next floor. This time, they stepped out of what had the appearance of a closet.
 
   A gate, similar to Rusty’s, blocked the stairway descent, and she knew that at some point she would ask Jack if this one had been set up to safeguard Tristan, or if it had been there all along for Rusty.
 
   “This house rocks!” Tristan paused to close the door concealing the elevator, and as they smiled over his head, she caught more than the average sparkle in Jack’s eyes. There was something more to come besides the elevator, and her suspicions were confirmed when they stopped before a door with Tristan’s name spelled out vertically in colored letters.
 
   Her eyes followed Jack’s to their son’s face as he twisted open the door, and the gasp was all she needed to hear in combination with the rounded eyes to know the room was spectacular.
 
   How had Jack had it done so fast? The car bed that Tristan had wanted for several months was the focal point, but instead of being low to the floor, it had the illusion of being jacked up on a mechanic’s lift. Beneath the bed was a couple of beanbag chairs. The dressers were red mock tool storage chests. The television was almost as large as the one downstairs in the den.
 
   The car theme was the focal point of the room without being dominating, and while Tristan hurried to his bed, she frowned at it, especially when he propped his crutch and began up the ladder.
 
   Protectively, she closed the space, and Jack followed. Whether optimistically or defensively, he explained, “As quick as he is getting along, I didn’t expect it to be a problem. Check this out.” Retrieving a piece of molded plastic from where it leaned against the wall, he attached it to the bed, effectively making a slide.
 
   “Mom! This bed is so—This bed rocks!”
 
   Agreeing, she smiled, and this time there was no jealousy that Jack had far surpassed the car room that had taken a good chunk of her paycheck back home.
 
   Jack passed him a remote control, and once Tristan began surfing the channels asked, “I’m going to show your mom—your momma her room. Cool?”
 
   Tristan barely nodded, and she couldn’t help but grin when she saw he was already setting the DVR to record his favorite shows.
 
   “Tristan. Tristan! Look at me.” Moving to stand between him and the t.v., she had to verbally command his attention since from his height he could look over her head. “Do not get down from that bed until we come back. Understand?”
 
   Only when her son nodded did she follow Jack to the hall, then a few paces down the hall to the room directly beside their son’s.
 
   “Wait! There is something you should know.” Jack’s words halted her hand on the doorknob. “There is no car bed, no bean bags, no–” With an amused roll of her eyes, she cut him off and twisted the door open.
 
   It was a normal neat guest room, and after peering into the dresser mirror, swiping at the shadows beneath her eyes, she sank to the plush spread of the bed.
 
   “Tired?” Jack sat beside her, and resting a hand on the base of her neck, gently massaged. When she nodded, he asked, “Do you think he likes his room?”
 
   It seemed a redundant question, given Tristan’s ecstatic ramblings for the last quarter of an hour, and a trickle of irritation bubbled up before she pushed it down. Jack was not trying to outdo what she could do. He was simply trying to connect with a son he loved, already, she was beginning to believe, as much as she did.
 
   “He loves his room,” she assured, resting a hand on his threadbare jeans.
 
   “Are you worried about the bed? I thought the slide was a perfect solution to getting down until he is on his feet. And he seemed to climb it okay.”
 
   “No. I’m not worried. It’s good exercise.”
 
   Through the curtain of his hair, his face didn’t seem assured, and he asked, “Why did you tell him he couldn’t get down? Until you came back?”
 
   Her fingertips had been brushing at the threadbare denim on his knees, and she pulled them back, wearily pushing the hair back from her face as she angled her face to better see his expression.
 
   “The swimming pool,” she admitted. The huge sliding glass doors had a long rod at what looked to be around six feet from the floor, some type of lock, but she still worried. “I saw the lock. Tristan minds well. But I’ve never had to test all of that around a pool. He loves to swim–well he can’t actually swim yet, and that’s the problem.”
 
   Understanding gleamed in his dark eyes. “There is that lock you saw, high up. He couldn’t even reach it with a chair. Also, there is a water alarm. Anything falls in the water, it detonates an ear-splitting alarm.” Jack grinned. “Trust me, Dax is always bitching. Anytime a snake or large frog takes a dip, well you will see soon enough. We have to keep the setting at low poundage because Rusty barely makes a splash.”
 
   Nodding, she felt slightly better and listened as he went on to explain that his top priority would be teaching Tristan to swim. That would ease both of their minds even more.
 
   “Is Tristan going to need a bath tonight?”
 
   The thought of the travel day’s grime remaining as he slept was unpleasant, but she shook her head in exhaustion. “I don’t feel like it.”
 
   “I’ll get it done.” A brush of a kiss, and he disappeared into what she learned with the sound of bathwater was a connecting bathroom.
 
   Lying back, she closed her eyes and dozed to the sound of their voices. When the gurgle of water draining was the background to a discussion over snacks, she padded into the room. Tristan was wearing pajamas that she did not recognize, and she was willing to bet their bags were still in the car, and that the dressers in his room contained more than just a pair of PJ’s.
 
   Jack piggybacked Tristan down the stairs this time, and when he pulled up short, she had to put out a hand to keep from running into them.
 
   “Damn dog,” he muttered, then immediately apologized for the language.
 
   Taking in the den, she knew she would not have been able to contain a curse word. Rusty had quietly been shredding a throw pillow from the couch while they had been upstairs.
 
   “Why did Rusty do that? Does Rusty do that a lot? How will you fix it? Bally never does that.” The exclamations poured from Tristan.
 
   Jack put Rusty out the small kitchen door, and when the canine immediately return entered through a doggy door, he ignored it as he poured a bowl of cereal for Tristan. It was odd just to follow him around as he tended to their son. While Tristan scooped the milk and flakes into his mouth, and Jack cleaned up pillow stuffing, she wandered the bottom floor of the generous sized home.
 
   Every door in the house so far that she had seen was closed, and with a look at Jack folding the last of the stuffing taco style into the pillow to transport to the trash, she understood why.
 
   “Go ahead,” The invitation came from over his shoulder as he turned toward the kitchen. Uncertainly, she stared at the door she stood in front of before twisting the handle. Lighting from the monitors of a couple of computer screens provided the only illumination, but it was enough to register the outline of musical equipment.
 
   Flipping on the light switch confirmed the setup: a massive drum set, guitars lining the wall as well as the floor, soundboards, a glassed in corner, wires snaked everywhere, microphones jutting from stands.
 
   This was it. The creative space where music manifested into money. Enough money to live a life that most only dreamed about.
 
   “What do you think?” Jack’s voice rumbled from the doorway, and reflexively, she pulled her fingers from one of the guitars on the wall.
 
   “About your toy room?” she teased, dragging her gaze from the impressive display of gear to his excited face. His answering grin didn’t lessen the grown boys and their toys analogy. Complete with the dimples, it was boyish enough that she restrained the urge to ruffle his hair as he always did Tristan’s. The next urge was harder to restrain, but she turned away before throwing herself on him for a kiss.
 
   With Jack walking among the equipment, the room seemed to morph from a ‘toy room’ to a place of power, and Jack was the master, a creator of the genius.
 
   Her voice even dropped a reverent notch. “I like it. I like it a lot.”
 
   Enjoying her appreciation of his craft, he moved to the wall. Taking a guitar down, he explained, “This one is a vintage Strat. One of the first with a tremolo on board.” Automatically, his fingers plucked and strummed a few samples chords before he laid it in her hands. “And this is a digital Strat. Everything electronic, controlled by this pad right here,” Indicating the smooth area beneath the strings, he explained how it had nine different pressure points, each eliciting a different sound.
 
   Bending, he plugged into an amp and twisted it on. The guitar came to life, and he did a quick demonstration of whammies with no whammy bar.
 
   “Cool!” Her enthusiasm came, not from what she was seeing, but from his enjoyment at showing her. From the den across the hall, Tristan was loudly laughing at Rusty, and even though the dog was Jack’s, she was wary of the kids and strange dogs combination. “I should just make sure they are not tearing up another pillow...”
 
   Jack nodded, and as she reluctantly exited, he continued to play as if interacting with a long-lost friend after his long trip. The riffs had Tristan’s attention, and the little boy was already en route to the room with Rusty on his heels.
 
   Jack curved a smile to Tristan and shot a wary glance to Rusty. By his look, she guessed that Rusty was not normally allowed in this hallowed sanctuary, with good reason if the pillow were any indication of what he could do with cords.
 
   Jack had the guitar screaming as his hands moved like lightening up and down the neck, his pinky pressed at the touch pad, and his socked foot seesawed the pedal. Tristan stood only a foot away, enthralled, and she was the only one who saw Rusty circle a pile of cords. As she watched, wondering what the dog was up to, he sank to his haunches relieving himself of half of his body weight.
 
   “Eeeewww!” Tristan screamed backing away with his fingers pinched on his nostrils.
 
   Her own hand rose to her nose, and as Jack flung aside the guitar, the dog flashed out of the room.
 
   “What the–!” Jack was gagging like the rest of them and clamped his mouth closed as they all spilled into the hallway. Following him as he took off, she saw him snatch up Rusty with a menacing grumble, put the canine out the kitchen door, and lean down to lock the doggy door. From various kitchen cabinets and drawers, he extracted gloves, a spray cleaner, paper towels, and a plastic bag.
 
   Letting him go on that mission alone, she began the more pleasant task of clearing Tristan’s mess from the table. When Jack returned, holding the bag away from his person, Tristan worried, “Are you going to let Rusty back in? He didn’t mean to. One time I got sick and my stomach did that. He couldn’t help it...”
 
   The empathetic boy’s words dwindled as Jack unlatched the doggie door, and Rusty exploded through it yet held his ears back understanding he had disappointed his master.
 
   “It’s okay,” Jack assured Tristan, although a glower still hovered on his face from the unpleasant clean up. “He normally doesn’t do that unless he eats people food. He must have gotten into something Dax was eating.”
 
   The name drop of Dax was a small hint to the assistant’s presence in the house. Obviously, his work with Jack was on the casual side if he could sit around the house and eat.
 
   “Or me,” she admitted, and as Jack and Tristan both turned her way, she elaborated when her gaze verified the empty dog bowl, “I gave him my leftover pizza.”
 
   “Ah, it all makes sense,” Jack joked and curved a dangerous smile. “Don’t do that again. Whoever feeds him has to clean it up. And now you owe me since that was your mess.”
 
   “Hmm, well work out your terms and let me know.” The sultry smile she sent back broke when she felt Tristan’s stony observation. To distract him, she asked, “Are you ready to try out the car bed?”
 
   Nodding, he asked, “Can we go up in the elevator?”
 
   This time, Jack let Tristan do everything, from the push latch that swung open the wainscoting, to closing the door in the hallway once they reached the next story.
 
   Proudly, Tristan led the way to his room. Overtaking him with a scary tiger type growl, Jack swung him in the air and she caught his crutch.
 
   Privately, she was certain that Jack wanted him in bed as much as she did for the next phase of the night. As she tucked him in, Jack flipped on a nightlight, and a carousel of cars circled the ceiling.
 
   “I wish Bally was here,” Tristan sounded despondent.
 
   “Bally will be here before you know it,” she assured him.
 
   “How will Bally get on my bed?”
 
   “I’m sure Jack has that all figured out.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   When she looked at Jack, he seemed at a loss and then quickly recovered. “See the slide? We will replace it with a dog ladder.”
 
   “A dog ladder?” Tristan curiously voiced it, and she mentally wondered.
 
   “It is like a slide, but it is not slippery. Dogs can easily go up and down.”
 
   When she studied his face for confirmation, he only shrugged his shoulders, and she held back a laugh knowing Jack would solve the problem by the time the family pet moved in, the way he had solved every other problem of them moving in.
 
   “Momma? Can you sleep with me? Just for tonight?”
 
   Automatically, her eyes went to Jack’s face, then skittered away embarrassed that her first thought was the fun she would miss out on.
 
   “I don’t know if we can both fit in that bed,” she hedged. “What if I leave the door open from my room to yours?” Here she went to the adjoining bathroom to demonstrate.
 
   “You fit in my bed at home...”
 
   She had slept with him a few times when he was sick or scared from a bad dream, so this logic could not be refuted.
 
   “Let me go get my pillow. Okay?” When he nodded with relief, she realized that even though this was exciting to him, he must feel out of his element as much as she did. A strong surge of maternal protectiveness coursed through her.
 
   Jack’s face looked as disappointed as she felt but his expression was also paternal and understanding. She went through the bathroom to get her pillow expecting him to follow, but Tristan had another foiling request.
 
   “Can you read me a book, daddy?”
 
   “Sure T.J. One sec.”
 
   Jack halted her return to Tristan’s room with a mind-bending kiss. When they drew apart for air, his eyes sank into hers. “Had to have a kiss goodnight, at least.”
 
   “He’s just out of his element...”
 
   “You don’t have to explain...”
 
   Their lips crushed together again, and this time when they pulled apart, Jack was in no shape to read a story. Ruefully, he backed completely off, and his hand brushed her cheek when he whispered, “Night Mariss.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
   SHE MADE AN EXCUSE FOR JACK, read two stories, and slept fully dressed on top of Tristan’s comforter. She intended to sneak off to Jack’s room for a half hour, or so, once their son drifted off, but it seemed hours later when she woke.
 
   Feeling grimy from travel and from sleeping in her clothing, she stripped into a shower and relaxed into the scent of suds and the warmth of the water. The bathroom windows were still dark, and remembering again that they had not unloaded their bags she wrapped in a towel.
 
   The dresser beckoned, and she pulled a drawer open finding a couple of stretchy women’s tees. Had Jack picked up a few items for her as well as Tristan? The next random drawer contained silky thongs, and she grinned imagining him at a check out register with these items. She picked up a bra and subsequently dropped the lingerie, as if it were poison.
 
   She was a full C, but there was no way she could be mistaken for a D. Not by a man like Jack, who had bras thrown at him every night when he was on stage. One who had, no doubt, entertained countless women and this dresser seemed proof of the entertaining. It was possibly a catchall for everything left behind.
 
   Feeling bereft, she padded through the bathroom still wearing a towel and pulled open the door to Tristan’s room. Although it would be comforting to climb back into his bed and cozy up to him, the sleeping arrangement had become cramped after a while. In addition, she had no clean clothing unless she raided the dresser. The idea of wearing the intimate apparel of strange women, who had likely slept with Jack, was unappealing.
 
   An unbearable thirst came on, and tucking the long towel more securely, she descended the steps. The wood was cool beneath her feet, but nothing compared to the tiles of the hall, and she shivered for a second in the air conditioning while crossing to the kitchen. Thankfully, Rusty was nowhere about to bark at her, and she assumed him to be with Jack.
 
   Chugging bottled water from the fridge, she noticed the flicker of light in the adjoining den. Further investigation revealed that she was not the only one cold due to the electronic climate of this house on a sultry night. A blanket covered sleeper lay on the sofa in front of the television.
 
   Standing for a moment, she eyed the unfamiliar den before bringing her focus back to the couch.
 
   Even Jack’s head was beneath the Navajo throw. After one last sip of her water, she set the near empty bottle on the sofa table as she watched the blanket’s slight rise and fall with each breath.
 
   Pulling at the edge near his covered feet, she eased it off him as she eased herself on him. Her knees sank into the cushions while her hands glided up the sweat pants. Hooking her fingers into the waist, she was about to draw them down when her lips froze just over the hump they had been about to touch. Even through the sweatpants, something seemed different.
 
   The legs mingling with hers were not as long, not as muscular, and the scent permeating her senses not right to her.
 
   Worse yet, the sleeper awakened, his startled head popping from beneath the blanket. And, he was not Jack.
 
   Dax’s groggy, but startled eyes focused on her face as she stumbled in her haste to put distance between them.
 
   “Uhh. Umm.” A stutter was all she could manage when inwardly her mind raged in shocked curses.
 
   Oh holy shit, she had almost put her lips to his–
 
   Without another utterance, she pulled the towel tighter to her torso and nearly tripped on the step up to the kitchen. Turning the corner, she sagged against the large paneled fridge. Her eyes slid up the long staircase knowing it was visible to Dax from the couch, and she hesitated to climb it.
 
   The cue could not have been better even if this were some crazy sitcom. Jack’s legs, which of course now she recognized immediately, came into view. Then, the black boxer briefs. Normally, these sights would have her heart pounding for a completely different reason then the fibrillation of these past moments. At this moment though, his bare chest, bright muscled arms, and dark stubbly face barely registered on her libido Richter.
 
   An intimate smile curved his lips as he took in her appearance. As he crossed the kitchen she softly complained, “My clothes are still in the car...”
 
   “Yeah,” he rumbled. “I didn’t think you would be needing them until tomorrow...”
 
   Knowing they had an auditory audience, her face flamed at his sexy comeback. With the lightning speed of earlier on the guitar, his hand moved intending to pull apart her towel, but she caught the cover.
 
   “Stop!” While holding the towel to her, she didn’t have enough hands to stop his roaming ones from seeking what they wanted. “Jack, stop!”
 
   His fingers chastely dropped to her waist as his lips dropped to hers, and he mumbled, “Really? Stop?” Bewildered brown eyes stared longingly into hers.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me Dax lives here?”
 
   “What?” Dark and dilated with desire, his eyes squinted, sliding over her face searching for some reason in her accusatory words.
 
   “I didn’t know Dax was here in the house. You could have said something.”
 
   “Okay. I’m sorry, Mariss...” Honing in on her distress, the apology came easily from his heart, turning hers to mush. Seeing, yet again, that her mood could have such an effect on him was calming. As she basked in this assurance of his love, his temper flared. The gentle probe of his gaze turned suspicious. “Why? Did something happen?”
 
   “Nothing happened.” Dax popped up from the couch, his gaze never leaving Jack’s face, as he balled up the blanket. “She didn’t know I was on the couch, and it freaked her out.” Respectfully keeping his eyes from her, Dax apologized, “Sorry, Marissa, for the scare.”
 
   Dax passed under the arch into the hall, and the close of a door echoed.
 
   “So that’s it? That’s what happened?” Jealousy lit Jack’s eyes, but his tone was light.
 
   “Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “Dax has a bedroom down here. Next to the studio. It’s just easier. You will see. There is no eight to five in the music business, and it is better to have him close.” Jack sounded as if he were trying to convince her, as if she could veto the matter and cause a huge inconvenience.
 
   Could she? Did she have that power as his future wife? To say what went on in this house–beginning now?
 
   “I don’t care if he lives here. I just didn’t know, and it was embarrassing...”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it.” Jack was moving in close again, and her stomach fluttered, when his head dipped. Instead of going for her lips, his kiss seared the sensitive skin of her neck. “You want your clothes now or later?” Fingers trailed up the ultra-erogenous skin of her thigh foraging under the towel as his tongue teased her neck.
 
   At this rate, she was never going to get her luggage.
 
   Her hands were splayed on his chest to steady herself although situated as she was, between him and the pantry, with one of his knees riding high between hers, she was in no danger of becoming physically unbalanced.
 
   The unbalancing was all mental.
 
   Her focus, or lack of it, was on the vaulted beams of the ceiling as his lips moved from her neck to collarbone. In an effort to gain some type of control, she weakly let her hands slide to the one article of clothing covering him and evened the playing field by dipping her caress beneath the elastic band.
 
   Following his groan, things seemed to happen in a time lapse.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
   SHE WAS SOON HORIZONTALLY GAZING about Jack’s room. After kissing most of the way upstairs, then down the hall into his room, a devilish grin had lit his lips as he had pushed her on the bed. Now those lips kissed skin unveiled by the towel that he had peeled off as excitedly as wrapping paper on presents at Christmas time.
 
   The soft glow of two lamps, sitting at each end of a high headboard, revealed dark, heavy furniture. Rusty was eying them from a matching dog crate next to the dresser.
 
   “Your dog is perving...”
 
   Pulling back, Jack dragged a blanket from the foot of his bed and loped across the room to toss it over the crate. “Not anymore...”
 
   The mattress again dipped with his weight, and as her fervor quickened with every well-placed kiss, she resumed her survey of his room.
 
   A guitar stood in a stand near one side of the massive bed. An arched doorway, in keeping with the architecture of the house, sported double doors, both half-open, but she could not see beyond.
 
   Like in the kitchen, this ceiling was vaulted, and in a blissful haze, her eyes trailed the beams as he teased and kissed her very core in that way that made her crazy.
 
   An achy inferno stoked hotter with each swipe of his tongue, and she allowed it to rage, biting the inside of her lip lest anything louder than a whimper escape. The stubble on his face randomly making friction against super sensitive skin was an added aphrodisiac. The burn intensified to a white-hot heat, and she swallowed a scream, somehow articulating it into a one syllable word...
 
   “Stop...” The demand was a gasp, and her hand clenched in his thick hair. “Jack...” The muscles in her throat reflexively convulsed, as were other muscles in other places. Focusing, she made a serious attempt to pull at him. “You have to...stop...”
 
   Her head twisted, eyes landing on the large mirror over the dresser, and she was unprepared for the visual sex–the dark hair spilling across her pale skin, one of his inked arms wrapped casually around her leg, his head...there. Shutting her eyes, she closed the image out, but the feelings intensified and she pleaded, “...before I scream...”
 
   His silent answer, another lash of his tongue, had her summoning every ounce of self-control to twist away from this intense embrace.
 
   The quickest way to divert his attention in these situations was to turn the tables. It was something she had learned in the past week, along with a hundred other intimate things about him.
 
   He had no qualms about letting her have her way but soon maneuvered so that he was staring into her eyes as one knee staked possessively between her legs.
 
   Then, he was against her. His against hers.
 
   It was in the first few seconds of this luscious tease that he cursed softly. A curse that she did not realize was annoyed until the mattress eased up when his weight left.
 
   After pulling open a drawer in his dresser, he quickly returned, dropping right back into position. Never had any man looked so sexy tearing into a condom. Entranced, she stared, trailing her fingers across his abs and down as he pulled the packet from his teeth and then let it fall by the wayside once he had what he needed.
 
   Her hands curved into his hips as they ultimately came together.
 
   Over a dozen times by now, they had been together like this. Enough times that she had lost count, but still so few that each time was unique. She was learning the expressions on his face and a slight rhythm, all his, in his moves.
 
   Her heart began to pound quickening to the tempo. His hands held her hips, and his eyes locked onto her face.
 
   The dark heated pools stared deep into her soul, and then the smile spread his lips, the intimate one that at this pace she had familiarly come to know. Responding with one of her own, she slipped her hand down, caressing, squeezing, while she waited for the smile to fall away. When it did, his eyes closed with the intensity of what he was feeling, and she let her lashes flutter shut as well.
 
   He was murmuring in that husky rumble that tickled her eardrums, and she moaned herself as the rhythm picked up.
 
   When she pulled one of her legs from his waist, his eyes opened. Automatically, he dipped a shoulder to accommodate, and as always, he turned his head for a brief brush of his lips against her ankle.
 
   Their next move together brought a simultaneous gasp as this new position allowed them to become even closer—if that were possible. She watched knowing by now that there was a good chance she would see a brief smile and wasn’t disappointed. His lips soon parted slightly as they moved together again and again.
 
   Her eyes traversed every expanse of him. The pleasing planes of his face, and the way the tips of his hair fell over his shoulders. The ink designing his arms, and the way it stopped just short of meeting between his collarbones. The ripple of muscles on his torso, and...
 
   Remembering the mirror, she twisted her head hoping their angle would give her a view of his bare ass, eye candy that had elusively remained hidden inside denim all day.
 
   What she found was so much more. She admired the contrast between the two of them, his dark complexion, and her lighter skin. The scales brought a scowl each time she stepped on them, but tonight she looked slender enough sprawled before him. The enthrallment on his face seemed indication that he found her perfect.
 
   Perfect?
 
   As she pondered, one of his hands pushed back his hair, then came to rest, distinctly tan against skin that had only seen the sun once—when Olivia had talked her into sunbathing topless. Mesmerized, she continued her watch as his hand trailed down, below the next slight tan lines and then moaned in delight when it reached its destination.
 
   They were beautiful together.
 
   The feeling of complimenting every last part of him was more arousing than the sweet place he caressed from the outside, and from within...hit over and over until they both cried out.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
   SHE RETURNED FROM a quick rinse in the shower to find the lamp still on and Jack still wide-awake with his hands clasped behind his head. His eyes were in a vacant stare toward the high ceiling. Immediately, she hugged up against him. Viewing the digits on his docked phone, she mentally calculated the latest logical time to move from his room to avoid Tristan finding them together.
 
   “Mariss?” Her name rolled off of his tongue into her hair.
 
   “Mmh?” Her lips went to his shoulder, an automatic response to hearing his version of her name.
 
   “Why don’t you ever let go? Completely?”
 
   The question was so unexpected and ambiguous that she raised her head, and when she did, he propped on an elbow to better see her face.
 
   “Let go of what?” She returned while her brain spun in search of any possibility.
 
   “The first time. In the bus. Never has it been that real, never that real with anyone else. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. There is something different now and I wish I could fix it for you.”
 
   Her breath hitched for two opposite reasons. First, her heart, dry for so long, soaked up any of his sweet words. Yet, did he just allude that the present sex between them had not been as good for him when compared to the past?
 
   “What do you mean?” Not able to look him in the eye, she studied chocolate brown sheets the shade of his eyes.
 
   His thumb brushed at her bottom lip and in that way she was becoming accustomed to, he brushed his lips to hers, kissing away whatever hurt he might have seen in her eyes. Or maybe he just wanted a kiss; maybe she was making too much of why he did things.
 
   “I just mean you always seem to be stopping things before you have any real fun...”
 
   Her mind contemplated these words as they floated on the surface of her confused soul. The self-translation wasn’t long in coming.
 
   She always stopped anything he was doing before she could really ‘get off.’ Sure, she ‘got off’. It was impossible not to with him. However, he was right. The crazy out of control mind losing orgasms could be counted on one hand, and that was counting the time in the tour bus.
 
   “You know why,” she protested while envisioning their son always down the hall.
 
   Jack had no trouble understanding. “I know there were always little ears on the other side of the walls. But not now. And you still pushed me away...”
 
   “How can you say ‘not now’? Two rooms away is not much different, Jack–I—you have to understand.”
 
   “The bedrooms in this house are soundproof.” The argument was made as he played in her hair, sifting it between his fingers. “I know I mentioned that...”
 
   “Yes. But how soundproof can a room actually be?”
 
   “You can scream as loud as you want and no one would hear.”
 
   As much as that answer quivered the depths of her stomach, she couldn’t stop her laugh, and his dark brows drew inquiringly together.
 
   “That’s not really something you should tell a girl the first time she is in your room.”
 
   “Why? Is it scary?” A laugh was just beneath the surface of his words, and he carried on the charade, “You could scream for days and days and no one would ever hear you.”
 
   When he began to quote a famous line from a psychotic thriller, her hand went to his mouth. Even though she was giggling uncontrollably, she didn’t want to be creeped out, even with Jack by the end of that sentence.
 
   Jack, however, wasn’t through playing. With a roll, he was atop her, and his hand went from her hair to pin one of her wrists. Although she tried to flay the other away from him, he imprisoned it as well.
 
   “So it would be creepy if I tied you up the first night?”
 
   “You are not tying me up any night.”
 
   Her assurance only heedlessly bounced from his smug face. “We’ll see.”
 
   With another quick kiss, he rolled with them. She landed on top of him and discovered that any extra movements could swiftly bring on a test of the soundproof claim. Jack’s smile grew broader upon watching whatever was in her face as she made this observation. However, ignoring his body’s response he eased off and she eased away.
 
   “I’m going to go back to my room so I don’t have to wake up again until Tristan does. Hopefully he will sleep late.”
 
   From the foot of the bed, she picked up her towel grasping again her clothing dilemma.
 
   “I can get your luggage if you want. Or you can wear something of mine?” The last part rang hopefully as he crossed to his closet.
 
   Following him, she found a room almost as big as her bedroom back home. Jack pulled a tee shirt from a hanger and passed a pair of boxers from a drawer.
 
   As they both pulled on clothing, she asked, “What if Tristan needed us? And we were in here? With the door closed?” Banging our brains out in the soundproof room?!
 
   “His t.v. has a webcam type of camera. It can be pulled up on my t.v. or either of our phones.” His half smile quirked as he piled back into bed admiring the way his clothing draped on her frame. “I forgot tonight though. Left it off ‘cause you were in there with him. Then got distracted...”
 
   Distracted was putting it mildly.
 
   Recalling every second of their time tonight burned and bothered her body making sleep elusive for almost an hour. The mirror images branded her brain. His touch left her skin singed. His taste remained in her mouth and on her lips...His ringtone jarred her from a dead sleep.
 
   Several disoriented seconds passed before she fumbled her phone from the nightstand. By then, voicemail intercepted the rings. Without waiting to see if he left a message, she hit the send button return dialing his phone.
 
   “Hey Mariss.” His voice was cheery, alert, and she could hear Tristan happily gaming in the background. “You going to be ready to go shopping in an hour?”
 
   Deducing that he was calling from downstairs, she refrained from asking him all the motherly things she wanted to, like if Tristan had eaten breakfast. And lunch. She squinted at the clock on her phone seeing that it was noon. Lying, she assured him she would be ready in an hour.
 
   She would be ready, but never ready.
 
   The drop party was terrifying to dwell on. In college, she was a party type of person, but that urge had waned over the years, and altogether disappeared when Tristan came along. Even if she liked large social gatherings, this was different.
 
   Tonight, she would be arriving to a place where she was sure to feel out of place. Jack would be the only familiar face. If that were not bad enough, he was one of the guests of honor, which meant that attention would be on him and spill over to her. On the opposite end of that spectrum, there might be times when the focus was solely on him and she could be left to fend on her own.
 
   Rubbing her eyes, she found her luggage lined up just inside the doorway and marveled that she had slept so soundly for so long. Picking through her clothing, she randomly tossed aside most of it, envisioning it unfit for the ritzy clothing stores on Rodeo Drive.
 
   Narrowing the choice to a couple of shirts, she bit back a frustrated curse and let the lid fall closed. In thinking of this day, she had never given forethought to what to wear into the store.
 
   Tugging the zipper on the suitcase containing her jeans, skirts, and pants, she thought of the black dress slacks that were part of her work ensemble. Mentally, she began matching them with one of the nicer shirts just pulled from the folded stacks. However, once the next suitcase was open, she fell back in surprise.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
   EVEN FROM THOUSANDS of miles away, in any fashion nightmare, Olivia saved the day. Instantly, she sent her friend a grateful text and hurriedly put herself together.
 
   Descending the stairs, she could not stop looking down at the pair of designer jeans and blouse. The tags were upstairs in the trashcan, and as the denim stretched with each step, she marveled that Olivia could size her so well.
 
   The kitchen table had cereal remains on it. One bowl with milk splashed around it, and automatically, she moved to clean it up. Even in an unfamiliar house, this routine was familiar.
 
   Outside the large window, the sunny day and shimmering placid water caught her eyes, and she froze at the breathtaking sight.
 
   Sunken, in the colorfully blended stone of the patio, was a guitar-shaped pool. The long water-filled neck extended toward the covered patio area, and a detailed effect of strings was clear beneath the placid surface.
 
   After sparing a few more seconds to admire the view, she crossed to the sink and ran water over the bowl. She wiped the milk from the table and then followed the Xbox noise finding Dax, not Jack, in an intense game with Tristan.
 
   Taking his eyes from the television for only the briefest second, Dax attentively informed her that Jack was in his music room. As a testament to Jack’s soundproofing claim, she heard nothing until she cracked open the door. Then, what was obviously some type of business call became loud and clear.
 
   “That was pushed back six weeks–and yes, he did know that...my son had unexpected surgery, not that it is really any of your business...” At this point, the door was open enough that Jack noticed her. Admiration, when his eyes skimmed her figure, joined the stormy emotions that clouded his face.
 
   Stepping over wires, he stopped before her so close that she could hear the bitching from within the phone. His spare arm took comfort in drawing her near, and she wrapped around him dropping her face to the tee shirt stretched across his chest.
 
   “Sharon,” he spoke into the phone again, “I need for him to return my call. I love you sweetheart, you know I do, but I need to talk to him, capish?...Yes, you CAN promise, you always get the impossible done, and I know he falls under the impossible...” Here, Jack laughed at whatever ‘Sharon’ said, and spontaneously Marissa pulled away from him, pretending to study the array of guitars.
 
   Though she winced at the word love and the endearment included to this voice on the phone, she knew it for what it was. Charm worked; in her line of work, she had used it many times. However, that same husky laugh that she had thought was hers alone had just rumbled into a wireless broadcast to this invisible vixen.
 
   “Alright, thanks sweetheart. Before tonight, please. I don’t want his hairy-eye on me all night...”
 
   The call ended, and he tossed his phone aside with the fury withheld from his words. After staring, for a second or two, at the table where it clattered to a landing, he seemed to shrug the mood off.
 
   “Sorry. Music’s not always fun.” With a wry grimace, he eyed the guitar in her sights. “Get caught up on some sleep?”
 
   She nodded, shooting an appreciative smile for the extra rest beyond Tristan’s awakening, but she couldn’t ignore the fatigue in his eyes.
 
   “What time did Tristan wake up?”
 
   “A couple of hours ago–” As he spoke, his phone sounded. “I’m sorry, I have to–”
 
   Nodding with understanding as he retrieved the phone, she crossed to the door, but he elaborately gestured for her to stop as he spoke a greeting to the caller.
 
   The conversation began calm, however, it was easy to sense when it became hostile on the other end. Jack was trying to maintain his cool; she had seen that look a couple of times before. With a semblance of patience, he was repeating the same explanation and reciting the same defense as in the previous call.
 
   In the midst of this conversation, a beep sounded, and without pausing in speech, he tilted the screen to peer at the incoming text. The doorbell peeled, and remaining intent on what he was hearing on his wireless, he stepped over to push the door closed. Immediately, all sound ceased. The room becoming so quiet, she could almost make out the words coming through the phone speaker.
 
   Some sort of tension was mounting. She could feel it emanating from him, more intense with every second. A rap sounded at the door behind him; he secured the lock, never breaking his convincing argument into the phone.
 
   The rap incessantly sounded again, and he ignored it, instead turning on the phone speaker and positioning the keyboard to type a text as he talked.
 
   Five minutes had passed, and she wanted to check on Tristan, especially since someone had obviously arrived, but as if sensing her thoughts of leaving the room, Jack remained planted in the way.
 
   The voice coming through the phone sounded fortyish, and finally, the conversation seemed to calm as the faceless voice spoke, “Alright Loren.” A flash of irritation crossed Jack’s face. “I’m willing to concede that I somehow didn’t get the message, if you are willing to concede that you did not make sure I got it. There are no acceptable excuses in the future for what happened.”
 
   “Thank you. And again, I apologize.” Jack’s words sounded sincere, but she could see that they came through gritted teeth.
 
   “I am serious. You would do well to remember, I still own you.”
 
   When the ‘end call’ tone sounded, Jack muttered, “For now, asshole.”
 
   “Was that about Tristan’s surgery?” she asked, pondering how it all tied in to whatever major upheaval had resulted.
 
   “Sort of,” he answered, but his mind was onto the next problem of the day. “Listen Mariss, I’ve got some stuff that has to be finalized. Originally, I was going to ask if you wouldn’t mind Dax taking you to a few shops. But then, somehow Randi got wind of it, and she offered, in fact insisted, and well she would know where to go...” Dwindling down, he studiously observed her face, then risked, “Dax is doing great with Tristan...”
 
   “You want me to go shopping with your ex?!” Dropping the drumsticks she had been fiddling with, she gawked.
 
   “She’s not–”
 
   “I know! I know.” Nervously knotting her hair into a bun, she blew out a tired breath. “Not your ex–your fuck-buddy.”
 
   “She’s not!”
 
   “Anymore!”
 
   “Dax can take you. Damn, it was just a question. All you had to say was no.”
 
   “Who was at the door? It was her, wasn’t it? She’s here? Now?”
 
   “I didn’t think it would be a big deal. Dax can still take you—as was the original plan.”
 
   And leave Leanna Miranda here with Jack? Not an option.
 
   Aloud, she fumed, “There was a plan? Because you never told me anything. Except be ready to go by noon.”
 
   A sense of desolation began to settle in her soul. If she had known either ‘plan’, she would have invited Olivia to fly out for a couple of days. Liv could have shopped with her, watched Tristan tonight, and would have been moral support.
 
   Again, Jack defended his actions. “I knew I had to get this stuff done, that I couldn’t go with you. But I didn’t want you to worry about it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have worried about it,” she fumed and kicked at a wire that tangled her toe as she tramped around the room. “I would have fixed it. I can take care of myself. I have for more than half my life!”
 
   Perhaps stress lingered, and possibly her words hammered at the temper he had reigned in during that phone call. A shadow stole over his expression, and he snarled, “You didn’t have to! You chose to.”
 
   “You are wrong. I had to when I was young. When Tristan came into the picture, yes, I chose to! It seemed more logical then fucking things up more by bringing some irresponsible metal maniac into an already messed up situation.”
 
   “I have been a lot of things, but rarely irresponsible!”
 
   “The only reason Tristan exists is because you were –”
 
   “Dammit, just stop! Mariss my honey, just stop...”
 
   Turning away, she squeezed her eyes shut. Inhaling deeply, she mentally talked herself down. She loved Jack. Jack loved her. Bringing their loving last night to the front of her thoughts, she faced him again.
 
   Finding his hand on the doorknob, she closed the distance and circled his wrist with her fingers. “You’re right. It’s not a big deal. Leanna will be able to help me better than Dax.” She would be damned if he thought she was some jealous shrew. “I’m just tired, and you caught me off guard.”
 
   “It is a big deal if you think it is.” His voice gentled, and his dark eyes searched hers.
 
   “If I think it is?” She laughed. That was such a male statement, right up there with ‘I’m sorry for whatever I did...’
 
   His brows drew together. “I mean if you don’t want to go with her, then what you are feeling is a big deal to me.”
 
   Okay, those words made it sound better, sweet even.
 
   “It’s fine, really.” Shooting a smile for good measure, she smoothed at her hair, preparing to meet this lingerina.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
   LEANNA STOOD AS MARISSA AND JACK stepped down into the den. Marissa struggled to stop so many reactions. Annoyance, that the woman had been sitting so close to her son. Awe, that the model was just as beautiful in Jack’s house as in an airbrushed catalog.
 
   Ignoring Jack for the moment, Leanna beamed an engaging smile.
 
   “Well hello!” The voice was like licorice, not overly sugary but still deep and sweet. Holding her hands out, the beautiful woman gave Marissa a friendly once over, and after a second of surprise, Marissa allowed her fingers to be informally squeezed during the introduction. “I’m Randi and you are obviously Mariss.”
 
   Mariss? Is that how Jack spoke of her? Thinking back to the previous day, she tried to recall the introductions to Dax, Chris, and the plane pilots.
 
   The prickle of Jack’s intent gaze pulled her to the present, and she hastened to return a smile just as warm. “Marissa, actually.” Supplying the correction, she went on politely thanking the other girl for volunteering as a shopping consultant.
 
   Quietly, clearing his throat, Jack spoke. “Mariss, you feeling better? If you still have that headache, you could wait a couple of hours and Dax can drive. Or Randi could have some things sent over in your size...” Here, he looked at Leanna vaguely concluding, “However you girls do that?”
 
   “We girls go shopping,” Leanna declared. “Once Jeanette gets her measurements, then Mariss can call and have things sent over all day, every day!”
 
   Jack sent Marissa a searching look, and she knew he was feeling guilty about pairing her for a day out with this particular woman. He was giving her an excuse, if she wanted it, but she nodded in agreement with Leanna.
 
   With a last searching look, he muttered something about going upstairs for his billfold, and she couldn’t help but feel happy he was now so nervous.
 
   Shouldn’t he feel uneasy sending two women off together who had both experienced his penis?
 
   Interrupting Marissa’s humorous musings, Leanna declared, “No time to wait. I have accounts. We can settle later.”
 
   With another bright smile, the girl said her goodbyes. First, to Dax who crashed his virtual car while basking in her attention, then to Tristan who did not look up.
 
   Crossing to her tiny gamer for a good-bye kiss, Marissa ignored the voice prompting her to correct her son’s manners. Suddenly, processing what had been said, she paused in horror looking at Jack who was again texting on his phone. No way would Jack let Leanna buy her dress, even on a loan, right?
 
   Fortunately, his judgment was not that far lacking, and returning his phone to its clip, he shook his head. “Thanks, but Mariss may as well set up her own accounts, right? Once you get her addicted to LA shopping, there will be plenty more days like this.”
 
   Jack shot a humorous smile their way before exiting the room, and although she grinned back, mentally she retorted otherwise.
 
   There would be no more days with Leanna Miranda Gavin!
 
   Several minutes later, she was belted in Leanna Miranda’s Bimmer. Gated driveways intersected the winding residential road every hundred feet or so, and the gate guarded houses were no more visible today than they had been in the dark last night upon arrival.
 
   “So,” Leanna broke the ice, “I am in love with Tristan! How adorable is he!”
 
   “Yeah, I agree. But I am, after all, his mother.” Automatically, Marissa answered, but for no particular reason, Leanna’s interest in their son irritated her.
 
   “Nice car,” Marissa volleyed back. She had no desire to converse with Leanna. She was simply upholding a social expectation.
 
   “Thanks! I wanted it in red because the one I traded in was white. But the dealer said it would take a week to order a red convertible. This one was already there. And, what’s the point of a whim buy if you don’t drive home in the whim you bought? You know?”
 
   “Yeah. I know.” Marissa let her smile go wide enough to crinkle her eyes, and then rolled them as she turned away to the window on her side.
 
   An entire afternoon of this?
 
   Marissa already suspected that the dress was going to cost more than she had once made in a single paycheck and had mentally prepared herself for adaptation. However, to have Leanna Miranda prattle on about the inconvenience of purchasing a BMW as an impulse buy, when Marissa had lain awake nights trying to plan how to pay medical bills was maddening.
 
   The sales girl, introduced as Gigi, knew Leanna Miranda on sight and fawned over her like a favored customer. When Marissa handed over ‘Jack Storms’ credit card, the young woman’s eyes lit and this exclusive bubble stretched to include her as well as Leanna.
 
   As Gigi began pecking away on her tablet, setting up a sales account, Miranda quickly led Marissa to an alcove in the store.
 
   “Thought we might want to get a look at the dresses before she begins pushing them at us. She really doesn’t have the best taste.” Leanna scooped her hair over her shoulder and went on to whisper, “I never have the heart to tell her to leave me alone though...”
 
   Maybe the lingerina wasn’t a total snob. Marissa pulled her gaze from the other woman’s sleek mane of hair to the dresses being pulled from various racks. Trepidation caused her hand to shake as she put it out exploring a black gown.
 
   “Not black,” Leanna instructed, and Marissa noticed her accomplice was flipping through brighter colors. Dropping her hand, she nevertheless noted the location of the black for future reference. Jack liked her in black.
 
   The color spectrum of these dresses seemed all hued from black, white, and red. When Leanna held up a deep pink, Marissa vigorously shook her head.
 
   Gigi was soon back, bearing a bucket of chilled wine and two frosty glasses. Leanna graciously thanked the girl and poured two glasses extending one Marissa’s way. When Gigi held up a dress for perusal, Leanna wrinkled her nose and winked asking, “So where is Jeannette today?”
 
   “I will be glad to call her.” Nervously, the girl chose another dress and sent a furtive look to Leanna, then Marissa.
 
   Depositing her glass on the table, Marissa asked, “Where is the dressing room?”
 
   Gigi led the way and insisted on carrying the selections in. To Marissa’s surprise, Leanna trailed her into the lush room and perched on a settee with her wineglass.
 
   Marissa considered asking her to leave, but the atmosphere was already weird enough. Besides, it wasn’t as if she was not used to company while trying on clothing. Olivia was forever peeking over, or opening the door of the tiny dressing rooms in the stores they inhabited. How she wished her missed friend was here, instead of Leanna.
 
   Maybe being a lingerie model made the other woman less inhibited. Maybe Leanna’s interest included women as well as men? Trying not to stare, Marissa rolled her jeans and shirt into a semi tidy mass and used the mirror to covertly observe Leanna’s eyes blatantly moving over her bared skin. Maybe this was just how it was in LA.
 
   Stepping into the lacey black dress, she sneaked another look and found the other woman on the move, closing in to pull together the zipper. Standing back, Leanna’s face filled with awe, and the same expression flooded her words.
 
   “I know I said no black, but you rock that dress!”
 
   Mariss you are so rockin’ that dress. Jack’s words came to mind in response to another black dress. Shaking the sweet memories, Marissa pirouetted, scrutinizing her reflection.
 
   “Why no black?”
 
   “It’s a drop party, babe. Not a funeral! But you are obviously authorized for black!” Leanna retreated to her observation seat and her wine.
 
   “So, is black frowned upon or just not worn often?” Marissa smoothed the flyaways in her hair as she once more admired the smooth shine of Leanna’s hair.
 
   “Just rarely worn. Except by the guys.”
 
   “How many will be there?”
 
   “Guys?” Leanna asked with a goofy raise of one brow. “Many, I hope.”
 
   “Total…” Marissa laughed with Leanna and again eyed the mirror reluctantly conceding against black.
 
   “Five-hundred? Give or take a hundred.” Leanna paused with her glass mid-sip as she pondered. “But they trickle in and out.” Tipping her stem, the other woman swigged the contents of the glass. The carefree attitude vanished with a poof, and Leanna reassured, “Don’t be spooked! Everyone, for the most part, at these things is cool. Can’t say the same for some of the other raves, but drop parties are the best!”
 
   Announcing the need for more wine, Leanna sprinted out without bothering to close the door. They were the only ones in the boutique, so Marissa quelled the nerdish urge to push it all the way shut, and contorted enough to unzip the dress. Leanna was back, carrying the bottle and two more dresses while Marissa was indisposed between the first dress and the next.
 
   Leanna’s eyes skimmed over Marissa again, and this time when she helped zip, she asked, “You ever think of modeling lingerie?”
 
   “Never,” Marissa firmly returned and coughed out a short laugh. She sobered when Leanna appeared hurt. At first, Marissa was confused, then realized the misunderstanding and hastened to correct her words. “I mean, first, I would have to have the body. Next, an agent would need to look in the grocery store to recruit me.”
 
   Quickly grasping that Marissa hadn’t disparaged the career, Leanna laughed and then insisted, “You could, you know. Well obviously, you don’t know. But I’m telling you, you could.”
 
   Marissa considered the other girl’s lithe figure before dubiously turning to the mirror.
 
   Leanna swilled the last sip around the glass as she elaborated, “Things have taken a turn the last couple of years. They are looking for beauty that is also real. I’ve been forced a few times to gain weight.”
 
   That remark stung. Marissa smoothed at the satiny eggplant colored fabric while viewing her waist in the mirror with a critical eye. So far, she had only seen genuine niceness in the other woman, so she quickly discarded the possibility that Leanna was being catty.
 
   “Jack’s aunt recruited me into the industry. That is how we met. Jack and I. Through his aunt.”
 
   Reaching for the next dress, Marissa wondered whether the wine had loosened Leanna’s tongue or whether this monologue was an extension of a chatty personality.
 
   “Jack’s aunt is a model?” Marissa asked, turning the hanger as she contemplated whether to try another dress.
 
   “Was. Now she is a buyer, or something, for Victoria,” Leanna abbreviated the label she worked for. Discarding her empty glass, she went on, “Candace, that’s his aunt, and I had Pilates together. Years ago. She got me a modeling gig.”
 
   This information was disconcerting. Not only were Jack and Leanna Miranda ‘friends,’ but also they had a family friend connection.
 
   For the dozenth time today, she assessed the svelte woman’s many attributes. For the dozenth time this week, she imagined that beautiful body locked in Jack’s most intimate embrace. For the dozenth time, period, she forceclosed that noxious image.
 
   “And now, I have to visit the little girl’s room!” Hopping up again, Leanna took a step toward the open door, and Marissa spoke out stopping her.
 
   “Leanna! Wait!”
 
   “Not Leanna.” Pivoting back to face the room, the other woman corrected with a smile, “Randi.”
 
   So, Randi wasn’t a nickname exclusive to Jack.
 
   The knowledge worked to thaw Marissa’s cold shoulder another degree or two, and she actually curved a genuine smile while striking a pose. “What do you think? This is the one right?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
   FULLY TAKING IN the current dress, Randi curved an agreeing grin and then moved closer to examine the fit.
 
   In some crazy tint between black and red, the hue complimented Marissa’s coloring as beautifully as, or better than, black. Satiny fabric felt like a second skin to the touch and shimmered in the lighting. Delicate crocheted black lace kept the revealed cleavage from being indecent.
 
   Happy with the choice, she was about to remove the dress but stilled in confusion when Randi shook her head and summoned Gigi.
 
   As if she were a manikin modeling the dress, the two of them orbited with fabric measuring tape. Colluding on the length, they decided it should fall three inches shorter. Miranda also pinched at the bustline, and Marissa uneasily sucked and held the air into her lungs as the pins were pushed into place.
 
   “Can you have it done in two hours?” Randi inquired of Gigi, but her voice was firm and no-nonsense indicating an expectation rather than a request.
 
   The girl congenially bobbed her head. “Of course, Ms. Gavin.”
 
   The entire altercation and alteration procedure left Marissa stunned but not near as stunned as the charge ticket she signed before leaving the store.
 
   Randi donned shades against the bright day, and Marissa wished she could do the same. Her sunglasses had gone missing sometime the previous day during their lengthy cross-country trip. In addition to going blind from the glare of the sun off glass and concrete, she was starving. Unfortunately, she saw no food as they walked several shops down to their next destination.
 
   Randi was well received at the day spa, and after being introduced to Marissa the professionals pandered over her with equal zeal.
 
   After a massage, a manicure, a pedicure, facials, a deep conditioning cleanse of their hair, and much more wine on Randi’s part, they again settled their bill with plastic before stepping out into the bright California sun.
 
   Randi’s personal stylist was on this evening’s schedule to do their face and hair, so for now they wore wet ponytails.
 
   They returned to the boutique for the dress. Marissa met Jeanette who warmly greeted them then presented an array of accessories gathered from the shop that matched or complimented the dress.
 
   Randi was especially vocal over a pair of dangling ruby earrings. Marissa set aside the shoes that currently held her interest to hold the jewelry to her ears. As she beheld the beautiful stones in the mirror, her chest began to crush with the panicked feeling that had been assaulting her these days.
 
   The dress ticket had been well over four figures, the salon trip almost half that, and now these accessories...
 
   “No.” Determinedly, she shook her head in opposition. She wasn’t going to wear jewelry. “The dress doesn’t need it.”
 
   “Mariss...”
 
   Again, she flinched when the other woman used Jack’s personal name for her.
 
   “The dress may not need any more to it, but you do.” When Marissa only stared, clearly confused, Randi explained, “Tonight is your introduction. Into Jack’s world. At his drop party, no less. He would be embarrassed if you were not as glittered up as the rest of us. Not embarrassed of you,” Randi hastened to reword. “Embarrassed of himself.”
 
   Contemplating Randi’s words, Marissa watched through the plate-glass window as the rest of the world went by. Jack should be the one to buy her jewelry when it was charged on his card. Yet, she knew he would if he were here. She had seen how busy he was–probably too busy to think about trivial girl things.
 
   Most irritating was the fact that nothing in this store had tags on it. If you have to ask, you can’t afford. Reluctantly, she moved her chin in a slight nod of acceptance, and with a polite smile, relinquished the rubies to Jeanette. “Just the earrings. Not the bracelet. And please ring it up separate.”
 
   Before Tristan’s surgery, she had used part of Jack’s check to pay off a credit card, clearing it for any expenses related to Tristan’s recovery. It was this card, not Jack’s, which she would use to make the purchase. Technically, when tracing the money back, these earrings would still be still from Jack. However, it felt a little better than outright charging them with the other items for tonight’s outing.
 
   Jeanette balked at separating the set. Reluctantly, at both Randi and the store owner’s insistence, she agreed on a loan of the jewelry and that Jeannette could use any pictures of her wearing it as advertisement.
 
   “It is how things are done,” Randi assured.
 
   “I don’t know…” Marissa faltered over the third question. When she was not wearing the jewelry would it be in a safe? “I don’t even know if Jack has—”
 
   Randi leveled Gigi with a stare, and the young girl quickly thrust the paper to Marissa to sign with no further questions.
 
   Randi was sipping at wine as Marissa slipped on the dress again. The differences a few alterations made were astonishing. The dress was easily the most beautiful thing she had ever worn.
 
   In her euphoria, her steps were light as Jeanette held open the shop door and they exited the store. During the fitting, Jeannette had used a clip to hold Marissa’s wet ponytail up away from the dress. Now, as they walked, Marissa pulled the plastic accessory out so her hair could dry faster.
 
   Randi carried the small bags while Marissa carried the box containing the dress. When the other woman tripped off the curb, Marissa frowned in concern and offered, “Do you want me to drive?”
 
   “Would you?” Randi actually seemed grateful at the idea. Marissa froze. What had she gotten herself into? Driving a fifty-thousand dollar Bimmer in a city she didn’t know? Nevertheless, Randi climbed into the passenger side, and Marissa reluctantly rounded to the driver’s seat.
 
   With Randi coaching, Marissa felt like an imbecile as she fumbled with the mirrors and even with starting the car. Did no automobile in this glittery city use old school ignition keys?
 
   Rolling her tense shoulders, she inhaled and exhaled a few times before pulling into traffic. Randi doled out guidance amidst a string of constant chatter, which, depending on the circumstances today, had been either soothing or nerve grating.
 
   Right now, the sound of Randi’s voice unquestionably kept her on edge.
 
   “...I was seeing this guy for several months, and we broke up this weekend. At first, I thought I was fine with it. It’s hard. You know?”
 
   “Sure.” Numbly nodding, Marissa merged into twelve lanes of traffic. Her tight grip on the wheel slightly relaxed when she was safely flowing along with the rest of the vehicles on what Randi called “the four oh five”.
 
   Relaxing some as she followed the traffic on I-405 North, she absorbed the other woman’s prattling.
 
   “...And what makes me mad is that I put up with the times that he was an ass, because he was so great most of the time. Then, the other night—Here! Exit here!”
 
   The story about Randi’s ex abruptly cut as a ‘quarter-mile exit’ sign came into view. Never mind that there had been several such signs for this particular exit as the miles had narrowed down to this relevant one.
 
   The remaining three lanes of traffic still left to conquer felt impossible when she scanned the bumper to bumper flow. Randi didn’t help the stress level with her next revelation.
 
   “If we miss this exit, we are screwed...!”
 
   “What does that mean?!” Whipping the wheel, Marissa managed to integrate into the next lane and eyed the gaps in the next two.
 
   “If we miss this exit, it will take twenty minutes, one way, or another, to work our way back to where we need to be. Because of the stupid HOV lane construction.”
 
   Marissa viewed the line of cars in the rear view. With a crane of her head, she verified, then again checked the mirror as she eyed the distance to the exit. What she should have done was shrug off the twenty minutes, but two things happened at precisely the same time leading to her unfortunate fate.
 
   A slight gap opened up in the next lane. Randi, who was also craning her neck at this point, prodded, “Can’t you get over?”
 
   Actually, three things happened if she were to count the overshadowing memories of the way this gorgeous, savvy west coast girl had weaved in and out of traffic, on this very interstate, earlier today, while balancing a coffee, and talking non-stop, as if it were nothing.
 
   The first lane change was hairy, but she managed it, and the next one–
 
   The next one came with a sickening crunch of metal, a disorienting shove of the car, a solid punch to her face, and a white shroud. Another slight jolt followed by a glass sound, all to the symphony of horns blaring.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
   FORTUNATELY, THERE WERE NO real injuries in the three car pileup. The sting of the airbag was nothing compared to her hurt pride.
 
   Until today, she had never wrecked. As the passenger, she had been in a minor scrape with Olivia, and she had once backed into Kel’s four-wheeler. Therefore, the grim experience of accident reports, a citation, wreckers, and other details was new.
 
   They received a ride to the tow shop where they waited for the rental car that Randi’s incredibly competent insurance company was sending over.
 
   In the restroom, they took off their shirts, shaking out the airbag’s white powder before putting them back on. Wetting paper towels, they shared a tiny cracked mirror over the sink and began to clean the residue from their faces and skin.
 
   Randi stepped back to allow Marissa to lean in, and made a joke. “Lucky you, to not have sunglasses on.”
 
   Marissa tossed her third used towel to the already overflowing trash and moved to shake powder from Randi’s hair. In doing so, she got a closer view of red skid marks down Randi’s nose caused by the airbag colliding with sunglasses.
 
   “It’s not something a little makeup won’t cover,” Randi winked. Marissa marveled that Randi could remain so carefree through this ordeal.
 
   Having apologized several times over, she still felt terrible. “I’m so sorry. I’m really not a bad driver. I just—I wouldn’t have even driven your car if it hadn’t been for the wine...”
 
   “The wine?”
 
   Mortified at bringing up the other woman’s inebriated state before the shock of the collision must have surely sobered her, Marissa gulped and picked at her freshly manicured nails.
 
   “Did you think I was drunk?” Randi’s inquiry rode on a voice laden with surprise.
 
   Keeping her eyes on her fingers, Marissa shifted a foot tracing a line in the tile floor.
 
   “Is that why you wanted to drive?” Bursting into a high-pitched laugh, Randi rocked back on her heels, and Marissa’s gaze finally riveted to her face.
 
   “You fell off the curb,” Marissa defended her assumption. With her own eyes, she had seen Randi down six to eight glasses of wine in their time at the boutique and the salon.
 
   “Yes, I fell,” Randi stressed the verb. Then, to Marissa’s chagrin, Randi set her straight as they traversed from the restroom back to the main area of the building. “The only wine I drank was at the dress shop. The salon serves sparkling cider. Well, they serve wine too, but I had the cider. It’s fresh from a vineyard around here. So yummy, and so good for your complexion–that’s why I was trying to force some on you. You didn’t have any because you thought it was wine?”
 
   “You think I need something for my complexion?”
 
   Randi’s expression relaxed from incredulous mirth to sympathy, and her reply was tactful. “You have a chalky kind of thing going on. A lot of stress is what I’m guessing. But my stylist can make it go away.”
 
   “Flight reservations back to Mississippi?” Unable to stop herself, Marissa made the mutter.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   With a wry semblance of a smile, Marissa explained, “Just a joke.”
 
   Wandering, she tried to walk out her stress. Certifications littered a wall around a reception area. The room was empty of anyone, including the driver that had towed the car and taxied them here.
 
   Randi didn’t laugh. “You are going to do fine out here. California is an easy place to love. And Jack. I have never seen him so happy. He will make sure you fall in love with this new life.”
 
   Embarrassed that she had made this type of confession, even in jest, to this woman, and that it had progressed to this level, Marissa turned her focus away.
 
   Her guards were dissolving. Randi was too nice. Too genuine.
 
   Not at all plastic like she had pictured the typical California girl.
 
   But still, Jack had admittedly banged this beautiful creature. For that, Randi would always be unforgiven, untrusted.
 
   Even now, Randi was returning one of the numerous texts that had lit her phone for the past hour and a half. Yes, they had been stranded for an hour and a half, and they had been worried about twenty minutes of lost time.
 
   At first, Marissa was angry thinking that Randi was possibly keeping Jack updated, then she realized that other than the text that they had been in a wreck, and his immediate concerned phone call, she herself had not been updating him.
 
   As if feeling her unhappy thoughts from miles away, her phone bleeped. Jack. She confirmed his, ‘Still waiting?’ text with a sad emote, and he quickly returned, ‘Need Dax to pick you guys up?’
 
   Unexpectedly, she felt incredibly needy. Just joking, a moment ago, about going back home, made her wistfully picture her little family of three piled on her couch watching a Pixar movie. But she only typed back, ‘Shouldn’t be much longer, thanks.’ Jack sent back a heart, and she viewed it a bit before putting the phone away.
 
   “Is it okay if I have my dress delivered to your house?” Randi asked, looking up from the screen of her phone. “It’s getting late. My stylist can work on both of us there. Then, I will have a car service pick me up for the party. That way, you and Jack can have a real date night since you have a babysitter.”
 
   “Sure,” Marissa graciously agreed. Graciously, because the idea of Randi nude in the house was bothersome. “But I can do my own face and hair. I’m sure it is an inconvenience to not be at your own house.”
 
   “Nonsense.” Randi’s finger had been poised, prepared to set things in motion, and now she typed out the text while speaking. “I am quite used to it. Not being at your house, of course. But getting ready anywhere.”
 
   Pushing her tight lips into a smile, Marissa studied the other woman who paced while texting. Jack had been adamant that he and Randi were friends only. Why? So far, the beautiful woman seemed wonderful in every way. Marissa wanted to hate her, but at this rate, it would be hard to keep Randi from ascending to valued friend status.
 
   “Here’s the car!” The jubilant shout came from Randi who was out the door in a flash.
 
   Randi signed the necessary paperwork, and they were on their way. Randy drove. The rental was the same model as the car that was now a crushed aluminum can. The only noticeable difference was the color of the interior.
 
   As the city began to whip by the windows, Randi babbled. Knowing Randi was still being considerate about the wreck, Marissa tried not to be resentful when she spoke of replacing the car with the red one she had initially wanted.
 
   The chatter died as they turned on a familiar road. The secured drives were as closed off as they had been earlier this afternoon, but activity had picked up. A dog walker. A jogger.
 
   Randi plucked her phone from the dash dock and passed it over. “Call yourself. So that you will have my number.”
 
   Automatically, Marissa accepted the jeweled case, so that Randi could resume safe driving. When her eyes fell on the shiny, incredibly reflective, screen, she paused.
 
   “Cool isn’t it?” Randi smiled and explained, “It’s a mirror. You can’t imagine how handy.”
 
   Well, that explained Randi staring at her phone all day. Of course who could blame her? It was probably hard not to when you looked like that...
 
   Just as Marissa finished the thought, Randi grabbed at it, unlocked the screen, and then returned it. “Text me. Call me. Anytime. I know you might not think so right now, but you are going to love it here. California is amazing. You need to talk through something, or vent? I’m here.” Coasting into the driveway approach, Randi asked, “Can you get the gate?”
 
   Marissa glanced over, then back down. Randi’s phone was still in her palm, and her own phone sounded with a generic ring. With that deed done, she ended the call from Randi’s phone, and wryly returned, “I can’t. I don’t do gates yet.”
 
   “No time like the present.” Randi chirped and dictated, “Scroll to ‘Jack’. Expand. See ‘Gate’? Don’t press it yet. Delete the last digit, and then hit send.” As the iron bars rolled open, Randi grinned, “Now, send that number to your phone, so you have it.”
 
   “What is the thing with deleting the last number?”
 
   “Remember when Pru Ferris had her phone stolen? And Katelyn Harris had hers hacked?” Randi named two young celebrities. “It was not a good scene. A lot of lessons learned though. It’s just courtesy to protect your contacts information as if it were your own. It’s one thing to have to change your phone number. But to be home invaded by some stalker...”
 
   They shuddered at the same time. By this time, Randi had parked and was straightening from the car. The driveway was cluttered with at least three extra vehicles, maybe more.
 
   Leaning into the back, Marissa made a grab for her things as her empty-handed shopping companion began a carefree sprint up the stone steps. Barely slowing in her ascent, Randi turned. “Leave it, Mariss. Dax can bring it in. I have to use the powder room!”
 
   Dax can bring it in? She knew it was a shame to look so hard to find Randi’s flaws, but she actually felt giddy with each trivial discovery. Apparently, the other girl took liberties with treating Jack’s assistant as a pack mule when it would have been just as easy to split the load between them.
 
   “Go ahead!” Bending again, Marissa reached for and balanced the box, then hooked the smaller bag containing the accessories over her wrist. Hitting the car door mid-turn with her hip, she saw that Randi had made it to the top of the steps and frowned when the other woman easily punched in the code.
 
   Maybe she should have followed more closely so she could learn the house code, as well as the gate security, from this ‘friend’ of Jack’s. Annoyed at this point, Marissa thought about throwing the things back into the seat. She certainly would have if she thought it would be Jack fetching them from the car and not Dax.
 
   Irritably, she stomped up each step wondering why Leanna Miranda Gavin had even bothered earlier this afternoon to text and ring the doorbell. Obviously, the woman could have just waltzed in, as, apparently, she was costumed to doing!
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
   THE INTERIOR OF THE HOUSE seemed too quiet to have that many cars in the drive outside, and Marissa peered down the hall as she dropped the shopping load to the panther sofa in the entry.
 
   Enjoying the cool air on her perspiring face, and the shade on her retinas, she paused a moment. Then, venturing farther into the house, she found both Tristan and Dax asleep on the couch in front of an unwatched television.
 
   A closed pizza box was on the table along with a few water bottles. Had Tristan actually uncharacteristically drank water instead of juice? Maternally, she smoothed her boy’s hair. Lured by the possibility of food, she pulled the box to her side of the table. Luck was not with her. Tristan’s crusts were easily recognizable, as there were only a few, and she grabbed them all, munching them like bread sticks. A drink of the water washed them down, and she moved on back to the hallway.
 
   Standing in front of Jack’s music room, she hesitated. Remembering Randi’s familiarity with the house gave her the determination to put her hand to the latch. She lived here now. Rapping, before pushing open the door, was her only concession.
 
   Five people, in various relaxed poses, were seated over the expanse of the room. Three of them were recognizable from Jackal mp3 cover art and videos.
 
   Chris turned a welcoming smile her way. The other guy curiously and cautiously appraised her, from head to toe, in a totally male way, before his gaze lingered on her face in speculation. The one female in Jackal, the bass player, held a warm smile. Another woman, just a few years older than the group, looked more than mildly annoyed at the interruption.
 
   Her eyes stopped on Jack.
 
   Jack was immediately on his feet closing the distance between them and dropping his head for a quick kiss. “You okay?”
 
   She nodded glad that his current stance protected her from the emerging stares of the room while she got her bearings.
 
   In their phone conversation following the wreck she had mentioned the airbag. One of his hands brushed the hair back from her face, which he examined for injuries. “I should have come.”
 
   “No. It was a fender bender—or two—or three.” Humorously, she added the last part remembering the group of banged up cars and distraught drivers as the rest of the interstate buzzed by.
 
   Quirking only the slightest smile at her attempt to make light of the pileup, he scanned her eyes with a worried glint. Aloud, he introduced her as he swung to her side and pulled her close.
 
   “So you already know that idiot,” Jack began with a finger point. In response, Chris winked and waved. “And those two idiots are Reed and Liz.” Reed’s intrigued look was quickly replaced by a courteous look and a hello. Liz was the next introduction, and her warm smile grew wider. “The drill Sargent there,” at this, the woman in her mid-thirties rolled her eyes, but finally flashed a smile, “is our publicist Emma.”
 
   Jack’s fingers curved possessively around her waist, and she felt the comforting pressure of their touch as he finished, “Guys—and non-guys, this is Mariss.”
 
   A chorus of greetings followed the introduction. Liz moved from the arm of the chair she shared with Reed to a home bar in the far corner. Deftly, the perky woman began to extract drinks from a mini fridge, and Chris hopped from his stool to help.
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” Emma complained, but relented when a Bacardi bag was shoved in her hand. “Alright, five minutes. Five. No more. If you need a piss break, get that out of the way.”
 
   “Chill, Emmajesty,” Reed admonished, “Ain’t every day Jack gets hitched. Now, if it were Liz…yeah, smack her in the head and carry on.”
 
   They all laughed, and when Marissa curved a smile, yet seemed lost, Liz leaned over to whisper, “I’m in the middle of my second divorce.”
 
   Marissa quickly sobered her grin, but before she could answer Liz, Emma was speaking again.
 
   “Jack’s revelation is precisely the reason that we are putting in the extra pow-wow time.” The retort was swift, but the rest of the room carried on unfazed.
 
   The ‘getting hitched’ phrasing already had Marissa’s mind reeling. She wondered what Jack had said about her and him, and their situation.
 
   Fresh annoyance crossed the publicist’s face when Chris made a toast to Jack, Marissa, and Tristan. Marissa drew in a sip of the cool lime slush and relaxed against Jack. Reed exited, presumably for the bathroom break. Liz pushed open one of several shutter type glass panes in a long low window, and sat in it as she lit a smoke.
 
   “Jack?” Emma pierced Marissa with a pointed glare. “I need a decision. Now. On her level.”
 
   “Five minutes, Em,” Jack returned, tipping a bottled beer toward his lips.
 
   “Three and counting,” the woman returned before excusing herself from the room.
 
   “Level?” Marissa paused steady slurps of the nerve calming drink to inquire about the exchange with Emma.
 
   “Journalists are given ahead of time an okay for questioning, or something like that. Level ‘one’ is the basic ‘how are you tonight?’ Logically, as the levels go up, the amounts and types of questions do.”
 
   Liz was drawing near, and inserted, “Of course’ it’s all money changing hands. But some publications have a longstanding agreement of level totals.” Shrugging, the vibrant girl cheerily declared, “I never understand. I just say what I’m told.”
 
   Marissa gulped another drink. Dread spilled through her gut, seeping and soaking into the stamina she had built for this new life. Living in the public eye was something that, on many nights lately, she had lain awake considering–along with everything else that came with Jack. Now that the technicalities of that publicity were upon her, panic pervaded.
 
   “Usually, you would be let off the hook with a zero or one,” Jack explained of the levels. “Especially at a casual party like this,”
 
   “Yeah,” Liz inserted. “The wives are lucky. They hide them.”
 
   Jack scowled darkly in response, and in good nature, the chatty bass player held her hands up in a surrendering pose before backing off.
 
   Gathering his thoughts, Jack continued, “Somehow word has already gotten around about Tristan, and I’m not going to hide something that will eventually come to light. That would make it look like I was ashamed of it in the first place. Which I’m not.”
 
   Her gaze slid from Jack’s face to the rest of the room. Liz was conversing with Chris. Reed returned with Emma on his heels.
 
   Jack continued, “Of the eleven interviews tonight, you have been requested in three. Two of those, you just laugh when I say something funny.” Here, he raised his brows pulling a giggle from her even in this nervous state. “Or give short answers. They know not to ask you anything crazy if you are a ‘one.’ But ‘Musicians Muse’ wants you as a ‘three.’” He named a publication quickly gathering the prestige of ‘Rolling Stone Magazine.’ “And our manager thinks this exposure would be good to kick off the album–and wants me to ask you to do it.”
 
   “Ask?” Emma sarcastically inserted from across the room. Like he had done to Liz, Jack glowered, but Emma held her ground. “Be straight with her. It’s more of an order.”
 
   “He may think he owns us. But he damn sure doesn’t own her.” Jack’s dark eyes flashed, and his tone was hard.
 
   Taking Marissa’s hand, he tugged her into the hall and then down the hall. Behind one side of a pair of double doors was a tiny bathroom and he pulled her in. The door softly clicked closed, and as she curiously examined the compact space, he turned away taking his, so eloquently called by Emma, ‘piss break.’
 
   Sensing there was more to this interview discussion than briefing her of her part in it, she leaned against the wall. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   Sidling up next to her, he rinsed his hands, dried them, and then raked them through his hair as he focused on his reflection.
 
   “This is the last record with this company. Tonight is the last of a few publicity appearances for them.” For a few moments, he dropped his eyes into the pedestal sink, and then turned. “I don’t want a company to capitalize on the most important thing to ever happen in my life.” His dark eyes were stoic with business, and then melted with emotion. “Our life.” The acute business persona stole back mixing with the other expressions on his features. “I want you to insist on remaining at a one. Also, require that a disclosure be made up stopping me, or anyone involved with the band, from talking about you or Tristan. From even saying or implying your name in an interview unless you consent.”
 
   “A disclosure against you?”
 
   Jack went on quickly explaining how his hands were legally tied when it came to the record label. And, that she could legally tie them in a way that freed him, in this one way, from the company’s demands. Then, when they got ready, they could announce themselves as a family. Because they wanted to. Not because some entity wanted to capitalize on it.
 
   “I thought you wanted to explain Tristan...”
 
   “Before this became a publicity circus, yes. As it is, it’s out there already. I’m sure they will hit you up to be allowed questions. But this way, we can decide what we want to answer and when.”
 
   “Fine.” she agreed. When she laid her hand on his hand, to both give and seek support, he pulled her into a hug.
 
   “It won’t always be this crazy.”
 
   “Okay.” She didn’t care. She would take whatever came with being with him.
 
   His phone bleeped for the third time since their seclusion in the room. At last, he looked at it and then rammed it back into the clip. “Gotta get back. Get through this.”
 
   Back in the music room, Jack went directly to Emma.
 
   Marissa watched as they quietly spoke, and the publicist glared beyond him, at her. Obviously displeased, the woman gestured and rattled off something that could not be heard over the din of everyone else talking, and Liz’s spontaneous bass chords.
 
   Jack returned, and with his back to Emma flashed a smile. “So your level is a three for ‘Music Muse,’ and everything else we talked about is understood.”
 
   For another half hour, Emma referred to an electronic tablet as she schooled answers to dozens of questions as if she were a teacher and the band members were students. Then, she handed each a sheath of papers.
 
   As the others began scrawling what appeared to be multiple signatures, Emma began on Marissa. Like a drill Sargent, the woman did not let up until Marissa had memorized every word, of every answer, to every possible question.
 
   A couple of times Jack sent Marissa a look from across the table as if gauging her endurance. When “Emmajesty” finally dismissed everyone, no one wasted anytime exiting first the room, then the house.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
   DAX AND TRISTAN HAD been joined in their nap session by Randi who lay stretched on the last empty length of the sectional.
 
   Marissa sank to share a cushion with Tristan’s feet. With much chagrin, she realized that her son had been wearing his new PJ’s for almost a full day. The windows were quickly losing light.
 
   Goodbyes echoed from the hall rousing the three of them, and Tristan’s sleepy eyes looked into hers.
 
   “Momma, you’re back...”
 
   “I missed you.” Touching her lips to his fine hair, she accessed his happy features and asked, “Want something to drink? Then we can get you dressed and–”
 
   “Daddy said I didn’t have to get dressed today.”
 
   “Really? Daddy said that?”
 
   Nodding, he sat up rubbing his eyes. A large clock adorned one vast wall, and its wide stretched hands depicted the time as after six. It was an odd feeling to know the day, as Tristan and she normally knew it, was almost over. Yet here, tonight, it was barely beginning for her.
 
   “Daddy said I could wear my pajamas all day, and then we could go swimming all day tomorrow.”
 
   Having Jack make arbitrary decisions about Tristan was going to take some adjusting to. Even though these types of decisions were minor, and he had always consulted her concerning anything major, the loss of complete control felt odd.
 
   Tristan trailed her to the kitchen where she searched for plastic cups by randomly opening cabinets. Jack had served Tristan with one both last night and this morning. The breakable glasses were logically located right next to the fridge. As she continued to look, Randi and Dax, both still heavy lidded from sleep, sauntered into the room.
 
   “Looking for these?” Dax joked while waving a box of cookies.
 
   “Yes!” Tristan enthused, clamoring to a chair in preparation for a snack.
 
   “Actually, I was looking for plastic cups.” To Tristan, she admonished, “I thought you could have some supper before cookies.”
 
   “There are no plastic cups here,” Randi spoke, and at the same time Dax produced the requested cup from a shelf beneath the island.
 
   “They are down low so he can reach them,” Dax explained and looked so proud that Marissa knew he must have been the one to put them there.
 
   “Since when are there plastic cups?” Randi wondered, then followed Dax’s gaze to Tristan and answered her own question. “Oh. Since someone became a daddy...”
 
   Randi actually looked content at the thought of Jack with a family, and puzzling on the lingerina and Jack just couldn’t be any more confusing.
 
   “Can’t I have one cookie now? Please Mom..ma?”
 
   “You know what? Have three cookies. Have four! And I will be right back.”
 
   Randi and Dax exchanged a look between themselves, but she felt no remorse for her outburst as she whipped around. Her intention was to search for Jack, but she turned smack into his hard chest.
 
   Automatically, his arms wrapped her holding tight even after she regained balance. “Where’re you running off to?”
 
   Safe in his embrace from all the weirdness of the day some of the pent-up stress dissipated, and she blew out a relaxed breath.
 
   “Actually, I was going to ask if you had any ideas on Tristan’s supper.”
 
   “Food sounds amazing. Order a pizza?”
 
   “Oh yes!” Tristan exclaimed, and she turned in time to see him ball a fist and move his arm in a triumphant motion. “Pizza. Four times in a row.”
 
   “You didn’t have pizza for breakfast,” she protested feeling guilty for so many pizzas even if they were nutritious.
 
   “He did,” Jack replied, and their son solemnly nodded. “We ate the leftovers from last night. Then he had cereal too.”
 
   “For desert. Because it’s sugar,” Tristan intoned of the frosted crispy flakes earlier splashed atop the table.
 
   Knowing that Tristan was, in all likelihood, repeating something witty ‘Daddy’ had said, her eyes went to Jack who was setting up the coffee maker.
 
   “And speaking of sugar,” Jack turned, his dark gaze both twinkling and parental as it went to their son, “I hope you are not eating cookies before real food...”
 
   “Momma said I could.”
 
   “Okay then. As long as you asked.”
 
   Marissa felt her mouth drop open as her son smugly finished the cookie in his hand, and both Dax and Randi hid their giggles.
 
   Choose your battles...She had read the phrase once in a parenting magazine, and now she took it to heart deciding to stay silent. Technically, it was true. She had told him to have four cookies! Crossing the room, she snatched a couple of cookies to tide her empty stomach over until ‘real food’ arrived.
 
   Jack was intent on the screen of his phone, and he requested input as he poked an order into the app.
 
   “Pepperoni and jalapeno,” Tristan sang out his usual order, and without looking up, Jack just shook his head with a silent smile having already experienced that unusual order from his four-year old.
 
   “Thomas will be here in a half hour,” Randi reminded of the stylist then arranged with Dax to use the shower in his room.
 
   The pizza arrived, and Marissa got Tristan settled. Dax sat at the table with him, and both she and Jack stood at the bar eating. She was so ravenous that she was barely chewing. Jack seemed to be preoccupied vaguely staring out the glass doors in between snippets of conversation with her and Dax.
 
   “I should get a shower.” Ignoring Rusty’s hopeful look, Marissa wisely tossed her crusts into the trash bin.
 
   “Your stuff is upstairs,” Dax informed around a mouthful of his order.
 
   With a murmur of thanks, she headed to the second floor and found her bedroom empty. Continuing to the end of the hall, she pushed open Jack’s bedroom door. Sure enough, her purchases were on the unmade bed.
 
   Opening the dress box, she checked for wrinkles. Finding it fine, she hesitated over where to take a shower. With her mind made up, she carefully laid the dress out flat on the bed then pushed closed first the bedroom door and next the bathroom door.
 
   Like last night, she paused stunned for a minute by the beauty of the huge bathroom. Taking a towel from the chrome rack, she hung it on a hook next to the glass doors, and began to let her clothes fall to the floor.
 
   Stepping into the massive shower, she contemplated the chrome panel set into the tile. A tiny digital screen read ‘READY.’ Instead of twisting the manual lever, as she had the previous night, she moved away from the showerheads. Tentatively, she pressed a button and the digit ‘one’ appeared. This was not much different from a microwave. The numeral one was blinking and hoping her presumptions were close to correct, she pressed ‘start.’
 
   The harsh blare of metal music assaulted her ears, yet the blue light streaming through the shower spray captivated her eyes. Putting a hand out, she found the water a pleasant temperature, but the music was not pleasing at all.
 
   Pressing the first button again made the screen blink, and another push brought a flashing two. She hit enter, and leaped back when cool water doused her body. The music had not stopped, but the light show was now red.
 
   The panicked push of buttons never gave her an option without Jack’s music preference. When she couldn’t seem to turn the shower off altogether, she resigned to a fate of screamo music and went back to the first setting which would at least be warm.
 
   Opening her eyes after a long relaxing minute beneath the spray, she realized her next mistake in choosing Jack’s shower.
 
   Her eyes scanned over male shampoos and shower gels, and she knew she would come out of this shower smelling of mint and spices instead of vanilla and berries.
 
   Pooling gel into a washrag, she began to bathe, but affixed startled eyes through the glass when one of the double doors opened. Relaxing when she saw Jack, she continued soaping up and watched, wary but interested, as his clothes joined hers on the floor.
 
   His usual smirk evolved into an outright grin, and she knew he realized that she was trapped into the music selection. The shower was much larger than the one at her house, but Jack crowding it took her breath away just the same.
 
   “Thought I’d find you here,” he rumbled close to her ear as she easily surrendered the plush rag to him.
 
   “Why? Because I said I was going to shower?” She yelled over the music and curved a taunting smile watching as his hair begin to plaster to his head and down his neck and shoulders.
 
   “Ha, Mariss. So funny.”
 
   But she wasn’t laughing and neither was he. Draping the washcloth over one of the showerheads, he soaped up his hands, and her eyes fell closed as she enjoyed the slip and slide of his fingers on her skin.
 
   “Can we turn it off?” she begged when the sound compromised her complete enjoyment of the moment. “Or at least down?”
 
   His arm stretched to a panel that she had not noticed, way higher up on the wall, and the blissful sound of only water followed. He gave her a rundown on the functioning of the automated system, but was quickly back to his soapy task.
 
   “Tristan still eating?” She wasn’t yet used to not having to worry where he was every second. As much as she trusted Jack, she didn’t know how responsible Dax was.
 
   “No. He’s playing guitar for Randi.” He had moved behind her, and spoke into her neck while his hands skimmed down her sides.
 
   “Jack...” She couldn’t believe she was going to say what she was about to. Never, even in the years of being engaged to her ex, had this happened. Then again, never had she been sexed up so many times in a week. And certainly not by anyone so–
 
   Even as she thought in terms of size, it was there firm against the small of her back as Jack crowded her to the wall.
 
   With those decorated arms braced on either side of her body, and his breath hotter than the steam of the shower against her face, extreme deja vu overtook the moment.
 
   This was how Tristan had been added to their life.
 
   As if sensing the turn of her thoughts, possibly experiencing the same deja vu, he made the husky assurance, “I brought a condom.”
 
   If only her problem could be solved that easy.
 
   “I can’t. I’m—I’m sore. Real sore.” The whispered admission spilled past her reluctant lips.
 
   His hands stilled, then one quickly retreated from its intimate local, and she swallowed her disappointment. Easing up slightly, he still maintained his close stance, keeping her against him and the wall, and she miserably stared at the tile and grout.
 
   “Damn, Mariss. I’m sorry honey. Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I am. Telling you. It wasn’t like this till today.”
 
   “I’m sorry honey...” He repeated the apology and sounded so miserable that she almost regretted telling him. “I just can’t seem to stay off you. But I will.” His arms curved around her waist holding her back against him. Then, his voice changed, going from soft and gentle, to soft and seductive. “Want me to kiss it better?”
 
   Her insides fluttered and flamed, the afflicted area suddenly throbbing.
 
   “Did Thomas get here yet? I should hurry if he is here.”
 
   “Thomas?” Jack sounded a touch suspicious.
 
   “The stylist.” Immediately, she regretted the sarcasm that coated her answer. For a moment, she had forgotten that Jack was a part of the world of stylists. He had even once mentioned the one that prepped the band for photos.
 
   “Thomas can wait while I do my part to get you ready for tonight.”
 
   “And how is this–” By now, he had turned her to him and dropped to kissing it better level, and she sucked in a gasp at the first touch of his tongue. “...going to get me ready for tonight?”
 
   He took his time with this intimate ‘kiss’ before answering. Her fingers dug into his shoulder, her eyes helplessly on the top of his dark head. Brushing his lips against her, he whispered, “If you get nervous, just think of this.”
 
   Thinking of this was sure to get her flustered, but she wasn’t going to argue the point. Unlike the shower at her house, the water in this one never turned cold. With the warmth continuing to wash over her, along with physical heat waves, she leaned against him after collapsing on his lap.
 
   His lap that she was quickly becoming aware of... Finally, able to think, she moved her lips against his neck and her hand down offering, “Let me–”
 
   When her fingers closed around him, he groaned and carefully eased off the tiled seat from under her to stand before her. “All yours,” and almost before his whisper was done, he was done.
 
   Her limbs were like Jell-O as they stepped out of the tiled stall. Ignoring the towel on the hook, he passed over another. Touching her face to it, she raised her eyes in a surprised query.
 
   “What?” His smile was sweet, enjoying the aftermath between them.
 
   “How is it so warm?”
 
   “Hmm? Oh the towel? Heated towel rack. It comes on when the shower does.”
 
   “What if you’re already hot?” She followed him into the bedroom.
 
   “Too bad I guess.” His smirk did all the usual things to her insides, and warmed her heart as much as the sweet smile that had preceded it.
 
   Jack plucked an iPad from his side table and fell face down on the bed careful to keep his distance from her dress. Raising his head just enough and just long enough to see, he pressed at the buttons. Music pounded at a subdued decibel from an iPod tower in the corner of the room.
 
   Wrapped in her warm towel she paused mesmerized. All mass and muscles; had she ever seen a body so beautiful? Her gaze lingered on the well-blended tan line at his waist remembering how defined it had been that day in the tour bus, and she wondered what went on in that pool outside that caused the line to blur.
 
   Shaking those thoughts because it was the last thing she wanted to envision after spending a day with Randi, she moved toward the room that he called his closet.
 
   “I’m going to borrow something of yours. For my date with Thomas.”
 
   “Watch it Mariss!” The joke rebounded quickly, but it was faint as if he were drifting into a doze.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
   THE STYLIST WAS JUST FINISHING Randi when Marissa returned to the first floor. “Oh, Mariss, perfect timing!” Randi’s hair actually bounced as she spoke, and her face was expertly made up in an elegant look of flawless perfection.
 
   Randi introduced Thomas, and Marissa tried to ignore the stylist’s blatant stare as he appraised the work cut out for him.
 
   Interested, she examined the portable set up station. A tall canvas director type chair, similar to the ones in Jack’s music room, awaited her. His cosmetics and hair accessories were at his fingertips in some type of upright combo carrier with flip out trays, and holsters of curling irons, blow driers, and straitening irons.
 
   “You look pretty.” Tristan was still in his place at the table with a paper plate of pizza crusts before him and his guitar in his hand. Shyly, he spoke while avidly watching Randi who was primping in a large mirror perched like an easel on a tripod.
 
   “Thank you sweetie pie!” Randi beamed the young boy a runway smile.
 
   Dax, who had never been far from Tristan all day, looked up from his phone, and although he said nothing, his eyes shared Tristan’s observation.
 
   Halfway hesitant at putting her appearance in the hands of someone else, and halfway hoping he could turn her out even half as good as Randi, Marissa took the seat. Seconds later, she was blinking in the portable light and marveling that such a setup could be carted around at whim.
 
   Jack’s Aunt Candi and her husband arrived while Marissa was still being groomed. Thomas stepped back while the striking woman introduced herself as Candace and then introduced her tall and tanned husband, Marc. Neither batted an eye at the pajama bottoms and tee shirt, obviously Jack’s, swallowing her frame.
 
   “And you must be Tristan.” Thankfully, they both were more interested in their blood relation, and they moved past her to the tot that was likely getting accustomed to that phrase. “Your daddy told me you like Bandit. Do you have these books?”
 
   Tristan perused the books as Candace knelt in front of his chair. Her husband gave her shoulder a squeeze and watched, equally infatuated with Tristan. Marissa relaxed some about leaving Tristan in their care.
 
   Dax stood at the bottom of the stairs texting. Minutes later, Jack appeared throwing her an apologetic look as he threw his arms around his aunt’s neck, then shook his uncle’s hand.
 
   “You guys are early.”
 
   “Thought it would be a good idea to get acquainted with this little guy,” his aunt smiled.
 
   Marissa winced as the straightener caught a couple of strands of hair wrong.
 
   “Congratulations.” Candace’s husband gave Jack a friendly slap to his back. “On the new album...and everything.”
 
   Small talk went on around her as Thomas worked his magic. Randi readied to leave while jabbering with Candace. Jack and his uncle moved deeper into the kitchen where she heard the clink of ice against glass. At this time, she wasn’t allowed to move her head, and it was irritating, especially when she was brought briefly into the conversations.
 
   “Stunning!” Thomas loudly proclaimed, stepping back as if she were a sculpture he had just completed. The talk ceased, and to further her chagrin, there was a chorus of agreements as if it were a Hollywood studio set and the clap sign flashed.
 
   Focusing her eyes, she froze while taking in her reflection. Who was that glamorous woman peering back?
 
   Only once, ever, had she worn false eyelashes, and then for almost a full five minutes before tearing them off under Olivia’s protests. The ones affixed on her lids tonight were different, fanning out to the outer corners for an exotic look.
 
   Her eyelids blinked under more color than she had applied even in her awkward teen years. A sheen of the barest sparkle dust glistened on her cheekbones, but disappeared when Thomas switched off the spotlight.
 
   Her hair was as sleek as Randi’s without a single flyaway and the varying strands of highlighting color blended in an extreme way not achieved even on the first day she had received the salon treatment–the week Jack first came to her home. The layers fell in a defined way, here and there, one almost over a sculpted brow.
 
   “Thank you!” She strove to sound professional and not awed as Thomas was putting his things away, but knew the excitement rang loud in her voice.
 
   The stylist actually paused to make eye contact when answering. “You’re very welcome. It is a pleasure, as always,” here he included Randi, “to work with such beautiful women.”
 
   “You look pretty Momma!” Tristan sang out as he slid from his chair with a handful of books. Already showing signs of being the charmer his father was, he went on, “You are always pretty!” With that, he transferred the new books to one hand, grabbed his crutch, and made a very uninhibited trek to the den, leaving the adults to their amused comments at his antics.
 
   Jack pulled her into the curve of his arm, declaring he could finally make the introductions, and Candace gave him a hard time saying he was already too late.
 
   “You do look stunning,” Candace declared. “You two will have a wonderful time. I know it is impossible not to worry about the little guy. Jack told me he has never had a babysitter before.”
 
   “That’s true,” Marissa replied. “My best friend, his godmother, is like a second mother, so she doesn’t count. And,” she stopped before saying Jack.
 
   Jack was his father. However, even before Tristan knew that, Jack was the one exception. Selfishly, she had left her son with someone he liked, but barely knew, in the interest of playing her head games with Jack by going out with Joel.
 
   “Here is my cellphone number, call me anytime tonight and I will give you a full report, put him on the phone, whatever.” With a reassuring smile, Candace passed over the business card, and as Marissa took in the name of a popular lingerie line, the older woman went on. “My daughter, Robin, and Jack’s sister, Meg, were going to bring their kids by for a bit. But that was before they realized you guys were not leaving until nine. Maybe Tristan can meet his cousins in a few days.”
 
   “Sure. It is already an adjustment. These hours. I may not stay awake all night!” Then, in all seriousness, she said, “Thank you. For doing this. And for coming by early like this.”
 
   “Not a problem dear.” Candace assured. “I never wanted to leave any of mine until I knew they were comfortable with who was keeping them, and I was comfortable with who was keeping them.” Discrete eyes dropped from Marissa’s face to the pajama attire.
 
   “I’m going to finish dressing...”
 
   “Oh, I thought that’s what you kids were wearing these days!” With a wink, Jack’s aunt turned to the den.
 
   In Jack’s room, music still thumped from the tower speaker. She recognized the end of the current song as one from the album that was about to drop.
 
   Several minutes later, she was standing in front of the full-length mirror absorbing the full effect of her reflection. The dress, the gleaming earrings, and the shoes that were a mutant between ankle boots and glam heels.
 
   ‘Clearly from the first kiss I knew; how to hold on, I had no clue.’
 
   In a contrast to his other songs, the song now playing had easily audible verses layered with the deep growls and screamo verses.
 
   ‘You came in, you came again and again, you blew, you blew my mind; I thought I owned my own time.’
 
   The stockings on her legs, called tattoo hose because of the wild or subtle designs, in this case a swirl of musical notes climbing the right leg, were silkier to the touch than any she had ever worn. Beneath the dress, elastic garters secretly kept them from slipping down. 
 
   ‘I loved you, I fucked you; I loved you, you fucked me.’
 
   It wasn’t the raunchy lyrics that halted her look at the mirror, chilled her veins, and froze her feet to the floor. By now, she was accustomed to the X-rated assault on the ears to a crunchy drumbeat, a thunking bass, and screaming guitars.
 
   The first few verses with their brilliant use of synonyms were poignant, sad, and deep. Yet, that last verse.
 
   It was twisted, and twisted.
 
   Was it about her?
 
   He had already told her she had been his muse for a few songs.
 
   Was this one of them? 
 
   Love?
 
   Had he loved her that far back? That didn’t fit in with her definition of love. 
 
   One thing she did know was that she had felt bonded closer to him after only an hour than any man she had ever thought she loved after many months.
 
   Love at first fuck? Maybe it was possible to see love when staring into someone’s soul for an hour. Or, maybe it was possible to take the way that person handled a casual hook up and imagine who they were as a whole enough to love them. 
 
   How foolish it would be to think one couldn’t fall in love in an hour if she had felt love in a week or less.
 
   ‘...my soulmate, my soulhate, leave me as you left me...’
 
   Over the last week, she had listened but somehow never made it to this song–a fact he would have known when she had joked about needing a lyrics sheet. Now, she felt bad for not noticing enough to talk to him about this song, or any of his songs.
 
   In particular, she felt like an abhorrent fiancée for not caring enough to listen, from beginning through end, to an album that would be dropped tomorrow.
 
   The door swung open, and she swung around.
 
   Guilty. Remorseful. Ready to throw herself in his arms. Yet, the loving adoration in the dark depths of his eyes stopped her.
 
   Possibly, because of her self-revelation, she was suddenly as emotional as if this were her wedding day.
 
   “You so rock that dress Mariss.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
   THE SARDONIC SPARK in Jack’s eyes and the shared joke between them, inched the intimacy of the moment up several degrees.
 
   “Damn, you’re beautiful...” The thump of her heart was a blissful pain. She would never grow tired of his sweet words. His eyes were all over her as he advanced. “How attached are you to those earrings?”
 
   Her smile broadened. Maybe she did know him better in a week, than Randi did after years.
 
   “I was kind of forced into them...” Stopping herself, she joked, “Why? You want to wear them?”
 
   “Maybe.” He shot that smirky smile. Heaven help her, she couldn’t kiss him twenty-four seven...but she wanted to, again...
 
   Jack made the decision leaning down enough to plant a quick one on her lips before moving away. He returned with a gift wrapped box.
 
   Wanting to savor the moment, she back stepped to the bed and sank to the mattress while pulling at the elaborate ribbon. Beneath the flip-up lid, displayed on a bed of black velvet, the diamonds were ice. Tilting the box caused them to glitter and refract the light in brilliant shimmers.
 
   She hadn’t been around real jewelry enough to even guess at the carets of each earring stone. The two band bracelets contained smaller diamonds mixed with beautiful black stones, and she wondered if there was such a thing as a black diamond. A full diamond tennis bracelet also rested in the box.
 
   Incredulously, she touched each earring and ran her finger down each bracelet.
 
   “They come out of the box,” Jack quietly joked, and that was all it took for the tears to break free jeopardizing Thomas’ makeup. Dropping to sit beside her, he viewed the jewelry but left them for her to extract. “Three bracelets, because we are a family of three. If you like them, and want another, well, you know what to do...”
 
   The tease came a few hard heartbeats before the kiss, and overwhelmed, she gave up the tongue match dropping her forehead to his neck with no care of her hair or makeup.
 
   “You always make me cry.”
 
   “Always? Is that good or bad?”
 
   “Good. Bad. Ultimately good.” A sniff punctuated the unmediated admission. She had cried more in the last week over things Jack did, things Jack didn’t do, good and bad, than she had cried in her lifetime.
 
   “I’m not sure how to take that answer.” His words were soft and sweet, his breath warm and light against her cheek.
 
   “It’s a good answer,” she assured.
 
   When she used her fingertips to dab at her tears, he shucked his tee shirt off and used a corner to help her.
 
   “We are ultimately good, Mariss.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Remember that even when I do stupid stuff. Okay? Remember it even when things are just crazy.”
 
   “I will,” she promised. His words brought front and foremost their conversation earlier in the bathroom downstairs, and the drop party. With a last pat at a damp eye, she centered her gaze on his face. “I like this new album. I meant to tell you before. And I meant to listen to it all the way through. Before now.”
 
   His lips brushed at her hairline. “It’s okay. I know you don’t like hard metal–”
 
   “I like your metal,” she interrupted, and with that confession, her nerves calmed. To busy herself, she began to disengage an earring from its velvet resting place.
 
   His forehead rested against the side of her head. “Need some help?” Goosebumps pricked her skin when his lips moved to her ear, his tongue teasing the sensitive parts.
 
   Closing her eyes, she let a murmur escape as this attention continued–maybe more intent than ever before. Seriously, never had he lingered so long on her ear... With a brush of his head against the side of hers, he pulled slightly back reaching for her wrist.
 
   Turning it so that the palm was face up, she felt a shudder of expectation when his head dropped to it. But, instead of teasing with his tongue, he spit the ruby earring into her hand.
 
   Her squeal was part surprised, part revolted, and at least half impressed. “Weirdo!” Her repulsed reproach held a tremor of laughter, and he curved a crooked grin.
 
   “Want me to do the other?” he offered.
 
   “No!” Pushing away, she promptly put distance between them and another screech escaped when he playfully tried to grasp her arm.
 
   “Yes you do!”
 
   “How many earrings have you stolen from unsuspecting women?!” Taking her gift, she stalked to the vanity in the bathroom.
 
   Jack left the bed and began to change out what he was wearing. Shorts, for ripped jeans and a studded belt...
 
   Often the jewelry in his ears didn’t match, and she taunted through the doorway, “Is that how you build up your collection of earrings?”
 
   He pulled on a long-sleeved Jackal tee shirt and pushed the sleeves up to his elbows.
 
   “You act like it’s easy.” With an affronted air, he lifted his dark brows before turning away again. Opening the door of a tall jewelry caddy, he plucked from the necklaces that dangled. “You have no idea how long it took to find a girl wearing those–”
 
   “Do not even dare to think about saying my earrings.” With that warning, she dropped the cotton ball used to clean her ears and the new jewelry and sent a threatening frown through the arched doorway.
 
   Ducking his head into the necklace strands as he walked, he came up behind her.
 
   “I ordered those the day before I left for your house.” Her heart pumped harder, but she managed to thread the first into her lobe and clasp the safety. There would be no kissing these out...“Spent half the day at the kitchen bar, then the pool, then the couch, looking for just the right ones.” The next one went in easier now that she was more adept with the design, and she enjoyed the effect in the mirror almost as much as she enjoyed his voice. “Then the bracelets...What screamed Mariss?”
 
   “These definitely scream Mariss,” she went along caught up in the story dialogue and picked up the tennis bracelet. It bent like a snake in her hand, and the flashy backside oddly begged for attention.
 
   The inscription had to be done, letter by letter, one on the back of each stone’s setting, and it was antiqued to make it clear.
 
   ‘M all my heart’.
 
   On the verge of a great discovery, she picked the next one up, a band with the diamonds set into it. The back read:
 
   ‘Marissa, love of my life’.
 
   Her eyes flew to his, and she almost drowned in the emotion swimming in the dark depths. The next band was her favorite.
 
   ‘Marissa, every song in my soul’.
 
   “I’m going to cry again...”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   Jack descended the stairs ahead of her, and if she had preconceived any idea of what he was up to, she would have darted back up to the safety of the bathroom.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, sons and dogs, I present Miss, for now, Marissa, don’t get used to the name, Duplei!”
 
   The empty hallway quickly filled. First came Tristan, with Rusty at his ankles. Next, Candace and Marc playfully shoved as they raced.
 
   “What name should we not get used to, Jack?” his aunt goaded while bringing her phone before her face.
 
   “Aunt Candi, there will be enough pictures of tonight...”
 
   “I promised your mother.”
 
   Candace continued her video, and for the first time, Marissa wondered why Jack’s parents had not come to the drop party, or had not at least flown in for the weekend of such an important event.
 
   The video continued despite the clowning as they got last-minute things together. When Candace switched to camera mode, they dutifully posed for a couple of still shots on the staircase and the panther sofa.
 
   After snapping several, Candace instructed, “Tristan why don’t you get in the picture with your mom and dad.”
 
   Tristan, in his day old pajamas, climbed in between them thrilled to be on the panther couch. Never one for patience with pictures, the youngster scampered back to the den area, his crutch barely hitting the floor, and Candace snapped a couple more.
 
   “Jack, you’ve seen the family pictures. You know the tradition,” his uncle inserted as his aunt had them posing in front of the door. Jack was behind her with his hands resting on her waist.
 
   “Don’t do it Jack...” his aunt admonished as she centered her frame.
 
   “Oh paybacks,” Jack sounded pleased. “I was blinded growing up by Mom and Dad’s wedding pics–”
 
   “Don’t...” Candace actually lowered the camera as she repeated the warning.
 
   “We gotta go Aunt Candi. Take the pic if you’re going to.” A smile actually rang out in his words. Candace didn’t seem convinced, but she again put her phone’s lens to her eye.
 
   Before Marissa could more than briefly wonder what was going on, the picture was snapped with Jack’s arms around her shoulders— and his hands down the front of her dress!
 
   The echo in the hall made her jump although she was responsible.
 
   “Damn Mariss,” Jack complained carefully rubbing his fingers along his jaw.
 
   Her fingers tingled from the contact, and she tried to remember if ever in her life she had hit anyone other than her sibling during childhood. Twice now, she had slapped Jack, and she was not proud. Spousal hitting, from either spouse, or in this case, almost spouses, was shameful.
 
   Jack’s aunt and uncle silently slunk from the hallway, their shocked expressions frozen on their faces. Thankfully, Tristan was nowhere in sight so the scene had not been witnessed by their son.
 
   “I’m sorry!” The moment they were alone, the apology blurted from her lips. However, the words had not come from her heart, and that surprised her. More than anything, she was angry and embarrassed. Her breasts buzzed with awareness, her fingers continued to sting, and her voice was indignant. “Why the hell did you do that?!”
 
   “Let’s get going.” With that mutter, Jack pulled open the double door to the left of the one leading to the hallway bathroom and she saw that it was a closet.
 
   “I’ve, uh, just got to say good-bye to Tristan.” Leaving him pulling on a leather jacket, she moved toward the den wishing she didn’t have to face Candace and Marc. Before she reached that destination at the end of the hall, Jack fell into step beside her. They stopped behind the couch where Tristan was reading his new books, and she flashed a totally humiliated glance at his relatives.
 
   “Hey buddy.” Ruffling the tiny boy’s hair, Jack explained, “Dad and Momma are going to a party–”
 
   “Not a party,” she interjected when Tristan’s eyes lit with too much interest. Not yet realizing his mistake and most probably because he was still aggravated, Jack sent a mild glare her way. Withering some beneath that look, she hastily explained to their son, “No cake or presents. Just a grown up thing where we walk around and talk about how our kids stayed in their pajamas all day!” At this point, Tristan howled with laughter when she tickled him, and she swung her gaze to Candace. “I can give him a bath in the morning.”
 
   “Not necessary,” Jack teased and swung their son into his arms. “I can throw him in the pool in the morning!”
 
   Tristan laughed in delight at the mention of swimming and then quickly sobered. “Don’t throw me in, Daddy. I can’t swim.”
 
   Jack’s smile straightened and he promised, “I won’t. But I can assure you, swimming is easy, so easy that you will be swimming like a shark by the end of the day!”
 
   Marissa watched father and son use their hands as makeshift fins while Candace verified with a few concerned questions such as any allergies and typical bedtime routine.
 
   Jack sat Tristan back on the sofa, and as the laughing between them dwindled, he inquired, “So can you keep Rusty company? If he gets lonely?”
 
   “By myself?” Tristan’s eyes uncertainly rose to hers, and she easily read the insecurity.
 
   “Of course not!” Marissa assured and knelt to pull him close.
 
   Jack added his own reassurance. “Aunt Candi will be here and Uncle Marc loves games. Get him to show you the surfing one, huh?”
 
   “When will you be home Momma?” Ignoring Jack, Tristan locked gazes with her, and her heart swelled with empathy. She knew how he felt. This house was strange. These people were strangers. As for this moment, in Tristan’s eyes, Jack was the cause of it all.
 
   Holding his tiny frame even tighter, she promised, “I will be home before the sun comes up.” Bribery came next. “You can show Aunt Candi your new room. And, if you want you can sleep in my bed. When I get home I will find you no matter where you are sleeping and give you a big hug.” Here, she emphasized her words with a huge hug.
 
   “Why do you always have to stay out until the sun comes up?” Tristan shoved himself from her arms, and his voice went into whine mode. “I want to stay with Aunt Olivia like I always do.”
 
   Three pairs of adult eyes hit her face, but it was Jack’s incredulous and angered gaze that she squirmed under.
 
   “I don’t want to spend the night at Aunt Candi’s...”
 
   Although Jack’s aunt and uncle had politely averted their eyes, Jack’s look was still speculative.
 
   Quietly, he searched her face, a new realization dawning, that possibly, she was not the shy woman and responsible mother he thought her to be.
 
   “I want Aunt Liv! She makes whatever pancakes I want for breakfast...”
 
   Her dismayed eyes affixed on her traitorous son as she reluctantly recalled, on several instances, using the words of ‘when the sun comes up.’ Never because she actually stayed out that late, but because it was a measure of time to a small child of when she would pick him up!
 
   “Tristan–”
 
   She had no idea what she was about to say. She only knew that something had to be said.
 
   However, Jack was quicker, rounding the couch and pulling Tristan against him. “We will be back way before the sun comes up. If you want, you can sleep here on the couch with Rusty, and I will carry you up to your room when we get home.”
 
   Tristan agreeably calmed, and after wrapping his tiny arms around their necks in a hug, he waved goodbye.
 
   When Jack reached for her hand, she was surprised. The wary provocation in his eyes during Tristan’s innocent insinuations had been clear just moments ago. Before opening the front door, he squeezed his fingers tightly around hers. Though she did not try to pull away, she recognized the hold as more imprisoning than affectionate.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
   JACK DID NOT RELEASE HIS GRASP as they descended the steps to the drive where a sporty limo awaited.
 
   Once, on the night of her high school prom, she and several friends had made their arrival in a stretch limo, but this car was way different. If she had to guess, it was a hybrid Lamborghini, and it was nowhere as long as a stretch limo. The door lifted, instead of swung open, and an L shaped seating arrangement awaited.
 
   Jack gentlemanly assisted her in, and she flexed her throbbing hand while looking around. A mini fridge, bar, and flat screen took up the wall dividing the front from the rear. The door latched, enclosing them, and they were soon in motion, surrounded by the city lights through the windows of the three remaining sides.
 
   “Um...” Clearing her throat, she eyed Jack’s profile as he prepared a drink. A stiff one. “About what happened at the house–”
 
   “Can we forget it for now?”
 
   “Okay. But you seem mad and–”
 
   “I’m not. So just stop. And if you still want to talk later, we will.” In between each sentence, he chugged the drink.
 
   As he hadn’t offered her anything, she rebelliously reached over him to make her own drink. The moment she picked up a glass, he took it from her and congenially asked, “What’s your pleasure tonight, Mariss?”
 
   As if a switch had flipped, his face relaxed, his voice was more affectionate, and the atmosphere between them lightened. Yet again, she was a little troubled at the easy way his frowns could become smiles. This trait was, no doubt, learned from so much time in the public eye, and she wondered if he was even aware of it spilling naturally into private altercations.
 
   “Why don’t you have a shot first? Since we are almost there?” he offered, extracting two of the tiny glasses from their cubbyhole.
 
   Never had she been one to quell her nerves with alcohol, but tonight she was in need of something. What she had been briefed to expect, aggressively by Emmajesty and gently by Jack, had her on edge.
 
   Pictures. Several interviews. Jack’s business acquaintances first impressions. Sharing a room with his lingerina and who knew how many more of his women.
 
   “To us. Tonight. And forever,” Jack toasted. Again, surprised that his carefree mood was so easily back, she tossed the alcohol, letting it burn her throat and numb her nerves.
 
   The car slowed to the barest roll. A look out the window showed traffic stalled for as far as the eye could see. This apparently was normal because Jack began to expand on the coaching Emma had drilled into her skull.
 
   “Have you practiced a smile that you can hold for hours?”
 
   “Sort of,” she admitted and obediently curved her lips.
 
   “Have I ever told you how much I love your smile?”
 
   Sipping at her drink, she stared over the rim sinking in those dark eyes.
 
   “So what you will want is a lesser version of that,” he went on and then nodded when she perfected it. “Remember what that, right there, feels like. Because you will want to hang onto it all night.”
 
   “You will thank me when the pictures hit the internet.” The last part was added with a teasing lift of his brows when she must have seemed rattled at the ‘all night’ part. Actually, she could not believe that she was having this inane conversation with Jack, but oblivious to her musings about why he had come to care about such lunacy, he continued with more.
 
   “Don’t step out of the car grinning right away. It will look fake–or look like I just rocked your world.” Choking on the next sip, she arched her brows in defiance and he defended, “Hey, I’m just making up hypothetical bylines for those pictures that go viral. Trust me, I know them well.”
 
   One of the obnoxious gossip shows that Olivia thrived on came to her mind. It was hosted by a couple of snarky bitches and an offensive nerd guy. During the show, all continually rolled their eyes and guffawed as the celebrity pictures they talked smack about popped up on a screen behind them.
 
   Jack Storm’s date, oh my, look at that smile. What went on in that limo Theo? We will never know Jessica, but by the looks of that face, wouldn’t we have all have traded places with her for that ride over? (guffaws all around)
 
   Hideously shaking off the wild imagination since the smiling face in that vision was not her, she tipped her glass for another fortifying gulp. “Whose world did you supposedly rock?”
 
   “And I knew you were going to ask that.” He poured two more shots, splashing them as the car suddenly moved. “But let’s stay on topic for now. You won’t be sorry tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay. No immediate smiles, then smile the rest of the night. Got it.” She made the sarcastic quip while convincing herself that there was no reason to be terrified of this party.
 
   “I will help you out of the car and lean down to say something to you. When I do, pop off a big smile, like it’s funny then taper down to that one you are going to hold while we make our way inside. Once inside, remember, you never know when the next picture will come.”
 
   “And I need to be smiling for all of them?” With this challenge, she passed him her empty glass.
 
   “Just look at it this way. You don’t want to be rolling your eyes, frowning, or opening your mouth for a bite.”
 
   “I never knew being a rock star was so hard.” Her quip held a hollow ring of jest.
 
   “It isn’t. Being his date is.” Jack’s dark brows raised synchronous with the smug smile. Then he sobered, his eyes gentled, and quietly advised, “You are the one that will be under a microscope tomorrow on every gossip show and internet blog. I don’t care about this stuff, I swear I don’t. I’m immune. And you will get immune after a while, but until then, I never want to see you hurt by it.”
 
   It was then she saw it. Beneath the goofy jokes of this ludicrous conversation, was a pure protective desire to shield her from the ruthless side of his world.
 
   “I won’t be. I’m tougher than you are thinking–if you are thinking I’m going to be a crybaby over something stupid.” It was a little insulting to think that he wondered if she was up to it, and a little worrisome that he was foreseeing something that would hurt her.
 
   “I know Mariss, but I grew up in it, and still— once I smashed a t.v.”
 
   Jack hurling a television because of a gossip show was a story she knew she wanted to hear when the time was right. As for the here and now, she gave a resigned nod. “Okay.”
 
   “I got your back,” he assured and put her glass away when she shook her head at a refill. “And you watch my back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “If I whisper something crazy, then just laugh and go into holding mode.”
 
   “Holding mode,” she parroted. “Got it.”
 
   “Want to practice?”
 
   Obligingly, she leaned over and whispered, “You’re an idiot,” then watched his fake smile. It looked very real, widening into his dimples then slightly falling into ‘holding mode.’
 
   “My turn.” Leaning closer, he brushed at a strand of her hair, put his lips close to her ear, and a split second later, his toothy beam was as big as Tristan’s smile earlier when Dax brought out ice-cream for desert.
 
   She was so heated with embarrassment that she moved enough to allow one of the car’s air conditioning vents to directly hit her skin.
 
   “Oh, some paps will get rich off of that face!” Shortening paparazzi as she had heard them all do today in the session with the publicist, he swooped in for a kiss as he laughed at whatever expression he had provoked with his very X-rated line.
 
   “Swear to me you will not say that,” she huffed. When he couldn’t stop smiling at her expense, she decided to have her own fun. Curving a suggestive smile that was opposite of the holding smile they had practiced, she reiterated the words. “I mean it. Swear to me you will not say that...not until later tonight.”
 
   His eyes dangerously danced as he retorted, “How much later? Later at the party in the bathroom?”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   The door opened at that precise moment and flashes went off. Neither of them had been watching out the window, or noticed their arrival.
 
   As promised, Jack bent to whisper something as they stepped out, and because of the buzz of the crowd, she didn’t hear. Still, she smiled and held it as they started toward the door. Questions were being called from both sides of the roped off path, and Jack would pause to answer or pause for a pose, guiding her along with his arm curved around her waist.
 
   She was feeling proud of herself as the door was held open and they passed through, but Jack and Emmajesty had been right. The easy part was coming in. The hard part was navigating the room, turning in a dozen different directions. The drinks kept coming, and the smell of food was tantalizing, but the thought of the dreaded picture with her mouth open and hors d’oeuvres between her teeth stopped her from eating.
 
   Jack’s band did a live performance, playing every song on the album in order, and she stood to the side with a plastered smile. As the crowd grew more crazed, she attempted to rock out in imitation of everyone else and with memories of the concerts attended with Olivia. After a couple of more drinks, she no longer had to pretend, and from the stage Jack sent a happy amused smile her way.
 
   Once the show was over, Jack did the requested interviews while she took her post at his side laughing along with him and avidly following the conversation. As promised, her questions only required responses of yes and no.
 
   “How do you like LA.?”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   “Do you like the new album?”
 
   “Most of it.”
 
   “So you don’t like some of it?”
 
   “I do. No, I do...” Appalled at herself, she stammered. This was an unrehearsed question. Probably because it was a no brainer. She was supposed to love Jack’s work, right?
 
   “You don’t sound too sure.”
 
   Emmajesty had warned of this. They wanted colorful interviews. By throwing her off guard, they sought to achieve that and possibly get more of an answer than she meant to give.
 
   Jack’s fingers were laced with hers, and they tightened in a fortifying squeeze.
 
   “Jackal is the only metal music I like enough to listen to.”
 
   As they walked away, Jack pulled her close and whispered, “Good save.” Before she could relax in relief, they were on to the next.
 
   Looking around, she saw that all of the band members were sitting in front of various back props doing this type of thing. Like a game of musical chairs, when finishing one, they would rotate to the next. For a few of them, Jack sat with the entire band, and she happily sat out of these.
 
   Thankfully, once these ended, the press crews began to pack up their things. With a “Let’s party dudes!” from Chris, the real party commenced. The guys and Liz were visibly more relaxed, and even Emma began to drink and fork food into her face.
 
   Realizing she had been too nervous and occupied to think of Tristan, she thumbed a text to Candace who responded that Tristan had fallen asleep on the couch within an hour of their departure.
 
   “It’s safe to eat now.” Grinning, Jack balanced a brimming plate while weaving his way to her. Taking a couple of vacant chairs, they dug in sharing the food with two forks. Chris, Liz, and Reed drifted over with their own food. After gorging, they goofed around.
 
   Empty plates were sent back to the staging area, and after desert Jack pulled her into a dance to what he said was one of his favorite songs. Hearing no instrumental attack to the ears or screaming curse words, she shot a dubious grin but eagerly took his hand.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
   ENJOYING THE CONTACT, she moved against him and found herself liking the beat and lyrics of the sensuous song.
 
   “Chris and his wife are going to hitch a ride with us,” Jack yelled over the next song when neither of them broke the dance.
 
   She had not seen a woman with Chris all night, but now a striking woman was in his arms on the dance floor, and when her eyes swung to the couple, they both playfully waved.
 
   When the party wound down, her cheeks strained not from holding mode of smiles but from laughing in genuine mirth. In the car, Jack spoke on the phone giving the driver instructions. Even before the car began to roll, the drinks began to flow.
 
   Jack and Chris were still stoked from the party and what it meant to their careers. Happy to see the tensed muscles in Jack’s face, from the last couple of days, finally relaxed, she sat back sipping her drink and laughed at their crazed antics.
 
   With a last wrestle, that included a headlock, Chris and Jack said their goodbyes by calling each other morons, while she and Chris’ wife waved a traditional goodbye.
 
   Once the other couple was dropped off, many fantasies came to mind for the remainder of this lavish limo ride.
 
   She scooted against Jack and he pulled her head to him stroking his fingers through her hair. When he made no further moves, she did, raising her face enough to nuzzle his neck. If she correctly remembered the distance from Chris’ house, then they were twenty minutes from arriving at Jack’s. Just enough time to–
 
   “Mmm Mariss,” he rumbled, but closed his hand over hers firmly guiding it away from the fly of his jeans. “Want something to drink?”
 
   “Mmh Mmh,” her mumble was into his chest. Through his shirt, she rubbed her lips over firm pecks. Another rumble sounded from deep in his throat, as well as the sexy laugh she loved, but now his hand came up to catch her hair gently pulling her back.
 
   Questioningly, she searched his eyes, and his gaze was unreadable as it ran over her face. Kissing him, she was encouraged by his response and sighed against his lips as she moved to crawl into his lap. “Since the first second I saw this car I’ve been wanting to fu–”
 
   Inertia sent her slightly sideways as the vehicle suddenly slowed, but immediately it picked up speed comfortably settling her back on Jack. Laying her forehead to his, she whispered the dirty words that turned him on.
 
   Only they didn’t. Not this time.
 
   Desire did dilate his pupils, but even as the heat waves shimmered in their dark depths, his grip firmed to halt her hips from grinding to his.
 
   “There will be plenty of other times. I promise. But now, we are almost home.”
 
   “Just tell him to keep driving a few more minutes?”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Wha—oh. Didn’t you bring anything?”
 
   “Uh, no. I didn’t.” He was still playing in her hair, and now he reached over her to the bar.
 
   Behind her, glass chinked as she sagged against him in disappointment. “Isn’t it some kind of epic guy fail not to always carry a raincoat?”
 
   His husky chuckle tickled her insides, and she crossed her legs tighter. “Mariss, I do not have enough pockets as much as we’ve been doing it.”
 
   That was the truth. For the last week, they had snuck quickies in the bathrooms, in her own room against the door just in case Tristan tried to come in, and even the washroom. As Tristan’s bedtime neared, they became increasingly hyper, like kids with no supervision in a candy store. Once their son hit the hay, they hit their—well, they “hit it” as Jack was so fond of saying.
 
   “Besides, you’ve got a lot of pops coming up and plenty of time for them...,” he sweetly strived to appease. “Like mile high...”
 
   Taking a sip of his drink, he passed it to her, and she raised her head enough for a few cooling gulps as she thought of their life together ahead. A whole new world where sex was a done deal, not only in a limo, but also in a jet, as he had just mentioned.
 
   Foreign cities and fancy hotels.
 
   Closing her eyes for the rest of the drive, she let the rhythmic heave of his chest and heartbeats calm her emotions.
 
   Beyond the dark tinted windows, only shadows could be made out once they turned off the streetlight lined boulevard. The bump of the driveway, and the pause at the gate, before the complete stop, signaled their arrival at the house.
 
   Grabbing her kicked off shoes, she transmitted a last longing look at the fiery red sports limo and heavily leaned on Jack as they climbed their way to the porch light.
 
   “Mariss?” Pausing at the door, he studied her face. “How was it?”
 
   “Not so bad,” she assured. “I had a great time.”
 
   “Great?”
 
   “For the most part...”
 
   Discounting the interviews and the dashing of her limo fantasy.
 
   The kiss was gentle then hungry, and they pulled apart with a shared smile. Until now, they had never been on a typical date ending with a goodnight kiss at the door. In fact, unless taking Tristan for ice cream constituted a date, they had never been on one.
 
   In the same fashion as the earlier naps in the house, Candace, Marc, and Tristan each slumbered on a section of the couch until Rusty’s piercing barks fully roused them all.
 
   Tristan held his arms out, and she sat next to him, pulling him into her arms while thanking a groggy Candace and Marc.
 
   “You are very welcome.” Candace picked up her purse and gave Tristan an affectionate hug. “It was a pleasure. You two have a wonderful boy here.”
 
   Jack was standing by the fridge and stopped draining a water bottle to offer of the limo, “The car is still outside if you to take it home. If you don’t want it, just tell him to go on. But if you do, Dax can help get your car back tomorrow.”
 
   Marissa’s thoughts turned sardonic when the salutations dwindled, and hushed voices drifted from the hallway as the couple made their exit. “So what do you think Candio? Want to take a ride?” An answering giggle.
 
   At least someone was having sex in that limo!
 
   There was a time when thinking of anyone over thirty doing the nasty was sickening. But she and Jack were quickly approaching the big three oh, and next would be forty, then it was on to five oh. Listening to Marc and Candace only reinforced that she wanted that same closeness between the two of them at their age.
 
   Jack scooped Tristan up, and she grabbed his crutch. They made a pit stop at the bathroom for him. Then, before he was fully tucked into bed, the tiny boy was asleep clutching Tiggy. Bandit hulked at the foot of the bed until Bally could reclaim that spot.
 
   In the hallway, she lingered watching Jack press a kiss to their son’s forehead. When he emerged into the hall, she wrapped her arms around him, and felt the answering squeeze of his.
 
   As if Jack himself were not attraction enough, watching him in his realm tonight had been mesmerizing at times. There was a reason that people like him were rock stars.
 
   Charisma and power oozed from his every pore. Even though his music was still hard on her ears, she had fought the giddy fangirl feeling all evening with a constant self-reminder that he was hers.
 
   Up close, his scent was more intoxicating than any of the many drinks consumed that evening. She took a whiff preparing to devour. He swayed against the wall as she pushed his shirt up, eager to taste the skin beneath.
 
   His next breaths were pants. She pressed close enough to feel the instantaneous hardness bulging the denim of his jeans through the thin dress.
 
   The reaction was a magnet to her hand, and she grappled with the buttons of his jeans. She wondered, for the umpteenth time, why he insisted on this particular high-end label with metal buttons, instead of a zipper, tucked beneath the fold of the fly.
 
   For the second time, in just as many hours, he caught her hand in his stopping her actions. “Let’s get some sleep. I know you have got to be tired.”
 
   “Does this feel tired?” Pushing her fingers through the two buttons she had managed, she fingered his briefs, and the hot hardness beneath them inflamed her own throbbing fire.
 
   Although she heard and felt his groan, he continued to contain her wayward fingers and muttered, “Sleep first.”
 
   Still holding hands, they headed down the hall to his room, and she blinked in surprise when a floor lamp automatically turned on. The electronic wonders in this house never ceased.
 
   The trek to his room was a misunderstood victory. His fingers forked in her hair to gently pull her lips away from his chest, again. “Com’on Mariss you’re making this hard...”
 
   “That’s the idea...”
 
   “We are going to sleep.”
 
   “I’m not tired. Let’s celebrate your drop.” Her hands drifted to his waist and one dropped lower, but he halted her second attempt at his jeans.
 
   “Marissa, don’t.” It was her full name that stopped her, not the soft and desperate ‘don’t.’
 
   There was only so much rejection a girl could take. She fell back a step to search his face, but he was already in motion toward the bed.
 
   There was nothing sexier than Jack peeling off his clothing, and tonight was no exception. However, knowing that tonight, for some inexplicable reason, she was getting none of that amazing body, kept her frozen where she was.
 
   The confounded jeans parted easy beneath his fingers and joined the tee shirt, shoes, and socks on the floor. Peeling back the covers, he looked to her. “You’re going to sleep in here for a bit, right?”
 
   The emotions churning turbulently inside her were not clear yet, but whatever he saw when their eyes connected stalled his movements.
 
   His next words seemed to be an attempt to explain. “Now that I know...I can’t right now. Besides, I’m serious about getting some rest. Don’t forget I promised Tristan all day in the pool.”
 
   The promise earlier tonight, and the entire conversation around it, jerked to the forefront of her mind. Mortifying words had insinuated her as a slut who constantly left her child overnight to pursue the next hunk of junk.
 
   “Now that you know what?” she pressed and locked her eyes to his.
 
   “About the sex. You know. So many times.” Obviously uncomfortable with the conversation, he looked over her shoulder as he carefully spoke.
 
   There it was. The confirmation. Jack was shocked by her whorish ways.
 
   Without a word, she turned leaving the door open as she raced to her room.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
   AS JACK HAD DONE, she stepped out of her party clothing and slipped into bed. The gray light of dawn was beginning to infiltrate the room illuminating the dress folded over a chair that had cost as much as the down payment on her home. Turning away from it and pulling the bedding over her bare shoulder, she determinedly closed her eyes.
 
   It was disappointing and hurtful to know Jack held the double standard most men did when it came to promiscuity.
 
   Being a man and being in his profession was likely the double demon. There was no way that he had not been with an uncountable number of partners.
 
   He was so casual about his sex life that he thought nothing of pairing her up for a day out with one of those past partners! She fell asleep with vengeful fantasies of Jack meeting up with Clayton or any of her many others...
 
   This fantasy came as close to reality as surely it ever would the next day.
 
   Her phone colliding with a clatter atop the nightstand jarred her awake.
 
   Blinking brought Jack into focus. All bare skin and bulging muscles he stood by the bed staring her down. His hungry look was laced with irritation, but that didn’t stop his eye feast.
 
   Covering herself with the sheet, she bit out, “You had your chance last night. I’m sleeping now, like you said.”
 
   In response to her sassy words, the predatory expression filling his features was one she had seen in jest a few times.
 
   “What if I just wanted a good morning kiss?” he challenged, and the bed sank with his weight. Straddling her atop the sheet effectively pinned arms that might have pushed him away.
 
   Might have.
 
   The kiss he laid on her lips, and beyond them, was thorough. His mouth tasted of minty toothpaste, and she was afraid to think of what hers might taste of after a night of drinking and a morning of cottonmouth.
 
   Jack hadn’t shaved. The rough contact of his chin against her face had her eyes closing in delight. Soon her toes curled in ecstasy when it scraped the hypersensitive skin of her chest.
 
   By this time, the covers had been pushed down enough for these kisses, freeing her hands. And, her hands were pulling him, not pushing, as every move he made fired through her frayed nerves.
 
   She wanted to feel that scruff lower against her stomach, lower against her–
 
   Shifting, she felt a moan leave her throat at just the thought, and she tightened her fingers in his long locks of hair prepared to push at him some more.
 
   When he eased away, she wanted to scream, but summoning some self-control, she let him go and even managed a semblance of pushing him away as he extracted from her arms.
 
   “Jack-ass,” she hissed.
 
   A genuine smile, not the sexy smirk, lit his lips. He replied by hanging over her for a quick finishing kiss. “I love you too, Mariss.”
 
   As she stared, dumbfounded, at his retreating back, he turned back before closing the door. “When you get up, come swimming with us.”
 
   Tristan. More and more, she was just assuming her child was still asleep when she heard nothing from him. How had it happened that she was not the first person to hear his sweet voice each morning?
 
   Angry and confused, she leaped from the bed then rotated and quickly neatened the spread. A text buzzed the surface of the bedside table. Reading it, she found an inquiry from Olivia about the previous night’s party.
 
   Marissa typed that it was great and then longing to talk to her friend she asked if Liv was at work. Olivia answered affirmative, but promised to call later in the afternoon. The phone continued to blink with a missed text. Bringing the unread ones up, she found one from Clayton received an hour earlier.
 
   In the brief second that she waited for the screen to change, she pondered waking to the clang of the phone. Had Jack tossed it in anger? Wherever she had left it last night had Jack seen the text come through from Clayton?
 
    
 
   Clayton
 
   You look pretty on TV. If things don’t work out with the jerk you know where your friends are.
 
   11:42 AM
 
    
 
   Rummaging through her still packed luggage for the swimsuit Olivia had insisted was her going away present for sunny Los Angeles, California, Marissa pondered the text. Clayton normally sent humorous one-liners, nothing like that, and since being told by Olivia that she was in a relationship, the texts from him had stopped.
 
   ‘Pretty on TV.’ The coverage of last night’s party must already be hitting entertainment media. Quelling her curiosity for now, she shoved the gossip sites to the bottom of her priorities.
 
   Tristan and Jack were swimming.
 
   The shower in this bathroom did not have fancy settings, and she manually adjusted the water and stepped in even though she knew in less than a half hour she would be in the pool.
 
   The warm water of the massaging showerhead was something she desperately needed before the cool pool water.
 
   Directing the water, she unseeingly stared at the tile, the remembrance of Jack strong, strong enough to make her knees weak only a minute or two later.
 
   Seeing her reflection clad in the swimsuit almost caused her to lose her nerve and pull shorts and a tee shirt over it. The one piece was as revealing as any bikini. She smoothed sunscreen on and slipped her arms through the billowing see through cover-up.
 
   Downstairs, she paused, peering through the glass doors. Looking past the elaborate patio to the guitar pool, she found more than two heads.
 
   A plate of pancakes and container of syrup rested on the otherwise cleared kitchen island. Bacon pieces on top of the stack formed a noticeable letter M.
 
   Knowing there was no hope of finding a granola bar in the kitchen of junk food, she warmed the plate in the microwave then ignored the syrup.
 
   The shady area outside beneath the portico was inviting, and all three heads turned her way as she slid open the doors. So much for an unobtrusive entrance.
 
   “Momma!”
 
   After Tristan’s excited greeting, he went back to the volleyball game he was playing with Dax and Jack. Jack’s eyes were hidden behind shades. From over the net that floated in the pool, he asked, “Find your breakfast?”
 
   Raising a bacon piece in answer before chomping on it, she tried to stay mad at him. Instead, she drooled and it was not from the delectable taste of each bite.
 
   Jack’s hair was sleek and black against the tan skin of his neck and shoulders. Each smack of the ball rippled triceps, biceps, and other muscles as he smacked it to his opponent, Dax. The smirk, that always made her molten, emerged as he exchanged game trash talk with Dax, and the sweet smile, that she always melted to, curved each time he let the ball drop to Tristan.
 
   Despite the shower less than an hour ago, she crossed her legs and ripped her gaze from ‘Jack candy’ to closer surroundings as she ate.
 
   The portico was tiled in the same stonework as the rest of the house giving it an appearance of the inside extending to the outside. It was an immaculate outside lounge. The adobe bar, where she now sat, curved around a complete kitchen area with appliances tucked beneath the bar. Across the area was more seating in the form of sofa’s, and chairs plush enough to belong inside the house instead of outdoors.
 
   The mountain view was majestic. Rolling the last slice of bacon in the last pancake, she crossed to a glass half wall. As she passed, she threw a glance at the volleyball game, which seemed to be winding down.
 
   The wind coming over the wall whipped her hair around her face and billowed the thin cover-up around her body. In awe, she took in the treetops swaying and the endless carpet of wildflowers.
 
   “Momma, Daddy said you were going to help him teach me to swim!”
 
   Swallowing the last bite, she turned finding Jack almost upon her with Tristan trailing.
 
   Dax was sunning on the guitar bridge which was actually an island sunk in just a few inches of water. On the part of it extending a foot or so above the surface sat a few tumblers and a bottle of Jack Daniels.
 
   “You look hot,” Jack’s words were husky and his wet arms encircled her waist, pulling her backside against his wet front. Cold wet lips nuzzled her neck. “You smell good.”
 
   This behavior all morning seemed erratic after last night. Was he mad about her promiscuity or not? Maybe he had his sulk and now he was fine? Maybe she wasn’t.
 
   It had only happened a few times in their couple of weeks of becoming reacquainted, but she was not going to encourage him freezing her out, and then expecting her to fall all over him in heat when he decided to forgive her for whatever transgression had set him off.
 
   Pivoting around, she turned away from Jack’s intended kiss to answer their son, but found Tristan stilled a few feet behind them. His tiny eyes clouded with confusion as he took the pair of them in.
 
   “Are you married?” Tristan blurted, and kept his eyes on their faces. Uncharacteristically, he was impatient as he used a foot to lightly kick at Rusty who was licking the water from his ankles.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
   “BE CAREFUL WITH Rusty,” she rebuked. “He is not a big dog like Bally.”
 
   Quickly though, she knelt to his level, as did Jack after shooing away Rusty. Dax helpfully called the animal to his side of the pool and occupied the dog by splashing. Her eyes slid from the dog dancing around trying to catch the water back to their son.
 
   “Tristan, Daddy and I -”
 
   Her words halted when she felt Jack’s hand giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Mariss? Do you mind if I talk to Tristan a second?”
 
   “Uh, well kind of,” she stammered, miffed that he would put her in this position. It was only right that they tell Tristan together, and firmly she met his dark gaze.
 
   “I have something I’ve been wanting to ask him.” Now, he shot her a meaningful look, and it was then that she felt dense.
 
   A few nights ago, as they drifted to sleep talking about exotic honeymoons, Jack had mentioned that he wanted to ask Tristan for permission to marry her.
 
   Leaving the two of them, she waded into the pool. The long neck of the guitar was a gradual incline, and at its intersection with the main pool, the water looked to be a depth of two to three feet.
 
   In her peripheral vision, she saw Tristan’s wide smile and eager nod. Relaxing some, she continued to wade until she was knee-deep.
 
   Jack and Tristan went into the portico, and she observed Jack hold a door open for the boy. Then, using the toe of his foot, he slid a decorative mermaid statue partially propping the door from completely closing. Presumably, it was a bathroom.
 
   Seeing Jack run full speed toward her interrupted her musings, and knowing his intentions were rambunctious, she screamed in protest for the few seconds it took him to close the distance. Wrapping her in his arms again, he dragged her into the water, falling with her.
 
   Sputtering to the surface, she felt the slight drag of the soaked cover-up, but she easily stood in the shallow water.
 
   “Jack-ass!” she yelled and received the quirky smirk she adored.
 
   “Mom, are you ready to help Jack teach me to swim?”
 
   Knowing Tristan had undoubtedly heard her second slander of the day towards his dad, she slicked the hair from her face. “Sure honey.” Looking to Jack, she asked, “Does he have sunblock on?”
 
   Jack answered affirmative, and she enjoyed the glint in his eyes as she hoisted herself to the poolside and removed the clinging, transparent blouse.
 
   The swimming lessons commenced with Dax cheering Tristan on. Jack had not made any false promises. Tristan soon kicked and splashed enough to propel himself from her to Jack, and then from side to side of the pool.
 
   Tristan continued to play. Because of the water’s buoyancy, he needed no help to walk the pool bottom once he was waist deep. She and Jack reclined on the island watching him.
 
   A conversation began, but gradually she realized she was carrying it, and she looked over wondering if he had fallen asleep behind his shades. As if feeling her gaze, he propped up, took a sip of his drink, and fell back again. Beneath the couple of inches of water, the tile was smooth against her skin, and she absently stirred at the water with her fingers.
 
   From the shade of the patio, a ring tone floated across the water, and Jack complained, “You brought your phone out?”
 
   Sitting up, she considered making a dash for the device, until he reached for her arm. “You’re not really going to get that, right?” With a flip of his sunglasses to the top of his head, he held her eyes in some silent challenge.
 
   Looking into his stormy gaze, she let it ring. After a minute or so of silence, the rings began again. Dax, who was watching television in the shaded portico, offered to bring it to her, but she shook her head. She didn’t feel like Jack being pissed at her, although she was getting pissed with his moods.
 
   “I’m hungry!” Tristan was playing with his new toys in the wading area, and never even looked up from his fun as he made the proclamation.
 
   When she moved to get up, Jack quietly stayed her.
 
   “Hey Dax. Dude? You starting those burgers?”
 
   Barely a quarter of an hour later, they were all eating hamburgers, piled high with all of the trimmings. As Dax ate, he tended to steaks and foil packs of vegetables on the grill. When his phone bleeped, he balanced the tongs to jump over to it. Seconds later, Reed was letting himself through the glass doors, and helping himself to food.
 
   “Liz may come by in a bit,” Reed informed no one in particular between giant bites.
 
   “What about Chris?” Jack asked while pooling steak sauce into his potato.
 
   Quickly, she looked away from that less than appetizing sight to the muted flat screen.
 
   “His ol’ lady is not feeling up to it....Hey, last night, that new Strings and Beat journalist, hot huh? Yowsir!”
 
   “I didn’t notice,” Jack returned.
 
   “Oh right, man. I know that’s right.”
 
   Resisting the urge to glare at the Reed and sneak a look at Jack’s face, she kept her eyes on the television. Coincidentally enough, Jack’s image, along with the rest of Jackal, flashed on. Before she could become too captivated, the airing went to its next celebrity.
 
   “Dax, dude...” Jack’s voice sounded peculiarly like a chastisement. Curiously, she brought her interest down from the screen to study the interaction between the two of them and found Jack smiling. “You outdid yourself man, great grub!”
 
   Dax curved an answering smile, but closed his hand on the television remote and the screen went dark.
 
   Picking up her phone, she walked toward the lookout area as she punched at the screen. Ideally, she would go into the house, but leaving Tristan in the pool while Jack’s attention could be otherwise occupied with his friends was not an option.
 
   Darkness was just beginning to fall, and dotting the mountainside was a smattering of lights. They grew denser until, then at the very foot, in the valley, was a massive glow.
 
   “Hey Liv.” Marissa’s greeting was a happy sigh into the phone when her friend answered.
 
   “Hey yourself. I see you survived. Tell me everything!”
 
   Filling her friend in on the details of the party, she left out everything she had wanted to vent this morning.
 
   “So you had a good time? Really, Rissa?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   The music someone had switched on when the television went off seemed louder every minute.
 
   “Sounds like you are at a party now...”
 
   “Sort of, I guess. Some of the guys are over.” Marissa sought Tristan out as she spoke and found him back to playing with his cars at the water’s edge.
 
   “Did you really wreck that bitch’s car?”
 
   Startled, Marissa turned back to the valley where even more lights were now twinkling. “How do you know about that?”
 
   “It’s all over. They are saying you did it on purpose. Because of her being Jack’s ex.”
 
   “What? I did not!”
 
   “Well if you did, respect, Rissa.”
 
   “Where are you hearing this?” The shifty scene between Jack and Dax and the resulting power-off of the t.v. came intermediately to mind.
 
   “I will send you the links, okay?” Then, “Don’t jump into anything with Jack just because he is Tristan’s dad. Promise me that.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Just a few days ago, her best friend had been shoving her to Jack, not that Marissa needed any push.
 
   “I am just saying if it is not what you expected, if HE is not all you expected, come home, okay?”
 
   Almost word for word Clayton’s text. Deciding not to argue, Marissa said goodbye, and jumped at Jack’s voice.
 
   “Who are you talking to?” A scowl clouded his face. His brows drew together, and turbulence flashed his dark eyes. Taking a swig of his drink, he looked down the length of the bottle.
 
   “Olivia.” Closing her phone in her fist, she evaluated his challenging stare. The atmosphere was heavy with something hanging between them, as it had been off and on all day—only more palpable.
 
   Her earlier hunch suddenly returned–that Jack had read Clayton’s text. Had he approached her on the possibility that she was calling an old flame?
 
   “Well com’on.” A lighthearted grin replaced the strange look shadowing his face. “Liz is here, and Em. You are no longer the only shorty.”
 
   She rolled her eyes having heard Reed call women shorties a half a dozen times now, and hoped it wasn’t a term Jack often used also.
 
   Tristan, sharing a couch with Emma, was wrapped in a towel forking up sliced fruit in a cup. Emma had him engaged in conversation over one of his books and Marissa headed that way when Jack veered off to rejoin the guys at the bar. Liz emerged from the bathroom and glanced at the group of guys before changing her direction and seating herself in a chair beside Marissa.
 
   The party rocked on. At first, this gathering was every bit as enjoyable as the after party the previous night. She was still tired from the night before and marveled at Jack’s ability to keep up.
 
   He was the life of the party. His humorous one-liners kept the guys in stitches. Occasionally, raunchy ‘guy only’ talk drifted over to the women’s group as their experiences on the road were recalled in detail.
 
   Each time, Marissa would glance at Tristan, but he was wearing a headphone set and watching a portable DVD player. Jack was respectful of her being in earshot, but she heard plenty from Reed’s loud mouth that left too much to her imagination.
 
   The other girls took it in stride, having their own conversations of guys, but Marissa had heard enough of Jack’s side of the patio to gradually settle into a stony silence.
 
   Tristan fell asleep on his sofa, and she rescued the DVD player from his slipping grasp. Grasping on to this excuse to casually exit, she mentioned taking him up to bed, with the intention of slipping off to bed herself.
 
   Immediately, she had Jack’s full attention, and he sent Dax after a blanket. “He’s fine out here?” It was a statement as much as a question, and he reassured, “If he wakes up, I will take him up to bed, okay?”
 
   Since it was their first night in such a situation, she agreed, but she knew that if this actually was the lifestyle, and not just an extended album drop celebration, she was not going to have Tristan sleeping on a couch amidst a loud party night after night.
 
   When Emma and Liz drifted to the bar, Marissa continued to sit, playing with her phone until she felt Jack’s eyes on her. With a smile she didn’t feel, she reluctantly joined the rest of them silently swearing to be off to bed at the first groupie story.
 
   Instead, she was subjected to a story about herself.
 
   Reed threw back his head in a loud cackle. “That’s so dope, dude. Oh, Mariss, you actually told Musician’s Muse you hated Jack’s music?”
 
   “Hey, that’s just proof that I’m not marrying a groupie, for all those gossip bags.” Jack grinned, proud of his dissertation.
 
   Chris shot back, “Dude? You seriously think the groupies like our shit?”
 
   “Oh they like our shit alright,” Reed retorted, and he and Jack bumped beer bottles.
 
   Jack was in a heated discussion about a recent band breakup. Liz and Emma were also in the middle of it, and Marissa stealthily slipped from the group.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
   A FILMY HALO CIRCLED the full moon, which floated a black sea of diamonds. The sight reminded her of Jack’s gift only twenty-four hours ago and the engraved words of love that were set just as permanent in her heart. Despite all, she could see the love in his eyes anytime he looked her way.
 
   The soft blue glow of the pool almost rivaled the beauty of the moon especially since the water was surrounded by the sheen of glow stones. Emitting the light they had soaked in all day, they lined the tile patterns. The previous night when seeing them through the kitchen window, she had expressed her awe and Jack with much enthusiasm had explained the solar stones.
 
   Kicking off her flip-flops, she approached the guitar neck, descended the incline, and sat with her knees pulled up in the inch or two of water.
 
   Her thoughts contorted like the surface reflections, her future seeming as mysterious as the shimmering shadows. There was no doubt this could be her dream house, her dream life with the man she loved. Not so dreamy was all that she was beginning to see that came with him.
 
   The crazy hours. The active life. A loud hoot of laughter sounded over the pounding music as if to enforce this point. The moody and presumptuous rock star.
 
   Scooting up enough so that laying back would leave her head out of the water, she reclined. After staring at the stars a bit, she closed her eyes.
 
   The displacement of water, rippling the ends of her floating hair, was her cue that she was no longer alone. Her lids fluttered open seeing the light behind her blocked by a shadow. Jack eased down, and without touching her, lay back in the same manner.
 
   He was the first to break the silence, a minute, or so into it. “All good?”
 
   The satellites among the stars winked and blinked, and she let a couple of breaths expel. “Sure.”
 
   “It just seems like you’ve been mad at me all day.”
 
   Now she did turn her head to study his profile. “Me? Mad at you?” Emphasizing the pronouns, she looked back to the sky when his head turned to her.
 
   The feel of his gaze roving her face was a physical thing, but the humiliation of last night kept her from meeting his speculative eyes.
 
   “I’m not the one mad, if that’s what you are saying.” His words were quiet, unsure.
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   “Why would I be?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Emotion clogged her throat, and for a split second, she debated running from what had become a confrontation. Maybe Jack was right. Maybe she always ran when she could.
 
   Damming up her feelings, she struggled to keep her voice from wavering. “It is not fair for you to hold the same shit against me that you have done.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “It’s true that I was kind of a slut. But I tried not to let it touch Tristan in any way. I thought–I mean–I know he looked forward to spending the night at Liv’s.” Stealing a quick sidelong glance, she pushed on reluctantly spilling her past. “They would plan for two weeks the movies they were going to watch and what they were going to eat. I never thought he wondered where I was.”
 
   A sad sigh left her lips and just as quickly, the confused simmer of emotions boiled over. “But damn it Jack, I was getting mine off a couple of times a month. You can’t tell me you weren’t every damn night!”
 
   “So you are thinking I’m pissed about what Tristan said last night?”
 
   “Obviously you are.”
 
   “I don’t like thinking about it. Hell, I can’t stand thinking about it–”
 
   “You know, I was kind of wild in college, but I never had continuous random hookups until after you. That day with you, I had never had that connection before. And, I made the mistake of thinking it was out there for me again. That fate was not so fucked up to make just ONE freaking man THAT guy.” The years of loneliness converged into this moment as she softly spoke, “I wanted that again, and thought that all I had to do was...”
 
   “Was what?”
 
   “Was keep looking until I found him.”
 
   “Why? When you already found him?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   “I don’t Mariss...”
 
   Now, finally, she looked at him, the anger, and angst in her heart softening with his candor. “I think that is one of the things I love about you. You are from a different world and don’t even know it.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Mmh.” She let it go.
 
   Behind them, from the patio, the music thumped and voices rang out. Jack’s hand moved across the space between them to settle on her thigh. Not the least bit remorseful, his husky words seemed saturated with pride. “So I ruined you, huh?”
 
   The cool night air could not keep the heat from flaming her face. Leave it to Jack to make an issue of anything sexual. “Yeah, I guess you did.”
 
   “You guess? Maybe we should settle this right now,” he teased rolling to his side and trailing his fingers to naughty places.
 
   With an exasperated sound, she pushed up and then stood walking the several steps until she was deep enough to submerge into the tepid water. Without breaking the surface, she swam to the island and was not surprised when Jack surfaced next to her.
 
   His kiss was wild and sweet, and her arms rose to rest on his shoulders, hanging on him as she often did when her knees went weak. Her feelings were still mixed, and when she could think enough to remember why, she twisted some away from the tongue that so pleasingly scorched her ear.
 
   “If you weren’t mad then why wouldn’t you–” Her words paused before she brokenly beseeched, “fuck me last night?”
 
   Deliberately, she used the dirtier words to entice him because although she was still angry about the previous night, she still wanted him tonight.
 
   Jack pushed her away enough to stare down into her face. “I told you last night!”
 
   “Exactly. You said because of all the...” Trailing off as she suddenly gleaned the misunderstanding, she stepped back to him, dropping her head onto his shoulder. “I feel like an idiot.”
 
   Just hours before that fight, she had been the one to turn down a quickie in the shower, and when confessing why, she had seen the guilt in his eyes. Guilt that had brought a vow from him to stay away from her until she recovered.
 
   “I thought...,” she whispered against his skin.
 
   “Thought what?” Gently, he probed as he held her tight.
 
   “You know. What I just said. I thought you were mad because of what Tristan said.”
 
   “I’m so sorry you thought that...” Like bands, his arms tightly and protectively encircled. “Damn Mariss. I’m sorry. You don’t know how hard it was to try and convince you to go to sleep... And then when you ran out, I knew if I called you back or came to you, I would—I would be all over you.”
 
   “I wasn’t hurting last night.”
 
   “You had been drinking.”
 
   “Yeah...”
 
   “So how are you feeling tonight...?”
 
   “Much better...”
 
   “Maybe I should verify that. After all, you’ve had a couple of drinks...”
 
   His head disappeared beneath the surface. When he came back up, she was gasping. Rewarding her with one of his smirks, he went back down.
 
   A wary eye remained on their guests but no one turned their heads while she was getting head. With his first dunk, Jack had teased over her swimsuit and now he wasted no time hooking one finger and dragging the thin strip aside. His hair floated around this fiery kiss, tickling her thighs and stomach as his tongue branded her.
 
   He came up for air and leaned his forehead on hers.
 
   “Mariss?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Don’t always think the worst of me...”
 
   “I don’t. I asked...and you said...and I just misunderstood.”
 
   “I’m sorry...” He kissed the apology from his mouth to hers as he dipped a hand inside the front of the swimsuit. “I thought I was looking out for you...”
 
   “And this morning?”
 
   “I was giving you something to think about in the shower.”
 
   “What made you so sure I was going to take a shower?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe because I took a long one myself. Did you?”
 
   Raggedly, she made the truthful admission while he made her crazy with his lips on her neck and the tease of his hands. Since his body was blocking her from the portico, she didn’t protest at first, too caught up to care about anything outside their make-out session.
 
   He discovered that her swimsuit unhooked from the shoulders. Peeling it down, he played with the unveiled curves. When he knelt enough to put his mouth to them, she snapped back to reality and looked over his head to the party beyond.
 
   A nip. A tongue lash. A suck. His knee moved up keeping warm that part of her body still throbbing from this same treatment. Jack stood up enough to rub another kiss to her lips and to push the fabric to her waist. When she felt the drag of it over her hips, she protested.
 
   “Seriously? With everyone just right there?”
 
   Was this the rock star life? Yet, she knew the answer. No one had taken notice yet.
 
   Jack’s answer was a simple rock star answer. Barely raising his lips from hers, he raised his voice, and it carried over his shoulder across the water.
 
   “Party’s over! Bye!”
 
   His tongue reunited with hers as if the time apart to say those few words had been an eternity. Tilting her head, she watched in astonishment as the patio emptied in less than three minutes. Reassuringly, she sought out Tristan’s sleeping form on the couch before taking a dip under the water herself.
 
   It was strange to turn him on in all of the ways he loved but not be able to hear a response. Combined was the freaked half fearful feeling to be in this position completely at anyone’s mercy, even a lover’s.
 
   Sucking air into her burning lungs, she surfaced whispering against his wet skin, “Can’t hold my breath as long as you...”
 
   He hopped up onto the sunning island bringing her with him, and when he occupied himself stripping her out of the swimsuit, she looked nervously to the house again.
 
   “What about Dax?”
 
   “Don’t worry about Dax. He’s as good as gone.”
 
   The wet fabric made a splash in the inch of water beside them. Her eyes fell to the dark shadow of his trunks in the deeper water where they had been standing.
 
   Finally, she took him in, all wet and sexy beneath her.
 
   Every breath and groan echoed over the water. She alternated her gaze from the stars in heaven to the rock star that was currently her heaven.
 
   At one point, a shadowy female figure at the glass doors caught her eye. By the time her head swung that way, it was retreating. Too caught up in Jack to care, she dropped her eyes back to his face enjoying the expressions passing over his features.
 
   Impatient with waiting, his talented fingers moved between them to play and then slid around to grip her waist when her body answered with a spasm around him. Again, her gaze fell from the sky to his fine face; her favorite pastime was watching him at this very moment.
 
   His rose one last time, and his hands locked her to him. She reveled in familiar visuals, the grit of his teeth as he pushed out a breath, then the slight slack of his jaw as he sucked it back in and collapsed.
 
   Her fingers listlessly played in the water as, eyes closed, she rested quietly and comfortably on him. After several minutes, when his heartbeats and breathing began to even, she raised her chin to see his eyes closed and asked, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Sleeping.” The answer was a totally relaxed, blissful sigh.
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   His jaw had not seen a razor all day, and she softly raked her nails down it liking the sound and the feel on her fingertips. The rest of her still tingled from its graze on her skin along with his tongue, teeth, and lips. “Come on. Let’s go to sleep for real.”
 
   “This is for real.” When another amused sound escaped her throat, he opened his eyes. “What? I’ve slept out here before.”
 
   There was no doubt in her mind that he had. Even though the image brought up drunken parties, a glance around at the stars did make the idea pleasing. The only thing displeasing about the scene was another thing she was sure of. That the sun island had been used in this same way before.
 
   Stretching out on him again, she relaxed. When she felt herself wanting to doze, she jerked her eyes open seeking out Tristan. Easing off Jack, she pulled on her swimsuit.
 
   “I need to get Tristan in.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Doubtfully, she eyed him as she dropped into the water and brought his clothing up with her foot. If he fell asleep and turned to his side, drowning was possible in the inch of water covering the platform. Setting the trunks beside him, she wondered, “Are you coming in?”
 
   “In a bit.”
 
   Backing away, she insisted, “Come on Jack. Come to bed.”
 
   “In a bit, okay.”
 
   Aggravated, she turned, wading toward the incline.
 
   The sudden splashes in the quiet night had her turning–right into his arms. With a chuckle, he encircled her in a bear hug and then released her to step into his swim trunks as he walked out of the water.
 
   Beneath the patio, he pulled open a cabinet and tossed her a towel before taking two more. After drying, he draped one around his neck, and used one as a dry shield between his still damp skin and Tristan.
 
   Marissa pulled her cover-up on, then waiting at the glass door, she watched Jack gather up Tristan knowing she would never grow tired of the sight of paternal Jack.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
   JACK INSTRUCTED HER on setting both the pool alarm and the house alarm systems before they went to the second floor.
 
   Once Tristan was tucked in, Jack grabbed her hand. As they passed her room, she stopped, and he protested, “Sleep with me for a while?”
 
   “I just need to put my phone on the charger.”
 
   He moved on, and after docking the device, she showered quickly rinsing the pool water from her hair. After drying, she put her limbs through a pair of her own silky pajamas. Wearing Jack’s things the last couple of nights made her feel thoroughly possessed in a good way, but she had yet to wear any of her new lingerie purchases until now.
 
   The reflection she beheld in the mirror was one of sexy curves spilling slightly out of the garment and tousled wet hair hanging well over her shoulders.
 
   In the darkened master suite, Jack was already in bed. His sleepy focus was on the screen of a television protruding from a lift cabinet at the foot of his bed. His eyes reflected the flickering action movie as they slid appreciatively over her attire.
 
   Slipping between the sheets and snuggling close, she asked, “Does Dax have a girlfriend?”
 
   “Who wants to know?” Jack teased tugging at her hair, but she felt his noodled posture tense slightly.
 
   “Somebody was standing at the door while we were in the pool.”
 
   “Probably Dax then. Maybe he forgot something then decided it could wait when he saw what was going down.”
 
   “You said Dax was as good as gone.”
 
   “He always is. Never gets in the way.”
 
   This matter of fact statement obviously spoken from experience bothered her as much as thinking of Jack on that island with someone else.
 
   “It won’t happen again.”
 
   Twisting at the firm tone in his voice, she assured, “It wasn’t Dax. It was a woman. That’s why I asked if he has a girlfriend.”
 
   Muting the action movie, he let the remote fall onto the bed. “I’m pretty sure he and Randi have been sneaking around. It was probably her. Don’t worry. He wouldn’t bring some stranger in.”
 
   “Why are they sneaking around? Why don’t they just come out with it?”
 
   “I don’t know, Mariss. Don’t care.” Rolling, he pulled her into an embrace and relaxed for sleep. “Oh,” his voice was already drifting just out of a doze state, “channel eleven is Tristan cam.”
 
   The erratic sleep schedule, a schedule that she was beginning to suspect was normal in this house, had her exhausted. She was also keyed up. Curious, she extracted herself from his sleeping arms enough to retrieve the remote. When she double punched the ‘one’ button, she smiled to see their boy sleeping in the glow of the car carousal nightlight.
 
   Flipping again, she stopped on what looked to be another broadcast of Jackal’s drop party, but this time they were also captioning her with Jack.
 
   As clips of her and Jack were shown, she was astounded to see that she appeared as glamorous as any celebrity that had the fortune, or misfortune, of being a headline. Seeing a candid shot of the two of them locked in some type of flirty stare, she was double glad that Jack had coached her on that slight paste of a smile.
 
   Leary of randomly touching the screen of a remote that looked like a small electronic tablet, she searched the display for the volume control and eased it up.
 
   “...but are things really as they appear in Jackma’ville?”
 
   The next clip was of the limo door opening, and although just prior to stepping out, Marissa had a smile on her face, she was clearly yelling, “Shut up!”
 
   Slightly disturbed at the out of context scene, she sent a cautious look at Jack who was still sleeping and bumped the volume again.
 
   "Are we seeing a slap mark on Jack Storm’s face?" The one called Theo made a spectacle of gesturing his hands over his mouth, and of bugging his eyes at an over exposed picture of Jack as they exited the car. As the picture zoomed to the screen fifty times larger than life, there was a clear outline of fingers on his tanned skin.
 
   "If you ask me, Jack Storm should have been slapped by some woman a long time ago!" Hilary flipped her hair with that demure female joke.
 
   “Don’t dare hate on my boy!” Theo flamboyantly huffed, and they both laughed. “So tell me Hilary, do you believe the other smack going around?” Here, he laughed at his own pun. “That this Marissa Duplei deliberately totaled Leanna Gavin’s car?”
 
   “I don’t know, Theo. That seems a bit farfetched to me.”
 
   ‘Thank you, Hilary’, Marissa thought, but clamped her teeth on her lip as the slanderous broadcast continued.
 
   “Come on. Imagine it,” Theo urged. “You are a nobody from nowhere Mississippi and find yourself the fiancée of Jack Storm. How can you not hate Leanna Gavin, lingerie model, for the past she and Jack have?”
 
   “I’m not saying I wouldn’t hate her, Theo. I’m saying I wouldn’t total the chick’s car in some kind of rage.”
 
   ‘Thank you Hilary. Damn you Theo.’
 
   “At least I wouldn’t do anything so drastic just because she is his ex. However, if she is not, then that is a whole ‘nother ballgame Theo.”
 
   “Well let’s see Hilary. Does that look like a relationship that is ended to you?”
 
   A still shot went up behind the celebrity gossip hosts, and Marissa felt the physical pain in her heart of a mental stab in the back.
 
   Jack and Randi at the drop party. It was clearly last night’s party because the new Jackal album promo poster was also in the scene. Jack was leaning down to the other woman’s level, intent on what she was saying with more than a slight ‘holding’ smile on his lips. His fingers even rested on Randi’s shoulder. How had they been caught in a picture when Marissa had never seen them together the entire night?
 
   “So, viewers, what do you think? Text 0333 for Leanna and 0666 for Marissa. Who do you want to win this cat fight?”
 
   Obviously, Jack had kept this embarrassing broadcast under wraps all day, and this is why earlier Dax had been the recipient of Jack’s glare and had hurriedly powered off the portico television.
 
   Muting the volume, she restrained the urge to fling the remote like a Frisbee at his head and instead tossed it to the bed as she exited. In the other room, she lay awake.
 
   The ‘Shut Up Scene’ kept everything other ugly scene in perceptive. The audience of these shows was built on exaggerations and speculations. Jack would not be cheating on her, and he had no reason to lie to her about Miranda being his ex.
 
   What she was perturbed about was that after numerous warnings about never letting her guard down at the party, he had let himself be caught in a picture with Randi. Couldn’t he have respectfully stayed apart from the lingerina the entire night?
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
   “ARE YOU MAKING chocolate chip pancakes?” Tristan leaned his forearms on the granite counter, and Marissa frowned when she saw his knees on the barstool.
 
   “Tristan Jack, sit down,” she reproved and waved a spatula his direction for emphasis. “And, I’m not finding any chocolate chips so we will just have normal pancakes. Cool?”
 
   “Daddy lets me sit like this.”
 
   “Daddy does not!”
 
   Just yesterday, Jack had backed her up when she reprimanded their son on the stools on the patio.
 
   “He does.”
 
   “Well he doesn’t anymore.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I will tell him not to.”
 
   “Mom why? You are such a bitch sometimes!”
 
   The skillet dropped from her hand smacking the glass top stove as she whipped around in horror. “Tristan Jack! I do not know where you heard that word. But, if I ever hear you say it again, I will spank you.”
 
   In his young life, he had only had two spankings, which amounted to several swats, but they had been as heartbreaking to give as they were for him to get.
 
   “I’m sorry Momma. I didn’t know it was a bad word.”
 
   “Well it is. A bad, bad word.”
 
   “Then why does Daddy say it?”
 
   How she wanted to pry and ask exactly what Daddy had said, but she restrained the urge and instead said, “It doesn’t matter who says it or why. What matters is that you do not say it for any reason.”
 
   “What are we not saying?” Jack sauntered into the room going straight for the fridge. A pair of drawstring shorts, possibly swim trunks, rode low on his hips.
 
   As that was the only article of clothing covering that fine body, she was slightly addled when she tore her gaze away and spoke. “Huh? Oh. If we are not saying it, then I can’t tell you can I?” For the sake of not arguing in front of their son, she swung away with a smirk that she hoped rivaled any of his, then picked up the skillet and turned back. “You think we can go to a grocery store today?”
 
   Sliding a cup of orange juice to Tristan, he set the carton down instead of pouring his own into a waiting glass. Taking the three steps that separated them, he wound his arms around her squeezing her tightly to him. “What are you hungry for, Mariss?”
 
   The memories of last night hit in a happy haze, but other than an acknowledging grin, she ignored the connotations of his words as well as the added implication pressing into her backside. “Eggs. And we need peanut butter. And healthy snacks. And–”
 
   “Okay, but unless you need to go to the store yourself...” Seizing her phone from the counter, he asked, “Do you care if I...?” She shook her head. In a playful argument about privacy a few days ago, she had removed the code. His thumb moved around on the screen. Passing it to her, he explained, “Just order from the app and it will be here tomorrow. Or send Dax after anything you need now.”
 
   “Today we are still having pancakes, right?” Tristan confirmed.
 
   “Pancakes? Is that all you eat T.J.? Pizza and pancakes?” Jack went after him next with the bear hug arms.
 
   Tristan nodded. One of his rare bashful smiles surfaced upon knowing that he was being teased like a kid. Then, he asked, “Do you have chocolate chips, Daddy?”
 
   “Chocolate chip cookies? I think...”
 
   “For the pancakes,” Marissa clarified, and Jack zoned into space for a few seconds.
 
   “My mom used to make those for me...” Snapping back to the present, he moved his head in a regretful shake. “I don’t, but we will put it on the list.”
 
   Tristan began to flip the kitchen television to one of his stations. Jack lounged on the counter beside her and distracted the batter mixing. Offering up his juice, he raised his brows when she drank it all down. Realizing what she had done, she offered a humorous apology.
 
   Twisting long enough to pour another glass to the brim, he turned back and offered it as well, but began to sip it, himself, when she refused.
 
   “So what is the bad word?” Covertly he whispered between sips.
 
   “He called me a bitch–”
 
   Marissa wiped at the spewed juice that wet her arm, as Jack consequently began to choke. Tearing off a paper towel, she continued the cleanup and waited until he caught his breath before continuing the story.
 
   “And he said he learned the word from you.”
 
   “No. No effing way.”
 
   “You said it Daddy.”
 
   They both gave a start when Tristan interjected into what had begun as a hushed, cloistered conversation.
 
   “I shouldn’t have then.” Jack addressed their small son and apologized, “It is a bad word, and I’m sorry-”
 
   “Momma? You’re on t.v.!” Tristan’s attention was already strayed. Apparently, his eavesdropping had begun before his channel surfing stopped on one of his favorite stations.
 
   The picture filling the screen was of her and Jack, hand in hand, descending the front steps of this house to the waiting limo.
 
   Jack practically leaped across the bar for the remote and had the channel switched in seconds.
 
   Her limp fingers let the whisk drop into the batter as she searched his face, not for an account of his actions just now, but seeking understanding of something much more disturbing.
 
   “How in the holy hell? Jack who took that picture?”
 
   “Bad word Momma,” Her four-year old conscious piped in, but she barely heard and didn’t even acknowledge.
 
   Confusion clouded Jack’s features before they cleared, and he shrugged undisturbed. “Oh anytime something is going on, Jerry is always out in that damn tree.”
 
   Tristan’s eyes bugged out in perfect animation of her internal emotions, and yet their departure on the drop party night suddenly made sense.
 
   Jack had captured her hand as if all were blissful between them, despite the fact that she had just hit him, and despite being blindsided by their son with news of her booty calls. He had known they would be photographed.
 
   Dishing up the first two hot pancakes, she eyed Jack as he averted his gaze and fished flatware from a drawer. Setting the plate and syrup in front of Tristan, she decided to probe into the troubles that had her tossing and turning all night.
 
   “Why did you change the channel? I wanted to see.”
 
   “No you didn’t.”
 
   The next puddle of batter sizzled in the pan, and she looked up abandoning all thoughts of faking a casual interrogation. “Why?” This time, her question was genuinely curious. Last night’s broadcast haunted her memories, specifically the picture of Jack and Randi.
 
   “Why Daddy? Mom was pretty on t.v.”
 
   Was. Although now she currently wore a cute summer outfit from one of Olivia’s mandatory mix and match sessions, her only primping today had been to pull the straightener through the uncombed wet hair she went to bed in.
 
   “Yes, she always is. Beautiful.” Jack’s eyes held hers, and she melted in the dark glimmers. Then he said, “Can we talk about this later? Right now, we need to talk about today. Tristan, buddy, your physical therapist will be here at two–”
 
   “Miss Dana is coming to California?”
 
   Both did a double take at the correct pronunciation of the state. While Jack quickly explained that a new PT was going to be coming, Marissa dished up two more pancakes and poured two more into the skillet. If Tristan continued his progress rate, a PT would only be necessary for a couple of more weeks.
 
   “Mariss, I’ve got a couple of meetings. Emma will be here any second, and–”
 
   “Already here,” Emma sang as she glided into the room waving.
 
   Feeling suddenly territorial of the house, Marissa concentrated on her cooking. Was Emma also privileged enough to let herself in at leisure, in the same manner as Randi?
 
   “I guess I’m running late,” Jack drawled.
 
   “You always are,” his publicist retorted with an uncharacteristic sunny smile.
 
   Unprovoked, Jack picked up a pancake rolling it into finger food the same way Marissa had the day before. “Chill pill, Emmajesty.” Dipping his breakfast into the generous puddle of syrup spilling off Tristan’s stack, he sent a meaningful glance over the island to Marissa. “We will talk later. About everything. Okay?”
 
   “You may as well tell her now, Jack.”
 
   Jack glared at his publicist and sent a reassuring look to Marissa before pivoting away. His long legs carried him quickly across the kitchen. “I’ve got to get dressed.”
 
   Emma watched him ascend the stairs and then began to help herself to the single serving coffee maker. While the coffee was brewing, she cast a manicured finger toward the pancakes. “Do you mind if I have one of those?”
 
   Although Marissa politely gave the other woman the go ahead, conflicting feelings barraged. A touch of guilt for her lack of manners by not offering, but mostly that possessive feeling again. The pancakes were cooked for Tristan and Jack, and if anyone else, Dax.
 
   “Don’t you hate it when men do that?” Emma asked while cutting a tiny bite of the pancake.
 
   “I can’t stand to be late myself,” Marissa agreed.
 
   “Oh, I am quite used to that with Jack. That is why I insist on picking him up for these scenes. I always tell him the appointment is thirty minutes earlier than it really is.” Emma’s snicker aroused Marissa’s hackles even more. The hint of familiarity with Jack was quickly forgotten when Emma went on, “I meant the ‘talk to you later thing.’ You shouldn’t have to wait–when it would just take a few minutes to tell you.”
 
   “In all fairness, he thinks he’s running late,” Marissa reveled in pointing out.
 
   “How did you enjoy the party?” Emma extracted the coffee cup from beneath the maker’s nozzle.
 
   “It was fine.” Marissa shrugged and began running water in the batter bowl. For the first time, she noticed the sink was clean, and wondered if Dax pulled kitchen duty as well.
 
   “And you haven’t seen the reviews?”
 
   “Of the album?” Marissa played dumb and did not imagine the exasperation flashing in Emma’s eyes.
 
   The other woman had something she was dying to impart, and at last, she burst. “The drop party. The media is having a rough time accepting that Jack and Randi are no longer together.”
 
   “They never were. Together.” Marissa prided herself on how smoothly the rebuttal left her lips.
 
   “They were together as far as his fans are concerned. I was curious to see how this thing with you and him would go over.”
 
   “And how did it go over?” Again, Marissa played dumb.
 
   “The general consensus is they belong together. Jack and Randi.”
 
   “Oh well.” Marissa shrugged. Hearing the truth aloud, and so blunt, stung, but she wasn’t about to let on.
 
   “It’s actually not that simple.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “So? It’s a game. We play for Jack to win. The fans don’t want to see him chained to some groupie from a hundred years ago–no disrespect. He is a rock god, and rock gods hit the hot models.” Emma tilted the coffee mug to her lips.
 
   There it was. The unusual reference Jack had made the previous night. Something about proof to the tabloids that he wasn’t marrying a groupie. Was that what was being said about their hookup five years ago?
 
   “Why are you telling me this? He’s not going to break up with me because his fans say so.”
 
   “Of course not.” Emma’s tone was deceptively soothing, and the bracelets on her wrist rattled like a snake as she continued cutting into her pancake and sipping her coffee. “That’s why behind every public figure is a publicist. We do what they don’t have sense to do.” Here, she stared over the coffee mug rim. “I work for the record label, not Jack. Don’t ever get that confused because it’s very different. Every decision is in the label’s best interest, which is ultimately Jack’s best interest. Jack’s best future interest is something you should want also. If you don’t want all this to go away.” Emma encompassed the kitchen and the pool area outside in her sweeping gaze. “Now, what we need to decide is how far to take your relationship, publicly, of course. Because his public will lose respect for him if it drags on too long. And that’s never good for sales, no matter how good the music might be.”
 
   “Jack’s not going to go for this.” Marissa felt like a parrot.
 
   “Again, that’s my job. See I know all about his plans. That he will refuse to sign the label again. That he is done with metal and wants to reinvent as Jax with an X and be some blues-rock mutant like his dad. It’s my job to make sure Jack Storm is still sellable even when he no longer exists.”
 
   Jack had mentioned going in a different music direction, but never expanded on the subject, and it was annoying for Emma to have details that Marissa herself did not have of her own fiancé. 
 
   “I really don’t know what you are wanting from me.” Concentrating on flipping the last two pancakes, she tried not to feel needled.
 
   “Just your understanding. For anything that is about to happen.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “For starters, not being seen in public with Jack.”
 
   An icy tingle trickled down her back, but she bravely scoffed, “You can’t lock me in the house.”
 
   “Of course not,” Emma patronized again. “Jerry will be paid to selectively snap his shots. Shooting none of you, and some of Randi coming and going, will keep the image alive. I am not saying these things to be mean. I just want to prepare you because the way it is looking, it will be best if you don’t go on tour.”
 
   This time, shock shot through every vein, and Marissa couldn’t help but be in awe of the evil way the last part had smoothly been added into the stakes. A dry laugh heaved from her mouth and she fell against the counter. “Good luck with that. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go, but Jack wants us there.”
 
   The first leg of the tour began in two weeks. Jack’s eyes always lit up when talking of it, and of Marissa and Tristan coming along. At the thought of Tristan, Marissa twisted her chin. When she found him keenly watching this barbed exchange, she smiled as if this were a friendly disagreement similar to the ones that sometimes occurred between her and Olivia.
 
   Emma came closer, setting her mug down next to the plate of pancakes and tore off a piece of one although she had not finished her own.
 
   “Love, you are misunderstanding this entire conversation. I am just telling you how it is. Jack with Randi sells albums. Do not take anything I am saying personally. It’s business. You won’t be on that tour. It won’t be approved unless Randi’s favorability index goes way down and yours up. Which isn’t likely.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 22
 
   PUNCHING AT THE BUTTON that switched the burner off, Marissa gathered her thoughts and spun around.
 
   “You are way out of line to tell me this stuff. Shouldn’t there be some confidentiality agreement where Jack is concerned? You should not be discussing business related to him, even if I am part of it. And why would I need to know any decisions about the tour when that is weeks away and they are not firmed up?”
 
   Emma was clearly taken aback, and Marissa wondered if she had unknowingly made some valid points while randomly stabbing with her words.
 
   “My medicine tends to make me talkative. I apologize for upsetting you.”
 
   Was the other woman actually going to blame every evil thing just said on some prescription in her purse?
 
   “You’re a bitch!”
 
   “Momma...”
 
   The woman had sweetly read a story to Tristan just the night before, and all along, she had been poison!
 
   Circling the bar, Marissa protectively grabbed Tristan balancing him on her hip. Carefully, stepping down into the den, she put her stunned son on the sofa and promised to return with his unfinished breakfast.
 
   “Marissa, love–”
 
   Marissa shot a glare that ceased any further discussion as she retrieved her son’s food and drink. Jack sprinted down the stairs, and instead of feeling relieved to see him, she felt an unjustified prick of betrayal.
 
   Jack had grown up in the music business as a child and had lived it his entire adulthood, which most likely meant he knew everything that was about to happen. A new thought struck, and she stopped in her tracks to the den. Before they even came to California, had he withdrawn the ‘official proposal’ to wait until he was no longer ‘owned’ by the label?
 
   “Mariss? Don’t always think the worst of me...”
 
   No. Jack did not know a thing about this. The question now was whether she should tell him, or let Emma do it. She pictured how he would go off on the evil woman and smiled.
 
   “Alright Emmajesty, let’s get on the road, get this over with!” Clueless and completely on the opposite side of the mood scale, Jack breezed into the kitchen dropping a kiss to Marissa, then a casual arm onto Emma’s shoulders. “Wait, where’s Tristan?”
 
   Inclining her head to the other room, Marissa followed, watching him hug up on their boy and offer up encouragement about his physical therapy. Marissa set Tristan’s breakfast on the sofa table, and when she straightened she was in Jack’s arms.
 
   During a mind bending kiss, he whispered, “I’ll be back ASAP. You guys have fun. Go swimming? Order some food? I’m leaving Dax for you. I’ll text you his number.”
 
   The kiss had her smiling despite watching him laugh and joke with Emma as the two disappeared through the arch to the hallway directly before the front door clicked.
 
   Seconds later, her phone beep sounded from the kitchen, presumably with Dax’s number, and she pondered again the assistant’s wide range of duties. As far as she was concerned, he could sleep all day. No doubt, he needed a break.
 
   Tristan’s PT was punctual, and the young man spent a few minutes putting Tristan at ease with some knock-knock jokes before laying out his therapy plan, which centered on the pool.
 
   Marissa ran upstairs for his swimsuit and then talked with him out on the patio while Tristan changed in the outside restroom. While watching the two of them exercise in the water, she tried to call Olivia. Voicemail greeted her even though her friend’s normal work schedule was graveyards.
 
   “He’s doing well, isn’t he?”
 
   A startled smile reflexively curved her lips as Dax eased on one of the stools. Nodding, she took her gaze to the glaring water surface and the beginnings of a California tan on the body of her son.
 
   “You want me to get you anything? A drink or something?” He poked at his phone as he made the inquiry.
 
   Shaking her head, she replied, “No thanks. Oh, I left you some pancakes in the kitchen.”
 
   “Seriously? Those are mine?” He seemed surprised and immediately hopped up, thrusting aside his phone. Returning with a happy grin, he sat down again and began to eat. “Do you mind if I hang out?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I should have asked before I guess. Just tell me to get lost and I will. Anytime.”
 
   She could not ever see herself being comfortable enough to dismiss someone, even someone on her payroll, even in a nice way. Again, she was hit with the vast differences between her life and Jack’s, but she shrugged with a smile.
 
   “These are great! Thanks.”
 
   “You are just lucky you got some. I thought Emmajesty was going to eat them all.” For the first time, Marissa used the nickname for the publicist, and it must have dripped with the hatred she felt, because Dax raised interested eyes from his plate.
 
   Tristan was laughing at something his PT was saying and she turned her embarrassed look that way.
 
   “I heard her giving you a rough time.”
 
   Grateful for the opening, she looked back to him and blinked as her eyes adjusted to the shade again. “Yeah. What the hell?”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   “Not me. I felt like I was under attack by a jealous...” Trailing off, she stopped, not having the guts to continue, but her words opened Dax up a little more.
 
   “That’s probably right. Em is a schemer and planner. She has aspirations.”
 
   “Are you saying she is hot for Jack?”
 
   “Isn’t everyone?” His joking grin clamped over his last forkful.
 
   The flame that heated her face could have been because she was surely included in his short quip. Or, it could have been anger at thinking of anyone else included, especially Emma. To cover her embarrassment she retorted, “Are you?”
 
   Using the fork, he scraped the excess syrup before executing his comeback with a wink. “No. But I would be if I went that way.” Then he grew serious. “She’s really just doing her job. She wants to be the best she can be. And I think she wants to move on with Jack when he goes to his dad’s label.”
 
   “As his publicist you mean?”
 
   At this Dax almost fell over laughing. “I’m sorry, your face. The claws. You two are so cute.”
 
   “Cute, who?” For a second it angered her to think that he was referring to the argument between her and Emma.
 
   “You and Jack. Damn. I’ve seen him jealous before, but the last weeks have been intense. And, obviously you are just as afflicted.”
 
   “Are you saying he has been jealous or not been?” Other than Clayton’s name on a text, Jack had no occasion to be jealous.
 
   “Both I guess. Jack is the jealous type. Batshit crazy jealous in the few relationships that I’ve personally seen go more than a night.” Here Dax apologetically halted. “Sorry, you just are easy to talk to and I should think about what I’m saying...”
 
   Crazy curious to see where the conversation was leading, she impatiently insisted, “It’s fine. He’s Jack Storm. I’m not delusional.” Then when he continued to sip, prodded, “Batshit crazy, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s why, you know, the night you guys got here, well, you know, I did not want him to go all ratchet on me.”
 
   “Sorry about that night.” A flush crawled up her neck, and she saw one in his face as well.
 
   “So anyway, yeah. Batshit crazy. But with you he seems calm, you know? Hell, Reed was perving you yesterday. Trying to be discreet, but he was. And all Jack said was, ‘Go find your own puss—erm, woman, loser.’”
 
   “Just what every girl wants to hear. That her man is not jealous of her,” Marissa drawled.
 
   “That was so not the point.” Dax rolled his eyes. His expressions, as well as their instant affinity, reminded her of her brother. “He seems secure for the first time with a woman.” Coming out of the reverie they had fallen into, he warned, “Repeat any of this, I will have to kill you.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I won’t.”
 
   “Good. Because Jack Storm in a full on rage is not a pretty thing.”
 
   “Maybe I do want a drink,” she muttered and rounded the bar, but he jumped up beating her to the destination.
 
   “I’m not saying Jack—I mean I hope you didn’t misunderstand. Jack is not the violent type.”
 
   “I know. Now hand over that glass.”
 
   “I got it, girl.” He remained insistent on assisting her with the mix.
 
   “No!” She snatched the glass tumbler from his hands. “Just do what you need to do when Jack is around. But, when it’s you and me, you do not have to get things for me.”
 
   Once they settled again, both pecked at their phones and the conversation became more casual. The PT was assisting Tristan from the pool when Randi called a cheery, “Hello! Anyone home?”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
   LOOKING EVERY BIT A MODEL, Randi paused poised just over the threshold of the glass doors. Tanned limbs extended from a stylish short set, and a long French braid fell down her back.
 
   Ignoring the return greetings for the moment, the striking woman pulled her designer shades down the bridge of her nose to behold the dripping broad shoulders of the man who was in the motion of turning her way.
 
   Just before the PT completed the arc, Randi looked away sending a secret grin toward Marissa and Dax.
 
   Confused, Marissa’s gaze ping-ponged between Randi and Dax, seeing only the slightest hint of anything resembling jealousy in Dax’s expression.
 
   Marissa made the introductions, and the PT lingered to talk of Tristan’s progress and then centered his interest on polite conversation with Randi before disappearing to change out of his swimsuit.
 
   Tristan remained in the pool, and the therapist left with a final flirty smile to Randi. Dax refilled Marissa’s drink and mixed one for Randi, then left them to the poolside.
 
   “How long do you think until Tristan is crutch free?” Randi sipped the mimosa.
 
   “Why?” Marissa prodded before testing her own drink. “Interested in a certain physical therapist?”
 
   “He’s hot. But I’m not looking.”
 
   Marissa’s lips curved thinking of the secret affair with Dax, but let it drop and answered her question. “A couple of weeks.”
 
   “Perfect timing.” Randi smiled over her glass. “For the tour.”
 
   Marissa said nothing, and Randi chattered on about the shoot she had just come from. It wasn’t until after they both changed into a swimsuit and played with Tristan in the pool that the other woman brought up the drop party.
 
   Sitting on the incline, Marissa was unconsciously staring and comparing the legs stretched before them and Randi began. “Mariss, I have to say something. I’m sorry about the drop party. You know that all they have is that one picture to twist around and say what they want about, right?”
 
   “I know.” Marissa pulled her knees up and stared over them at Tristan. A discussion of the publicity fiasco was not something she wanted to get into with ‘the other woman.’
 
   “I just think that maybe we should have a meeting with Emma to brainstorm on how to fix this.”
 
   The laugh pushing past Marissa’s lips was more of a maniacal cackle, and when Randi twisted her head at the sound, Marissa explained, “Emma doesn’t want it fixed.”
 
   After hearing the entire quarrel with Emmajesty, Randi cursed. “That’s bullshit!” The foul word passed without rebuke since Tristan was underwater.
 
   Marissa watched as he surfaced a second later wearing an oblivious smile, then dove for another ring.
 
   “Don’t worry. Jack won’t go for it.” Randi assured and Marissa finally spoke.
 
   “That’s just it. She made me feel like a bad person if I fight what is best for his image.”
 
   “No. You are fine for his image. And don’t go thinking anything different. Leave this to me, I will take care of it,” Randi huffed.
 
   Aghast, Marissa negated, “No! No. Please don’t.” Splashing some water on her hot neck, she grimly joked, “I’m no Yoko and will never be if I can help it.”
 
   “At least promise that you will tell Jack what is going on. He will want to know.” Randi pulled her braid over one shoulder and like Marissa, dipped her hand in the water too cool her neck.
 
   A bee buzzed around the surface, and Marissa’s eyes anxiously tracked the insect as it flew around Tristan’s play area. After a quick drink of pool water, it disappeared, and she relaxed again. Maybe it was as Dax said. Emma was the bee just looking out for herself. Maybe she didn’t mean to come across as threatening, and things would work out in the end.
 
   “You are not going to promise are you?”
 
   Marissa laughed, and probably because she was not accustomed to drinking three vodka beverages on an empty stomach in the hot sun, her tongue loosened even more. “You make it so hard not to like you.”
 
   A pucker of a frown replaced the slight smile on the other girl’s face. “You don’t like me?”
 
   “No. Yes. I mean, I think I do. That’s the problem.”
 
   “Why is liking me a problem?”
 
   “A conflict of interest I guess. I know this is LA,” Marissa dramatically emphasized the locale, “and everything is different here. But where I come from, we hate on exes.”
 
   The other woman’s frown relaxed, and her tentative gaze flickered. “You do know that none of this is true. About me and Jack? We’ve never been–”
 
   “I know. But where I come from, our definition of ex is pretty broad.”
 
   “I’m not following...”
 
   If she could escape the rest of this topic by sinking under the surface, she gladly would. Just the thought of the muffled outside world was peaceful enough to make her consider joining Tristan in his practice to hold his breath. Silently berating herself for speaking without thinking and subsequently getting herself into this mess, she admitted, “Hookups. Even one or two time hookups are exes.”
 
   “Still not getting it...” Randi searched her face and then drew her own legs up in surprise. “Oh holy fuck! Jack told you didn’t he?”
 
   Marissa picked at a hangnail brought on by the dry weather and saltwater pool.
 
   “That stupid fuck,” Randi’s tone held a lilt of surprised disbelief.
 
   This time, Tristan was staring, but he was quietly assessing the exchange instead of proudly pointing out bad words. Following Marissa’s gaze, Randi apologized to both Marissa and the young boy.
 
   “I’m going to get another drink.” Stretching to her feet, she bent to tap once on Marissa’s shoulder. “Come get you one.”
 
   She didn’t need another, but she knew Randi was seeking privacy to finish this unsavory conversation. Reluctantly, she followed to the portico and leaned against the bar too wrought up to sit down.
 
   Randi began to pour the two drinks, and Marissa didn’t stop her. “I can’t believe he blabbed that to you. Men are so stupid!”
 
   “It’s fine. I know there are a lot of women. I just didn’t expect him to expect...” Marissa stopped herself before she said ‘one of them’ in allusion to his many women, which would seem derogatory to Randi. It was weird for Jack to expect his fiancée to become best friends with his ‘non ex ex,’ and before she could reword, Randi quickly jumped in that pause with a very unexpected reply.
 
   “Jack and I, well there is no Jack and I. Not even one time.”
 
   As Marissa gaped, the lingerina explained her answer.
 
   “You know how men are. They are always bothering for sex. Then once they get it, they are cool and the pressure is off.” Randi finished the drinks and stared into them. “I saw an opportunity, and even though it was kind of a dirty trick, I did it so that Jack would quit being the same weirdo that every other guy is.”
 
   Suddenly feeling the need for the drink, Marissa grabbed one of the two glasses and tipped a gulp into her mouth. Randi went on to explain that Jack had accompanied her to one of her promotional parties, and afterward they had gone into her house for a nightcap.
 
   “I know what you are thinking. I know what a nightcap means. But you have to understand, I met Jack through his Aunt, and he was as much of a friend as a horny guy can be, you know?” Randi curved a smile of sisterhood, and warily Marissa returned it. “We even joked about no funny business when he came in. I got the feeling he just needed not to be alone. He was going through something and wouldn’t say what it was, but it had him down.”
 
   Jack who didn’t usually get falling down drunk had overindulged on that night for some reason. He ended up in the pool in his birthday suit, and following that, sprawled on her patio furniture wrapped in a towel. Leaving him to sleep it off she went to bed then woke him the next morning with coffee.
 
   “He sat up from that poolside lounger and looked so proud of himself when he saw me wearing a robe.” Randi’s tight smile relaxed with the memory. Marissa did not fault her. The mental picture almost had her smiling because she knew the exact smug expression Randi spoke of. “I know it was evil but when he asked me if anything had happened, I–” Randi looked closely, maybe to make sure Marissa was taking it okay, before squaring her shoulders and finishing up. “I told him he rocked my world. And it worked. After that, he quit coming on so hard.”
 
   The idea of Jack sad and vulnerable over something private and turning to Randi was hard to think on. What had had him so down? Another woman? Marissa pushed it from her mind striving for casualness.
 
   “That’s some story.”
 
   “It’s true. I swear to you. And I will tell Jack the truth.”
 
   “He said that y’all were together a couple of times.”
 
   “After that night, he ended up drunk on my couch more than once. I guess, if he had blackouts, it’s possible that he could have assumed we did.”
 
   “How come you never gave in to him?” The question slipped out because she could not imagine fending off Jack’s advances.
 
   “We hung out enough for me to know the demands of his career and that he never settled with any one woman for more than a few weeks. I’m not a casual person.” Dabbing at a water ring on the bar, Randi admitted, “I knew he would be too easy to love, and sex would just send me to the point of no return.”
 
   “I totally get that.”
 
   “I know you do. I’m so glad Jack found someone real. He never had good sense when it came to women.”
 
   Marissa raised her brows in a clear invitation to continue, but as hypocritical as it was, she did not want to verbally pry.
 
   Randi intuitively understood, and her posture leaned a bit closer. “With Jack, the flavor of the week was always mean. There is no other word. His women were always self-centered and just mean to him.”
 
   “Why would that be?”
 
   “I have my theories, but who really knows?” They drank a moment then Randi was further forthcoming. “Maybe it’s all he knew. You will understand when you meet his family.”
 
   “His mother was a little cold to me at first, but then she seemed okay...”
 
   “Yeah...Jules is an odd one. She doesn’t trust easy. And I guess in your case, she thought you had wronged her son–” Instantly, Randi chopped off her words. “I’m sorry. I mean I know you had your reasons. Nobody knows what they would have done—” Hastily, Randi gulped down a few sips as if to restrain her words. “Anyway, Jules is great once you get to know her. But Jack’s sister is something else...” Randi contributed one of her exaggerated shudders to the discussion.
 
   “I’m supposed to meet her in a couple of days,” Marissa worried.
 
   “Oh, well she is sweet as pie to everyone, except Jack. Like she never grew out of sibling rivalry or something.” Randi emptied her drink and reached for both of their glasses. “And I’m just saying, maybe if I wanted to be a shrink about it, in his head somewhere, he thought that bitchiness was part of love. Until now. You have no idea how happy everyone is about the two of you.”
 
   “If everyone were happy, Emmajesty would not have been in my face this morning,” Marissa jested and then sobered. “Seriously though, thanks for clearing stuff up. And maybe with Jack and you, you should just let the past be the past.”
 
   “Not tell him that we didn’t?”
 
   “What would be the point? I guess I’m thinking that knowing the truth after all this time might make him feel like a joke.”
 
   “Good looking out. See that is what I’m talking about. You understand him and love him enough to care about something like that.”
 
   “It’s mutual,” Marissa sighed unable to banter away the cheesy moment with one of her typical caustic remarks.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
   “I DON’T KNOW if I like it...”
 
   “Mmh. Well I like it...”
 
   “It’s just so white. We eat in bed. Spill stuff in bed.”
 
   Which is exactly why Marissa woke up that morning and changed out the bed linens for those that Jack’s mother had given them.
 
   The previous night, they had eaten nachos in bed while watching a movie with Tristan. After rubbing the cheese and hot sauce stains with a wet paper towel, and brushing the crumbs from the dark sheets, they had fallen asleep with Tristan between them.
 
   “Are you doing this because you lied to my mom?” From their observation stance at the foot of the bed, Jack raised confrontational brows.
 
   Jack’s mother had called the evening before to inform him that they could not stay away from their grandson and would be flying in today. Before ending the call, she had requested to speak to Marissa, and cordially inquired how she and Tristan were adjusting. In thanking Mrs. Loren for the gifts, Marissa had led her to believe that she and Jack were already using the bed set.
 
   Jack had smirked upon hearing the white lie, just like he was smirking now.
 
   “I didn’t lie to her. Not exactly.”
 
   The smile grew wider, and since they were due at Meg’s house in just over an hour, Marissa couldn’t erase it from his face in the manner she wanted to.
 
   “It’s just weird. My mom giving us bed stuff.”
 
   “It’s actually kind of a cool ‘welcome to the family’ if it was thought out that way. A woman thing.” This time when his brows lifted, they were a question, a curious invitation to continue. “It’s kind of an acceptance that I’m not one of your groupie hoes.”
 
   “I never had groupie hoes.” When it was her eyebrows moving this time, he negated, “Okay, I did sometimes. A while ago. But I didn’t think of them as that.” His dark gaze was sweetly sinking into hers while he obviously remembered their first meeting. “And I’m really glad now. With no women on the tour bus, there would be no little boys dropping as many nachos as he eats in the bed.”
 
   Pulling her eyes from his compelling ones, she studied the fresh, white bed. The atmosphere suddenly charged in a way that was becoming familiar. They didn’t have time, but they were going to make it.
 
   When one step brought him toe to toe, she raised her arms to twine around his neck, already anticipating the jelly her knees were about to become.
 
   The kiss was unhurried even though they should have been pacing through a quickie. After more than a few moans at the way their tongues played together, she kept her lips lightly resting on his as she asked, “Dax will keep playing with Tristan?”
 
   She knew what Jack would do, and watched as he reached to his waist for his phone. After wanting to scream at Jack on several occasions that Dax was not a nanny, at this time, she was actually encouraging the text that would keep his assistant on the Xbox with their son until further notice.
 
   In one quick swipe, he pulled the thin tank top over her head and tossed it aside as he moved away long enough to push the door closed. Without pausing in his return strides, he peeled his own tee shirt off, letting it fall to the floor, and his eyes roved hungrily over the skin exposed when she let her bra drop.
 
   She loved his ways. That he almost always took a moment, even if it was a nanosecond, to enjoy the view. That his hands would not go straight for her chest once it was bared. They almost always settled on the curve of her waist and glided upward until they were filled. That the first kiss almost always went to her cleavage before making a selection and taking her to the edge of crazy.
 
   He brought his kiss back to her lips while hooking the fingers of each hand into the waistband of her shorts and panties. With a yank, they were both off, and she worked the fly on his cargos.
 
   The new sheets were soft against her back, and Jack was hard against her front. The electrifying jolt of skin to skin contact had her gasping. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the intensity of each kiss and the certainty of each touch.
 
   Turning her head, she shivered as she gave him access to her neck, and when her eyes next opened she froze in frustration.
 
   “That dog is a voyeur!”
 
   Rusty, who had earlier been napping next to Tristan as the race game was played, was now, for some inexplicable reason, bedded down in his cage watching as was the norm.
 
   Jack crushed his hips teasingly and intimately to hers before bounding off the bed long enough to kick the cage door closed and drape the blanket that was now kept on top of it, over it. The condoms had been moved to a trinket box on his nightstand, and he grabbed one before resuming his place.
 
   “Did any of your other women bitch about your dog watching?” Maybe because of the new sheet set, this was fresh on her mind, and she unthinkingly broke the cardinal rule of discussing past partners during sex. However Jack didn’t seem to care. Raising that dark head from her chest, he peered into her eyes.
 
   “No.”
 
   She took advantage of his position, putting her lips to him, repaying him for every kiss, every touch of the tongue, every nip.
 
   Even though they had begun in a leisure fashion, they finished fast and furious, and as they lay winding down, her eyes were drawn to the part of him that remained a mystery.
 
   “What’re you doin?” he rumbled, and she froze her tongue in the midst of its trace of the band of music that circled the biceps and triceps of his upper arm.
 
   Raising her eyes, she found his head slightly elevated from the pillow and curious dark eyes tinged with amusement.
 
   Using her fingertip, she continued to trail the winding music bar. A few times before, she had inquired if the notes made up an actual song, and each time, her question had been met with a diversion.
 
   “Are you ever going to tell me what this is?”
 
   It didn’t surprise her when his head dropped back, and he pulled her close. “I will. Soon. Can I tell you something else for now though?” Twisting to her, he trailed a finger down her cheekbone. “No one else has ever been in here. In my room.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “These women you speak of. None have ever been in here.”
 
   “How long have you lived here?” She asked of the house. It was hard to believe him, although what reason could he have to offer up such a lie?
 
   “A couple of years. But it’s a weird life. You know? This is my bedroom, dammit. Even though the ‘sex contract,’ that you like to talk about, eventually was a disclosure too, despite it, I just never trusted that someone wouldn’t take pictures or something, somehow, without me knowing. If something about me hits the internet or a magazine, and it is really my room, it validates it.”
 
   “You mean that women would actually sign a paper that kept them from saying they had sex with you?” The scoff wrapped up in her words was unintentional, and thankfully, he took no offense.
 
   “Of course nobody can know what they say. But it kept them from telling the story, or selling the story...what?!” An indignant flash darkened his eyes when she laughed.
 
   “I love you Jack.” She moved her head enough to touch her lips to his. “How can you not see that you seemed so far out of my league? How can you truly not understand why I couldn’t tell you I was pregnant?”
 
   “I do. I guess. I’m just mad that I didn’t get to see it.” His hand moved from her face to curve over her stomach. “We are having more right?”
 
   At this she stiffened, nervously biting at her lip while evading the direct question. “How many more?”
 
   Although, he had jokingly hinted of more kids when gifting the bracelets, this was uncharted territory. It struck her that Jack had been wise to say they needed time to know each other before jumping into marriage. There was so much they had yet to learn about one another. And learning some of these things just might be a deal breaker, although losing him would tear her heart out.
 
   “A dozen.” The pronouncement came as timely as if he were a clairvoyant. Then he laughed, and she squirmed. “You’re too easy.” he declared, and she indignantly pulled back a space while he continued. “How about one to start with? Then one or two more if we think we are up to it?”
 
   “Four kids?!”
 
   “Max.”
 
   “I never liked that name,” she deadpanned and then brushed her foot against his.
 
   A few seconds went by before her joke registered, and he punished her with a nip of his teeth to her lip. Pressing a kiss to her head, he swung out of bed. While dressing in each article of clothing as it was retrieved from the floor, he playfully tossed her clothes at her.
 
   A sudden feeling of despondency pervaded, and she leaped up to dress before it could soak in and ruin her mood.
 
   Dax professionally ignored their half hour or so escapade and helped them load the car with the few necessities including a skimboard for Tristan, since Meg’s house was near the beach and then waved them off.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 25
 
   THE DRIVE TOOK over an hour, much of it in traffic due to not traveling in that perfect window of time between rush hour and lunch hour. Soon, they were driving up the coast, and Marissa caught a glimpse of the ocean between homes, or when the road inclined higher up the mountainside than the rooftops.
 
   Upon their arrival, his sister berated, “Little brother! Are you ever not late?!” Nonetheless, she happily hugged him. She then addressed Marissa with her wide smile, “First work order for you. Jacks. On time!”
 
   “Good luck with that. She totally made us late today.” Jack pulled one of his smirks and still had leftover heat in his eyes when he met Marissa’s abashed glare.
 
   “Ugh,” Meg barked out a sound of disgust and reneged, “First order of business. Teach Jacks not to share deets!” But like Jack’s parents, Meg’s main focus was Tristan and she dropped to her knees. “I’ve been dying to meet you! How are you liking California?”
 
   Meg, true to her Facebook photos, was a female version of Jack, the only difference in her coloring was her startling blue eyes. The same eyes that their mother had.
 
   Jules Loren appeared and greeted Marissa with a friendly hug. Next, the woman patiently waited for Meg to peel herself off Jack, before wrapping her, six-foot plus, son in a hug and then joined in the banter with Tristan.
 
   This gathering was obviously one of the large family affairs Jack had mentioned. Besides his sister and parents, there were aunts, uncles, cousins, a niece, and a nephew. A mouthwatering aroma wafted from the deck where most of the adults were visiting.
 
   Meg’s home was directly on the beach, and Jack piggybacked Tristan down the steep wooden steps to the sand where a group of children played in the surf. After she was introduced around, Marissa stood admiring the view and watching Jack present Tristan to his cousins. She worried when one of the girls pointed at the crutch as she said something, but Jack said something back, and they all laughed including Tristan.
 
   Tristan was a natural with the skimboard. Jack held it with his foot as their son would race to it then toss his crutch aside before skimming the water. While she watched, Candace materialized beside her.
 
   “Rough week?”
 
   “It’s been okay,” Marissa replied without initially snapping to the older woman’s reference.
 
   “Good. You have to keep a spine to live in the public eye.”
 
   Realizing that the other woman was speaking specifically of the drop party debacle, Marissa curved a tight grin.
 
   Jack and one of his cousins continued supervising the smaller children’s skimboarding, and his Uncle Marc occasionally yelled pointers from the deck. Meg paddled a surfboard out and rode a wave back in.
 
   “Listen, Randi and I were talking yesterday–” Candace paused when Meg’s husband insisted they have a taste from the grill, then resumed once his attention turned to the next possible culinary tester. “Have you ever considered modeling?”
 
   Marissa was astounded when Jack accepted the board from his sister and began to make his way beyond the break. However, Candace’s question was even more surprising, and Marissa gave it her full attention.
 
   “Modeling what?” Her suspicion seemed well founded given both Randi and Candace’s careers.
 
   The other woman merely smiled in answer before expanding on the idea, and Marissa riveted her eyes back to the ocean not wanting to miss Jack surfing. Sure enough, he positioned to a crouch then stood and glided in.
 
   Candace waited until Jack was back on the sand and elaborated, “You have the perfect figure, and they are always looking for new talent.”
 
   Marissa almost laughed at wearing underwear in front of a camera being considered a talent, but quickly caught herself and instead muttered, “Are you suggesting I compete with the lingerie model by becoming a lingerie model?”
 
   A blink of awareness met Marissa’s joke, and Candace straightened her stance to move a step away from the rail as she considered. “Hmm. That Randi. Such a schemer.” Candace seemed to continue to mull that train of thought. “But a good one. In this case a really good scheme. It could work you know.”
 
   Marissa’s sought Jack again, his shoulders providing a distraction as he swung one of the kids around. The images in her head, of her lingerie photo’s next to Randi’s on the internet, was daunting, however she uttered a carefree, “Thanks, I will think about it. Now, I have to have one of those jalapeno poppers!” In a smooth change of subject, she moved away, and Candace called after her, “Don’t forget the wine. It is from Marc Jr.’s vineyard!”
 
   The wine was recognizable as the same label Jack kept around the house. Mrs. Loren sat chatting with her, and still felt self-conscious over her fangirl episode, Marissa tried to keep her eyes from straying to Matt Loren who sat to the other side of his wife.
 
   “Mariss!” Jack hollered up from the beach. “Are you coming down?”
 
   “Soon!” she promised and considered another glass of the wonderful wine.
 
   “Soon-er…” Jack returned, and she heard the beseeching tone in his words even before he added, “Please?”
 
   Halfway in her descent down the slope, Jack met her coming up the stairs, barely stopping for a kiss and explanation as he passed her. “Man about a horse!” He was out of sight before she dropped the last few steps and looked back, and she wondered how long he had been holding back the bathroom urge.
 
   Children’s laughter blew in the steady ocean breeze, and her heart almost exploded with happiness to see Tristan having so much fun. Putting her foot on the skimboard, she held it for Tristan as Jack had done.
 
   Meg struck up a conversation while peeling out of her wetsuit. The intro was always the same from anyone she talked to, and Jack’s sister was no exception. How did she like California? Where was she from? But, unlike anyone else she had shared this dialogue with, Meg’s questioning sometimes seemed barbed.
 
   “Does this seem really fast to you?” Meg’s hair was beginning to dry in the wind and sun, and although it had been sleek and straight upon their introduction earlier, now it waved like her father’s hair, as well as Jack and Tristan’s hair.
 
   “Fast?” Marissa only played dumb because she heard an undercurrent of hostility in Meg’s tone.
 
   “You and Jack.” The impatient clarification was exactly in the manner of Tristan or Jack, and although annoyed herself, Marissa tried not to smile. “You have known each other, what, three weeks?”
 
   Marissa kicked off her rhinestone blinged flip-flops then waded in enough to give Tristan his crutch and assist him out of the soggy part of the sand.
 
   “Um, three weeks. Yep.” Curving a nonchalant smile, Marissa positioned the board again. “Unless you count five years ago.”
 
   “Which was what? Three minutes?” Meg’s retort baited Marissa’s eyes to her face.
 
   The beat of her heart sped up, pounding painfully against her chest, and she took in a deep calming breath. “More like three hours. But I thought you didn’t like deets.”
 
   If the sharp turn the questioning had taken astonished her, Meg’s burst of laughter was even more unexpected. Getting her gurgles under control, Meg agreed, “You’re right. My brain just exploded...ugh...”
 
   “Mom, can I take the big board?”
 
   A boy, not much older than Tristan, stood at Meg’s side and Marissa was surprised to see him indicating the board Meg and Jack had used.
 
   “Not right now. I can’t go out with you.”
 
   As Meg handled the argument that resulted, Marissa looked up to the deck. Jack, with food in one hand and a beer in the other, laughed with his family. His hair was drying in dark wavy strands. Her gaze dropped to Tristan’s soaked head, which she knew would also wave once he was out of the water, in what seemed to be a Loren a trademark.
 
   “I just want you to know, I love Jack,” Marissa confided when Meg’s son scampered off. She wanted to put the sibling concern to rest, but Meg’s response was just as biting as the rest had been.
 
   “It’s easy to love Jack. What’s not to love about Jack Storm?”
 
   Stung again by this queen bee of the Loren clan, Marissa shook it off and retorted, “See, that’s just it. I don’t always love Jack Storm. But with all my heart I love Jack Loren.”
 
   “I guess that is what bothers me. That you had a fling with Jack Storm. And it bought you back stage passes to Jacks Loren.”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you that sometimes it is rude to be so outspoken?” Through the haze of hurt and anger, Marissa offensively lashed out.
 
   “All the time.” Meg laughed, but she did not apologize.
 
   “What’s so funny girls?!” Jack shouted the inquiry while sprinting down the steps swinging a mini cooler. He was halfway through doling out drinks to the kids when he looked up, possibly feeling the tension that was as heavy as the tide rolling in.
 
   Marissa avoided his dark, speculative gaze by hooking her foot into the rope of Tristan’s skimboard and dragging it from the surf. The small boy was thirstily glugging a power aid drink and plopped down in the sand with his cousins to build a moat.
 
   “Meagan...” Jack growled, and Marissa wondered if he had already had an earful of his sister’s doubts.
 
   “What?” Meg thrust a defensive chin out.
 
   To Marissa, Jack held up a bottle of water and a bagged margarita, and when she gratefully accepted the water, he dropped the bag back into the cooler.
 
   “Mariss and I were just discussing your shows.” An innocent smile curved Meg’s lips, and she gestured to the cooler now at his feet. “Is one of those for me?”
 
   “Help yourself Mags.” Although he relaxed his tone, he hadn’t relaxed his guard enough to politely offer his sister a drink and rudely kicked the cooler her way.
 
   Unperturbed, Meg bent for the margarita then smoothly got her revenge. “If you are going to be down here with the kids? I’m going up for a bit?”
 
   “Fine. We’ll be here.” Jack returned, and as his sister collected her things, he slipped an arm around Marissa’s waist. “Long enough to christen Mariss with the waters of the Pacific anyway...”
 
   Relenting to his tug, she found herself knee-deep in the surf, but when he continued to pull, she dug in, curling her toes into the sand and shale beneath the water. Refusing to take that silent no for an answer, Jack swung her up and into the next rolling wave, never letting go of her hips as he followed her headlong dunk.
 
   “You are hereby baptized with the Pacific coast Mariss my gulf coast girl!”
 
   “You Jack-Ass!” She sputtered pushing the wet hair from her salt burned eyes as wave after wave crashed her body to his chest. “Dammit!” The water was extremely cooler than she expected. With a shiver, she rubbed at her eyes and mourned the loss of her fresh water bottle.
 
   Shoving, she managed to unbalance him with the aid of a wave, but he reflexively grabbed at her taking her with him again. The startled look on his face had her laughing as they came up, even though she had been dunked again.
 
   The kids on the beach, as well as adults on the deck, were also hysterically amused. Jack’s look was no longer startled; it was heating up. Following his gaze down, she saw that her dripping clothing was not a big problem when compared to the white shirt, which was now transparent. In the sun, her thin, white bra was barely a layer. Reflexively, she pulled the wet fabric away from her body and stepped closer to Jack’s body to shield herself.
 
   “Damn Mariss,” Because he was so close, the curse physically hit her face as well as vibrated her eardrums. “I’m sorry. That was unexpected.”
 
   A quick plan hatched between them. She turned to the horizon and he fetched from the beach bag Tristan’s shirt and a towel. He stood as a wall between her and the others while she removed the wet shirt and stretched the snug, dry one over her anatomy. Jack wiped her face with the towel then looped it around her neck so that the ends fell over the strain of the shirt across her chest.
 
   The kids were beginning to hit the water again, and mutually, she and Jack halted their wade to the beach, watching as Tristan pushed himself up with his crutch, grabbed his board, then threw down the crutch. Although a little ungainly still, his crutchless sprint had him gliding into the waves with the board in the same manner as his cousins.
 
   “Yay T.J.!” His new cousins clapped and cheered.
 
   Seeing his parents watching, Tristan shined a smile and tripped his way back to the beach using his board for support.
 
   “See that?” Jack was as giddy as she was. “So Dope!” Quietly, he tossed out the word as a tease, and she laughed. Because it was. So dope. The sky was bluer, the sun brighter as they watched Tristan go for his next ride.
 
   After spectating a few more minutes, she rotated an arm, stretching in the tight shirt, and turned to glance at the steps leading up to the house.
 
   “This shirt is going to split off me.”
 
   “I like it.” Jack shamelessly eyed the barely confined curves, but sweetly offered, “You want me to go up and find another for you while you stay here with the kids? Or are you okay to go up? Mom will give you a different shirt.”
 
   Thankfully–as the last thing she wanted to do was ask Meg!
 
   Around dusk, plates of food were heaped again. The adults sat in chairs grouped together on the deck and kept a watchful eye on the children who ate seated around a table just on the other side of a large glass window. It was magical to be privy to their happy faces as they talked among themselves, but not to have to hear the hyperactive child chatter at the end of this busy day.
 
   “Jules,” Candace put aside her hamburger long enough to speak. “I cannot get over how much Tristan looks like Jack at that age.”
 
   “That was my first thoughts on seeing him,” Jules returned, and her husband agreed.
 
   All eyes swung to Jack who jokingly admitted, “Yeah there was no denying that one. No paternity test needed.”
 
   Laughter rumbled all around, and when it died down, Meg, who Marissa realized had not joined in the hilarity, asked, “But you had one, right?”
 
   Six or seven silent seconds ticked by in which the retreating tide was the only sound waves. Everyone seemed appalled that Meg broached the question but equally curious of the answer.
 
   Jack’s chair was balanced on two legs as he leaned back on the rail, and he let it drop to all fours with a thump. “Now that’s none of your business is it Meagan?”
 
   Never had Marissa heard him use that tone. It was cold, hollow, and scornful.
 
   “Well yeah,” His persistent sister shot back, and her look dared him to defy her next words. “I think true paternity is all of our business.”
 
   The words cut Marissa for many reasons, but the main one was just inside that window, happily smiling as he ate and talked with his new cousins.
 
   “Excuse me.” Amidst the chastisements to Meg by family, and Jack’s deadly glare executing his sister, Marissa quietly weaved around chairs toward the house door.
 
   “I’m just saying. Anyone can get a hold of baby pic’s of me or Jack off the internet!”
 
   “And what Meg?! Build a kid?” Marissa had learned their voices enough to know it was Marc Jr. who spoke.
 
   “Yes!” Meg again. “How am I the only one who sees this?! If I screwed Mike Mullholland and it so happened my boyfriend looks enough like Mike Muholland that my kid resembles Mike Muholl–”
 
   “If someone doesn’t shut her up I will–and it won’t be nicely!”
 
   Jack’s steely threat was the last thing Marissa heard as she swung the door closed. Tears burned at her eyes, worse than the salt water earlier, as she bent down whispering to her animated son that it was time to go.
 
   The smile on his face disappeared and the light in his eyes dulled. The little boy’s recent violable moods surfaced yet again, and he loudly protested their departure.
 
   Picking his crutch up, she firmly insisted and rolled the rest of his hotdog and chips into a napkin. When Tristan began to cry, she wanted to herself, but anger took root, burning her dry-eyed as she held out his crutch.
 
   “Come on honey. You can see your cousins again soon.”
 
   “Nooo. Momma, why? We aren’t even finished eating!”
 
   “Mariss,” Jack appeared, and she spun away thinking he would try to talk her out of a departure. “Mariss, let me take him to the car and I will come back for our stuff.”
 
   “Daddy, I don’t want to go!”
 
   Jack knelt talking to him quietly, and seconds later gave him a piggyback ride to the car parked on the street. With a smile at the confused kids, she voiced the hollow promise that Tristan would see them again soon. Carrying his crutch and plate, she trailed Jack without looking back.
 
   Once they settled in, she numbly held the food in her lap that a sniffling tot refused to eat.
 
   Jumping at the tap on the glass, she made out Jack’s mother and Aunt Candace in the streetlights. The entire group of kids gathered behind them.
 
   Marissa popped open the door and as Jules Loren apologized for her daughter, a couple of the children crawled behind her seat to get to Tristan.
 
   When she darted a glance at the backseat, Meg’s daughter was hugging Tristan’s neck. “Bye T.J. You are our favorite new cousin.”
 
   Tristan was smiling again and finishing his meal by the time Jack swerved the car from the curb into the street. Marissa felt somewhat better to know that the entire family had not taken up pitchforks and torches. Although, the more she thought about it, as sweet as Jules Loren’s apology had been, the woman had not said a thing indicating that her own thoughts did not match Meg’s.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 26
 
   JACK REMAINED SILENT with his eyes focused solely on his driving. As they merged on to the Ventura Freeway, his hand crossed the console between their seats to rest warmly on her leg.
 
   In getting from the car to the house, not much was said other than what needed to be. Dax did not seem to be around. Tristan went directly to bed, and she stepped into the shower of the adjoining bathroom.
 
   Her habit at her own house had been to combat stress by showering until the water began to cool. In this house of infinite hot water, it was much, much later when she emerged from her numbed reverie and stepped from the steamy stall.
 
   Down the hall, she found Jack’s room empty. Raiding his closet, she pulled one of his tee shirts over the revealing top of her cotton pajamas before treading downstairs.
 
   After a barren search of the downstairs, she ventured onto the dark portico. Choppy acoustic guitar chords drew her eyes farther into the darkness where she made out Jack’s shadowy form. Her eyes adjusted and her heart clinched. Wearing only a pair of black boxer briefs, he was laying on his back on the island in the middle of the pool, the guitar balanced atop him.
 
   The night was overcast, and with barely any moonlight, she could not tell if he noticed her or not. He didn’t acknowledge her presence. For a minute, she stood remembering how he had once mentioned sleeping on the little island. That night, the feeling had come over her that he had lain in that exact spot, with a woman atop him, many nights. Tonight, the feeling came over her that he had lain in that exact spot, with only a guitar atop him, on many more nights.
 
   The urge was strong to press in comfort against him, but having just showered, she didn’t want to undress and get wet again with pool water. She still didn’t know where Dax was, did not remember if the SUV was in the driveway, and she didn’t want to be caught in the pool in only her undies like Jack.
 
   Besides, she rationalized, if Jack wanted company, he would have asked. Normally, he was insistent in that way, almost like a kid with the constant need for attention.
 
   She returned toward the light spilling from the kitchen, but the melody drifting across the pool paused her at the threshold. Instead of going through, she slid the door closed and turned back.
 
   The angry thrashing chords, that had originally drawn her attention to his whereabouts, were now crunchy chords with a hint of blues. These were the riffs she loved to hear him string together. Dropping to one of the cushy sofas, she laid back letting her eyes relax closed.
 
   The heavy thoughts invading her mind refused to allow her to float on the peaceful cloud normally induced by Jack’s playing. Meg’s words continued to replay, and with her own promiscuous past recently outed, she wondered if Jack could have doubts about Tristan. The argument Meg had presented was farfetched, but logical.
 
   The riffs dwindled a few times, and then stopped altogether. Just as she was wondering if he were asleep, he spoke.
 
   “I cannot believe my sister. Sometimes, I wonder if she is capable of caring about anyone but herself.”
 
   Marissa silently commiserated. No matter how logical, it had been humiliating to sit through Meg’s suspicions and devastating to know that Tristan was the product of those ugly accusations. Jack, however, had his own demons with his sister.
 
   “She is always running off with the mouth and ruining everything.” His voice was quiet and sad, but it echoed across the water. “She has always been holier than thou. You have no idea how cool it was to be able to show Tristan off, to have a son too. And then, she fucking ruins the moment. Ruins everything—on the day that Tristan walked.”
 
   She had no idea what to say to that, as until now, she had not considered how his sister’s words affected him. Naturally, he would be hurt as well as angry.
 
   Her guilt seemed a physical, looming shadow at times like this. She had hidden the pregnancy. Whether they, as a family, at that time, would have actually worked out, or not, had not been for her to decide. She was beginning to feel like they had lost years together. Every indication in every conversation with Jack pointed to a positive reception of fatherhood, even from the beginning. Tonight had shown her something disturbing. To anyone, the years apart could look like the elaborate scheme that even Jack had once suspected it was.
 
   “I’m sorry Jack,” The whisper was soft. She had no idea if it reached his ears or not.
 
   “For what?” He had heard her, and was she imagining what she heard? The doubt. The slight concession that his sister might be right.
 
   “That she said that. That the things she said fucked up the day.”
 
   A quarter of an hour passed with the tension still hanging in the night air, yet slightly relaxed by the quiet. A few times, she opened her eyes wondering if he were asleep, if he planned to sleep out there, as he had before.
 
   “Mariss? You can’t hear anything in the house from out here. Could you turn Tristan cam on that t.v.?”
 
   Feeling as if she were accepting the bad mother of the year award for not thinking of this herself, she swung off the couch and crossed to the bar television. Pulling open a drawer, she extracted the remote, and once the screen powered up, tuned to channel eleven. Hitting the volume, she made sure it wasn’t muted, and was about to return to her spot when something seemed wrong with the screen.
 
   Apprehension carried her closer, and when she saw that his bunk was empty, the covers balled to the side, she whipped around striding to the door.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “He’s not in his bed. Probably in the bathroom. Just checking.”
 
   The last chopped sentence fell in her wake as she left the sliding door open. Sniffling could be heard the moment she was in the kitchen, the hiccupping kind that ends a hard cry.
 
   “Tristan?” She followed the sounds crossing the large entry hall, and the first oddity she noticed was Rusty at the foot of the staircase. Upon seeing Marissa, the dog, in true Lassie form, darted up the stairs stopping midway, and it was there that Tristan sat, his eyes swollen from crying.
 
   “Momma!” His voice cracked with his happiness to see her. “Momma, I fell!”
 
   Tripping up the stairs in her haste, she grabbed at the railing to keep from falling on her face. “Are you hurt?!”
 
   “My arm hurts. Really bad.”
 
   “Sweetie…” Easing down next to him, she automatically checked his head, his neck, back, and face, before gently taking his arm in her hand. He cried out when she carefully attempted to straighten the limb. “Don’t move. I will be right back.”
 
   “Can you get Daddy?”
 
   “Yes, honey. I’m getting Daddy.”
 
   Two steps down, she tripped over Rusty, who was still lurking, and barely caught herself on the banister.
 
   “Jack!” Her yells began the second she crossed into the kitchen, and she raced to the open door. “Jack!”
 
   The emergency room trip was quicker than the one other time she had ever had to take him, and she wondered, without caring, if Tristan was getting preferential treatment.
 
   When they were released, Tristan rode piggyback on Jack, holding to his neck with one arm. A blue cast wrapped the other arm, and the boy was extremely proud of it.
 
   The automatic doors slid open, and even though it was late—after midnight—upon exiting, a blinding light similar to sunlight hit her eyes. Jack immediately pivoted away, and she followed his lead. However, the exit doors worked only one way, and the glass they encountered reflected strobing camera flashes.
 
   This was the first run in with paparazzi since the drop party, and her maternal protective instinct kicked in tenfold. The glass of the door may as well have been a mirror, and she beheld the bedraggled image that she knew was now on a digital card. Before leaving the house, all she had done was trade her pajama bottoms for jeans. Her hair hung in an uncombed ponytail.
 
   Jack’s hair was also uncombed and still damp from the pool. He had pulled on a pair of running pants and a band tee shirt, and his shoes fit loose, sloppily tied from quickly shoving his foot into them.
 
   He scanned the concrete expanse to the entry doors, and she could see the speculation on his face. “Put his face down on my back.” Pulling his phone from its clip, he tapped at the screen. “Car’s now unlocked. I don’t want to hurt his arm trying to get him in the back. Can you drive?”
 
   Seriously? He was asking this less than a week after she had caused a pileup on the freeway?
 
   “Sure.” Determinedly, she nodded.
 
   “Alright let’s go for it,” he muttered.
 
   “Keep your head down on Daddy, Tristan.” Marissa soothingly brushed at her son’s hair as she settled his face again on Jack’s tee shirt.
 
   “Try to keep your purse between him and them.” As Jack gave the advice, he caught her hand and they turned. With heads ducked, they darted down the walkway, off the curb, and across the lot.
 
   It took less than a minute to load up.
 
   Of pure bedlam.
 
   “Jack, do you mind, just one picture, mate.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Not tonight.” Jack’s voice was amazingly calm, and she marveled that he didn’t yell at them to step off.
 
   “Marissa! Over here, lovie!”
 
   Surprised at having her name called out, she looked and was instantly blinded with a flash. Ducking her head in embarrassment, she continued the sprint, all the while using her purse block Tristan’s head.
 
   “Is that a cast? How did he hurt his arm?”
 
   “Just a short statement. No pictures. Please. Marissa? Jack?”
 
   The click of the locks as they took refuge in the car was comforting, as well as the black tint of the windows. One man leaned across the hood with his camera, and Jack quickly flipped the visors down and issued the voice-start command for the ignition.
 
   When volunteering to drive, she had not considered trying to keep from splattering random paparazzi as roadkill. Jack’s car jerked with pent-up power at the mere tap of her foot on the gas, and in panic, her foot smashed on the brake.
 
   “Just coast back, Mariss honey, they will move.”
 
   A few miles down the road, she pulled into a gas station where, after carefully settling Tristan in the back, they switched seats.
 
   “Who were those people?” Tristan wondered, and a quake of anxiety riddled his voice.
 
   Jack fielded the question as truthfully and as concise as possible, and Marissa loved him even more for having learned that Tristan was capable of understanding things well past his age.
 
   “...and they like the music a lot so they are interested in what we as a family do every day.”
 
   When he wound up the explanation, Tristan asked, “Why do they want my picture? If they like your music?”
 
   Slowing to a stop at a red light, Jack considered, and Marissa watched as he came up empty. No matter how mature the tiny boy was, it would not do to tell him his picture was going to be sold! Jack’s dark gaze slid to her face, and reading the silent plea, she jumped in.
 
   “Because you are as handsome as your daddy!” Leaning around the seat to better peer into the back, she contorted her face into the tease by widening her eyes and her smile and crossing her pupils for a second. “Get used to it. Because I have a feeling if we stick with daddy we are going to get that a lot!”
 
   The broken arm was the one Tristan normally used for his crutch. Awkwardly, he attempted to use his other arm, and frustration filled his features. Jack carried him up the front steps, and after a quick snack in the kitchen, up to the master suite.
 
   Settling their son in the middle of the giant bed, Jack tucked a pillow under his arm. Then, he turned, whistling to Rusty and latched the pup inside the cage.
 
   “Why does Rusty have to sleep in there?” Tristan’s inquisitive voice was growing weaker and wearier.
 
   “Remember the torn up couch pillows?” Jack sardonically inquired. “Rusty is not always a good dog when he’s left on his own.”
 
   “Rusty didn’t mean to make me fall,” Tristan sighed.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 27
 
   JACK’S HEAD SWIVELED around, and Marissa froze in the act of stepping out of her jeans. Kicking them aside, she dropped to the edge of the bed instead of pulling on the waiting pajama bottoms.
 
   “Tristan, honey,” her fingers smoothed at the hair on his face, noting the droopy eyes. “Momma’s been wondering. Why were you on the stairs?”
 
   “I needed to ask you and Daddy something. And you weren’t asleep in your rooms.”
 
   “But why were you on the stairs and not the elevator?”
 
   “I’m almost better. I walked some at the beach. I thought I could use the stairs like you and Daddy.”
 
   The tips of her fingers stroked over the smooth skin of his forehead, then cheekbones. He never liked feeling different. Probably, she should have used the elevator more in coming or going from the second floor even when she was alone. The only time they really used the convenience was when Tristan was going up at the same time as them.
 
   At some time during the last few days, the blockade gate at the top of the stairs had been removed and not put back making their son’s try even easier.
 
   “You are almost better,” she assured.
 
   Jack climbed into bed scooting to Tristan. His hand moved over the cast, and lightly touched the fingers extending from it. “What did you need to ask us?”
 
   “Did you get my skimboard from Aunt Meg’s?”
 
   Jack’s eyes speculatively raised, and Marissa wondered if he was afraid of inciting a riot right while the tired boy was so close to sleep. Jack’s truthful answer was a surprise since Marissa herself had just opened her mouth intent on somehow deferring the negative answer without an outright ‘no’.
 
   “No buddy,” Jack brushed at dark hair the same shade as his own. “She will put it up for you though. And it will be there next time we go.”
 
   “In six weeks,” Tristan grumbled, but it was an exhausted grumble, and his eyes closed. “It will be six weeks until I can ride the board again.”
 
   “We are going to have a lot of fun in the next six weeks buddy. You will probably not even think of your skimboard until we get back.”
 
   “The tour?” Tristan opened his eyes long enough to ask, and the sleepy gaze found his dad’s face.
 
   “Yeah,” Jack smiled. “The tour. We will be going to lots of cool places, sometimes on a giant bus, sometimes on a plane–”
 
   “I don’t want to go without Momma.”
 
   “Momma’s going,” Jack assured.
 
   Marissa nodded, but Tristan didn’t look her way. Her odd feeling, concerning the direction of the conversation, was justified when he replied to his father, “The lady said she couldn’t.”
 
   Jack’s bewildered eyes stayed on his son’s face as the next seconds passed. Marissa now understood, but did not know how to proceed with the explanation. Finally, Jack’s brown gaze moved to meet her eyes. Wariness was quickly seeping into his look replacing the confusion.
 
   “What’s he talking about?”
 
   Marissa swallowed a gulp and pressed a kiss to Tristan. “Night, night. I will be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Jack understood and followed. Marissa went downstairs, through the kitchen, the poolside seeming right for this discussion. She understood the draw of the water to Jack. Before moving, she had often sought the ocean for deep thought since it was right outside any exit of her job on a casino boat.
 
   Dragging the door open, she stepped out, and Jack impatiently questioned again, “What the hell was Tristan talking about?”
 
   The television was still on, only the current channel was now a satellite music station instead of Tristan Cam. The song, thumping through the speakers, sounded slightly hollow as it bounced over the water.
 
   “He is just confused. He thought –”
 
   Shadowy silhouettes in the water halted her words, and her heart thumped in ‘super creeped out’ mode. Dax called out, “I’m sorry. Really sorry. Thought you went to bed. Give us a second and we are out of here.”
 
   The two indiscernible shadows parted, and just before Marissa turned away, she noticed two glasses and a wine bottle at the edge of the pool.
 
   Dax and Randi? Maybe?
 
   Marissa went back inside the house intent on returning upstairs, but in the kitchen, Jack caught her arm, and she burst out the explanation. “Emma says that Randi’s likability is higher and suggested that I not be seen on tour.”
 
   Incredulously, his eyes widened ever so slightly, then dropped thoughtfully. They glinted with the same expression as when Tristan had opened this subject. “And you didn’t tell me this because...?”
 
   “Because she is just doing her job. And I thought it would create some mess that you don’t need stirred up right before a tour.”
 
   “Can this day get any worse?” Jack shoved his fingers through his hair and pivoted to pull open the fridge.
 
   “Don’t say that. You are just inviting worse.”
 
   Unappreciative of the comment, he glared as he popped the tab on a beer. “I am so tired of this shit. This micromanaging bullshit. From a freaking label. From people I thought were friends. From my freaking family.”
 
   “I’m not trying to micromanage you. I just thought you didn’t need the stress–”
 
   “Mariss my honey, I’m not talking about you. I’m talking to you.” The digital clock on the stove read three twenty-three, but Jack paced the kitchen. “I will get this sorted out. You are not hiding in some hotel room on tour.”
 
   Marissa refrained from telling him that if Emma had her way, she wouldn’t be going on tour. “I just want to do whatever you need me to do. I didn’t come out here to get in the way of your career.”
 
   “Fuck the career. I don’t want it if it doesn’t come with you. And that doesn’t mean hiding you in the freaking house like Chris’ wife. He’s single. You know that right? Not married. She doesn’t exist.”
 
   Jack was getting worked up, and she stared at her bare feet wanting as much to lay her tired head on a pillow, as she did to hear him out, to let him purge his turbulent feelings.
 
   She had already noticed that Chris and his wife were affectionately close and obviously in love when together. But, as Jack said, the woman was never publicly around.
 
   “I screwed up everything when I switched labels. It’s just that with my dad’s label, everything seemed about him. If he showed up to anything, it seemed like all the attention shifted to him. Even every interview, or article that was about my music had to make mention of him. I was never so glad to get picked up by JDS.”
 
   That explained the Loren’s not being at the drop party, and Jack being on a different label than the one his family owned.
 
   “The label put this whole band together and invited me into it. So, I reinvented myself as someone besides Matt Loren’s kid. It was great. Somehow, the connection was rarely made, and I was me, just me. When I met you, things with this label still seemed good. Then somehow, after I signed on again for another three record deal it all went to crap. Once this tour is done, I’m changing labels. To my parent’s.”
 
   She nodded, having heard it from him before they came to LA and from others over the last few days.
 
   “My parents have wanted to teach me the business. Now with Tristan, with a family, it just seems logical to do this and get out of the touring part. I will only do event shows if they are some place we all want to go. That’s of course if the new stuff is even noticed enough to be invited to a line up.”
 
   “It will be,” she assured and truly believed.
 
   “I’m thinking about the new identity being Jax with an X.”
 
   “I like it.”
 
   “Beau Jax.”
 
   “Beau?”
 
   “A play on my mom’s maiden name, Breaux.”
 
   Marissa literally bit the side of her tongue to keep from commenting, but in a few short weeks, Jack already seemed to know her better than anyone did.
 
   “You don’t like it.”
 
   With a shrug, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and looked longingly at the clock again. However, he was finally opening up to her, and she wasn’t about to prematurely end this closeness.
 
   “Mariss? When we do this, would you want to learn the business too?”
 
   Flutters of excitement became a breezy outlook. A career. No longer watching Jack from the sidelines, but being a part of the game. “Yeah. I would.”
 
   “Cool.” With a flip of a switch on the wall next to him, the room darkened. “Let’s go to bed Mariss. I have some kind of promo shoot tomorrow.”
 
   He curved an arm around her. They kissed all the way up the stairs. They indulged in one last lingering kiss at the foot of the bed. They climbed into bed, on either side of Tristan. Each rested a hand on their son as they fell asleep.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 28
 
   “BEAU JAX?” OLIVIA’S SEMANTICS of the word sounded as doubtful as Marissa’s own thoughts.
 
   “Yeah...” Marissa hunched on the pool island, avoiding Tristan’s splashes, as she spoke into her phone.
 
   The emergency room physician, thankfully, had handed out the waterproof cast cover, and she wondered if it were another California custom. Maybe no one from the state of beaches and backyard pools could be expected to avoid swimming.
 
   After casually, but obviously interested when asking about Randi The PT had left a half hour ago.
 
   “Are you sure you want me to send Bally?” Olivia asked. If you guys are going to be on tour in ten days, well, I think your pooch would be depressed in a strange house.
 
   “Yeah.” Marissa sadly spoke, “The thing is, this cast is going to slow Tristan down. He and I will be sitting out the first couple of tour weeks.”
 
   Liv sympathized, “Like the little guy hasn’t been through enough. I can’t believe he’s in a cast. And, oh, it makes me so mad that the evilmagesty will get her way!”
 
   Marissa giggled at her friend’s modification of Emmajesty and explained, “It is so hard for him to use the other arm with the crutch, so he has been using no crutch. Which is great but he gets tired really fast.”
 
   The therapist had stressed the importance of correctly walking so that the wrong muscles did not get stronger than the right ones. A lot of mobility would be forced by the tour, and Tristan was sure to grow tired and build the wrong muscles.
 
   “I can hardly carry him anymore, and Jack won’t always be around to, and a wheelchair is not going to work.”
 
   “Why not?” Olivia asked.
 
   Marissa related the entire discussion between her and Jack. Since Jack grew up on the outer rings of the spotlight, his words carried a lot of weight when he explained that there were already photographers with itchy shutter fingers for Tristan, and they would just be itchier for wheelchair pictures.
 
   Marissa knew it was best to join the tour late, but in some strange way, although that part of Jack’s life was terrifying, she had been looking forward to it. Just this morning, packages had arrived from an online shopping spree. She and Jack had sat in bed with his iPad, a few nights ago, ordering Tristan new clothes, shoes, and accessories, as well as the random thing or two for themselves.
 
   She tried to feel okay that, for now, it was working out this way. However, Tristan fracturing his wrist was devastating in the tour equation.
 
   Olivia commiserated with sympathetic words, and Marissa stared into the sunlight patterns in the water missing her friend.
 
   The driveway was just on the other side of the tall privacy fence, and hearing the noisy purr of Jack’s car, she quickly said goodbye to Olivia.
 
   “Daddy’s home!” Tristan bounced. “I...want... him... to come... swimming... with me!” Continuing to hop, he sang each word.
 
   The beep of her phone had her squinting while trying to make out the text through the sun’s extreme glare on the screen.
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Who is here?
 
   Sent 4:42 PM
 
    
 
   Confused, she texted back ‘no one,’ then inquired, ‘Except you right?’ A car door slammed. A little apprehensively, her eyes went to the fence.
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Yes. But whose car is this?
 
   Sent 4:43 PM
 
   Attachment
 
    
 
   The picture sent with his text was of a shiny, red sports car parked in the driveway space where Jack normally parked.
 
   Silently annoyed at the way Dax seemed to have people over without any heads up, she was typing out another text denying any knowledge of any person on the premises when Jack stepped out of the house.
 
   “No one is here that I know of.” Marissa abandoned the phone keypad and waded out of the water.
 
   Jack was so still that she knew behind his dark shades he was perving every inch of her, and her stomach fluttered.
 
   “Huh.” Moving forward through the portico, he stopped at the bar and pulled what looked like keys from the drawer. “I guess we should check it out.”
 
   “It’s not Dax’s company?” Finally, Marissa let out the snarky question as she pulled on her cover-up.
 
   “Dax was with me.”
 
   When he reached her, he stooped long enough to plant a quick kiss on her lips. His hands slipped from her hips around for an intimate squeeze. “I need to hit that, Mariss.” Her body heated pleasurable in response to his words. “But first we need to find out who this car belongs to.”
 
   Crossing to the fence, he twisted the key into a gate she had never noticed, and reaching up, he curved his fingers around the top to pull it open. The direct access from the pool area to the driveway was, no doubt, a convenience during parties.
 
   As a group, they ventured through and to the driveway, with Jack carrying Tristan once the tile of the patio became a less smooth path. Coming out this way, instead of down the front steps, they came up on the backside of the vehicle, and seeing the license plate, she pulled up short.
 
   M-A-R-R-I-S-S
 
   The spelling was not what she had imagined anytime he spoke it, but it was beautiful when lettered in that way.
 
   “Jack?”
 
   He wore a delighted, pleased, and proud smirk. Before she twisted her head back to the car, he pulled a pair of sunglasses with very red rims from the top of his head.
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot. Today’s special. Buy a car. Get free shades.”
 
   His wrist playfully twitched as he drew her attention to the red sunshades, offering them to her with that beguiling look in his dark eyes. The look that had compelled her into so many things naughtier that an expensive fast red car–the car she had sworn she would never do...
 
   Her breath was coming in quick gasps as she considered.
 
   “Well, whose car is it?” Tristan impatiently inquired.
 
   Accepting the shades, she gave the bright frames and the car a last look before hooking them on her face and throwing herself into Jack’s arms. His hand forked in her hair urging her up for a kiss, and she granted him a quick one before excitedly skipping away to admire the Bimmer. A paint finish, glossy enough to reflect her face, drew a careful fingertip, and ignoring her reflection in the tinted window, she pulled at the door handle.
 
   In an instant, Jack was beside her informing her of the entry code. Upon punching it in, the door opened and new car aroma mingled into the excited breaths she sucked in.
 
   “What are you waiting for? Get in...”
 
   “I’m wet...” Her fingers went to the damp swimsuit.
 
   “It’s fine. It will take a lot more than water to mess up the seats.”
 
   Needing no more encouragement, she crouched, putting a leg in and then sitting and swinging the other in. Never, until Jack and Randi’s cars, had she been in anything so beautiful, and that included a few wealthy short-term boyfriends.
 
   “Does it talk?” She inhaled in another heady breath.
 
   “It does,” He grinned but pointed at an ignition button. For now, you will need to use that until we get it set up to know you.
 
   “This is Mom’s car?!” Tristan peered around Jack’s leg, taking in, what was to him, a life-sized Hot Wheels car.
 
   “It is! Ask her if she will give us a ride!”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   Jack’s hair brushed one of her bare shoulders exposed by the tank top she wore. With a shiver of anticipation, she pushed at him. “Stop hovering and let me look!”
 
   During the maiden car voyage, Jack had explained that if she wanted anything changed or any extra accessories, despite already being tagged with her personal license plate, the dealer would make the change.
 
   Although she insisted she liked it as is, directly after supper, he pulled up the website of possibilities, and hung over her as she swiped through different color combinations, different sunroofs and dash accessories.
 
   Her shove and complaint of his closeness only made him grin. Putting his tongue out, he licked the affected shoulder before moving off to play Xbox with Dax and Tristan.
 
   Jack had given many gifts over the week, so the excitement of thank you sex was not unfamiliar. However, this was a car, and her psyche was geared up, pun intended.
 
   After supper, Dax only played a game or two and made himself scarce, declaring he was going to check out a new club. Tristan went to bed, and Jack and Marissa found themselves in the kitchen mixing drinks and revving to begin the rest of the night.
 
   “So if you have made up your mind on that car, let’s go christen it...” Jack used a fork to blend their alcohol and tossed it into the sink. When that trademark smirk united with a raise of his dark brows, she was lost.
 
   “Bottoms up then. No drinks out in my car.”
 
   “Bottoms up?!” Those dark chocolate eyes flashed with mirth, and he took the joke further. “But no dicks out in your car?”
 
   “You’re not going to think that is so funny if I say yes...”
 
   “Hearing you scream yes is far from funny, Mariss...”
 
   With Tristan cam locked on Jack’s phone screen, the yeses were sighed and screamed, from first the front seat, then the back. Reluctant to move off him, she remained limp, her arms forearms braced on either side of his head. He was melted to the back seat, his head resting against it.
 
   “Wish I had my drink...,” he teased, his words muffled against her chest.
 
   “Hmm?” Innocently, she jested, and pulled at the lacey bra hanging around his neck. “You say you wished you had your dick?” Dropping her face to his hair, she put her kegal exercises to use.
 
   “You are going to break it...” he teased then when she repeated the maneuver, he playfully protested, “I’m not a machine...” She smiled into his neck when despite his joking words she felt the change inside her. “Even your toys have batteries...” A pointed reference to the drawer in her dresser she had negligently left open when hurriedly packing for the move to LA. Then finally, when she sweetly punished him for that comment, a buzz of strength surged through his lean muscles, and he pushed at her, coming horizontal down with her on the seat. “Alright Mariss my honey, let’s see what you got left...”
 
   He possessed every inch of her body and soul. All she knew was Jack. The design of the seats offered her hips to him. The close confines seemed to amplify everything.
 
   The limited proximity reminded her of junior high games like seven minutes in heaven, and it reminded her of her first time which had been in the cab of a pickup truck.
 
   Yet, this was Jack. Not some awkward teen in a closet or clumsy crush in a car. This was Jack filling every sense.
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talking about...,” his voice rumbled, mingling with his breath on her ear. “...so unbelievably hot...”
 
   She needed no clarification. Finally, she had let go. The car echoed with the uncontrolled, frenzied sound of just how much she could let go.
 
   “...so good...” The understatement of the agreeable word was all she was capable of uttering. Her brain was still a fog, and her heart was still racing.
 
   “You okay?” Now he raised his head enough to peer into her eyes. She nodded, a blissful smile stretching her lips. Jack grinned back, rubbing his lips to hers before pulling away enough to sit up and bringing her with him.
 
   Laying another sweet kiss on her lips, he softly declared, “I’m going to miss you so much Mariss. Cannot believe I have to leave you guys.”
 
   “Just for a week,” she reminded, as much to console herself as him. During the first break in back to back shows, he was flying back to LA, then back to the next show venue. After that, the hopeful plan was that she and Tristan would join him within ten days.
 
   It was the plan they had hashed over a southwestern taco salad delivered earlier that evening from a local restaurant. Stretching a hand to the console between the two front seats, she picked up Jack’s phone and studied their sleeping son while turning the screen so that he could see it too.
 
   Here, in a brand new car, parked outside an amazing house, snuggled up to the man she loved, it did not seem that life could get any better.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 29
 
   “DAMN IT JACK, YOU gave her a new car, you tell me. How hard it is to give me a heads up!”
 
   “It’s nobody’s business. And, what the hell is Jerry doing scoping the house when nothing is going on? How are they getting these pictures? No one has ever been at Meg’s before!”
 
   “The pictures of you as one little happy family on the beach are actually working favorably. The picture of Tristan with a broken arm, not so much.” Through the phone speaker, Emma’s tone dripped with irritation.
 
   “That is a perfect example of ‘what the hell! How in the fuck did that many get tipped off? It was the middle of the night, and we were not at the ER for more than an hour!”
 
   “I don’t know Jack. All I can say is you need to help me to help you.”
 
   “And I’m telling you I’m not going to call you up every time I buy my wife a present.”
 
   “You just said wife. Is there something else you need to tell me?”
 
   “She is as good as. Later Emma!”
 
   “What’s going on?” Marissa, after shamelessly lurking in the kitchen doorway, rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Ambling over to where Jack perched on a bar stool, she saw that he was watching the PT and Tristan in the pool through the window.
 
   “Emmajesty is all bent about the car.” Cracking one of his half grins, he returned her hug.
 
   “Any particular reason?”
 
   “Because she’s Emmajesty.”
 
   “So pictures of us at Meg’s leaked?”
 
   “So she says. I haven’t seen them. And now, apparently us in your car.”
 
   Every muscle stiffened pulling painfully against her bones, and she stepped back to look into his face. “Of us in the car? Or...” She dropped her voice regretting that she had ever felt safe inside her own car. “Or us in the car?”
 
   She could see it in his eyes. They lit up as if he would tease her, then just as quickly empathy replaced the emotion. “Of us and Tristan with the roof open.” His fingertips lightly moved up and down her spine as he assured, “The windows are tinted enough that, when they are up and the roof is closed, it would be impossible to see more than shadows, even with someone pressed up to the glass.”
 
   Relief washed through her, and she again relaxed against him, swinging around to press her fingers into his shoulder blades. He groaned appreciatively under the massaging ministrations of her fingers.
 
   For the last couple of days, he had done far more than casually pick up a guitar. His personal practice sessions ran a couple of hours apiece, two or three times a day, the third dependent on whether or not he had practice with the rest of Jackal.
 
   “Dax fixed eggs with cheese.”
 
   “He doesn’t have to cook for me and Tristan,” she protested. “Just wake me up, Jack.”
 
   “Thank you. Eggs sound lovely,” Jack mocked, and she tried to pinch him but failed to grasp any skin over the lean muscles of his back.
 
   The growl coming from her stomach made him laugh, and relenting, she mocked right back, “Thank you. Eggs sound lovely.”
 
   Moving to the stove, she began to make toast for an egg sandwich while he picked up his phone again.
 
   “I’m going to take Tristan out today. Drive around. Get some lunch wherever he wants.”
 
   “Cool.” Taking a giant bite of the sandwich, she eyed him as he answered a text. She turned her attention to Tristan in the pool. Maybe she would soak up some sun on the island without Tristan continually splashing her and try not to think about how fast the tour was coming on.
 
   Definitely, she would call her mother and update her about Tristan’s ER visit, something she should have done already.
 
   What ended up happening was Randi dropped by to see the new car and then sweet talked Dax into picking up lunch for them, which thy ate on the patio.
 
   “So you told Jack about Emmajesty? And the tour decree?” Randi spoke while arranging the avocados on her salad.
 
   “It came up.” Marissa stabbed her fork into the lettuce. Then, when Randi stilled her motions with a hopeful look, Marissa divulged, “He was furious. I do not know what happened from there, but I do know we are going on tour as soon as Tristan can. And, that Emmajesty doesn’t even look at me anymore.”
 
   Just the afternoon before, the publicist had stopped by with some papers for Jack and had pointedly turned her face away from Marissa. It was kind of a relief not to have to play nice with her anymore.
 
   “She will get over it.” Randi shrugged.
 
   “And who cares if she doesn’t.” Marissa shrugged.
 
   They both giggled and went on to better topics.
 
   “Since you will be home then, I was wondering if you wanted to check out a shoot?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Marissa hedged remembering the conversation with Candace. Were they really going to try and talk her into a lingerie shoot?
 
   “Come on. This next one is tame. It would be fun!”
 
   Would it? Marissa couldn’t imagine being as uninhibited as Randi, but in the end agreed.
 
   “Awesome!” Randi cleared her trash. “And now I must go home and get ready for a date with a certain physical therapist!”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 30
 
   “FUCK!” THE EXPLICATIVE carried through the hallway.
 
   Irritably shifting on the couch, she looked up from Tristan’s tiny fingers tapping out answers on screen to a spelling game on Jack’s IPad, to see Reed storming out of the music room.
 
   The band, and Emmajesty, and a couple of other guys she had seen at the drop party, had been holed up in the room for a couple of hours.
 
   “Oh. Sorry T.J....” Reed apologized for his curse while cutting through the den to the kitchen. To Marissa, he apologized and explained that Emmajesty was driving them all crazy. The fridge opened and closed, and he continued on to the hallway bathroom.
 
   The rest of that room began to slowly empty, the people spilling into the hall and out the front door. Once the crowd was down to only Jack, Reed, Liz, and Chris, they all grabbed their favored drinks and threw themselves down on the couch.
 
   “So, it’s day three,” Chris observed, and Marissa deduced that he was counting down to the day of departure. “The usual?” With that inquiry, his gaze encompassed the rest of the group but particularly landed on Jack in some sort of speculative challenge.
 
   “I don’t know...,” Jack hedged. He was relaxed on a piece of the sectional at a right angle to her, and just their feet touched.
 
   “I knew it!” Chris suddenly livened up with a gleeful shout, “Pay up!”
 
   “In your dreams, loser.” Jack’s retort rebounded without so much as a blink.
 
   The curiosity was killing her, and Marissa watched the debacle with a casualness she did not feel.
 
   “No way, Storm. You would not let up last year when it was me. You gave me hell-o. Hello.” Chris dwindled down fast when he glanced at Tristan. “Just admit, dude, and pay up.”
 
   “I said, ‘I don’t know.’ Not no.”
 
   “Mariss is not letting you go.” Reed actually cackled as he sided with Chris.
 
   At her name, she swung her gaze around again, and Liz’s intent look drew her eyes. When Marissa curiously blinked, the other woman moved her chin and lashes in a nod and a wink.
 
   “Uh guys? I’m right here...,” she joked to cover the exasperation simmering beneath the surface.
 
   During the last few nights, the band had been running through a few different sets each afternoon at Chris’ huge home studio. Having tagged along each time, Marissa had begun to feel comfortable around them, and had formed the beginnings of a friendship with Liz and also Chris’ wife.
 
   “This is the night we all go out. Let loose before the tour,” Chris supplied the answer, and again some cryptic tone in his words hung in the air.
 
   “Oh.” Marissa tried to keep disappointment from coating her words.
 
   As the tour grew closer, she wanted Jack to herself every second possible. This had been almost impossible, except for bedtime. The last few mornings, she had even quit sneaking to her own room, wanting every possible minute with Jack, even if he was sleeping.
 
   “Well I’m not going to stop him if that is what you are going on about. It’s tradition, right? Breaking that is just asking for trouble on tour.”
 
   “I like how this girl thinks!” Reed declared, but Chris curved an evil grin.
 
   “So you are going then, Storm?”
 
   Jack was decidedly uncomfortable, but tipped his beer and seemed to shrug. “I’m down with it if Marissa goes.”
 
   “You would go Mariss?” Chris asked, and they all seemed too delighted with the idea, especially Liz.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “Thanks for coming!” Liz beamed as Reed parked. As a group, they had arrived in the SUV. “Sometimes it sucks being the only girl in the band. You’re a good sport to do this.”
 
   Marissa shot a smile of fake enthusiasm although her motives in coming had not been to keep Liz company. Her intentions fell somewhere between not holding Jack back and sticking like glue to him while in this place.
 
   ‘Cherry Pie’
 
   Marissa took in the gaudy neon sign and the equally gaudy club name flashing above the door of their destination. Embarrassment flooded her cheeks when they walked under it and through the heavy door. Jack pulled her close, and despite his bandmates complaints, steered them to a table not so close to the stage.
 
   Marissa ignored the young woman who, clad only in a G-string, was gyrating around a pole to a seductive rock beat. Jack’s hand settled comfortingly on her bare leg, and he only threw a casual look at the stage now and then.
 
   The drinks kept coming, and the guys grew rowdier. By the second hour, they were recognized, and free drinks began floating over with frequency–as well as a slew of topless women wanting autographs and pictures.
 
   Marissa silently seethed through more than one picture with Jack and a near bare-assed girl. Unlike the others, he was turning down free lap dances, however, he had transformed into full Jack Storm persona.
 
   When one girl squeezed her tits to the side of his face, while leaning across to get a tip from Reed, and Jack with one of his smirks pushed her ample breast aside, Marissa scooted from the table.
 
   Pasting a smile, she requested of the margaritas she was drinking, “Order me another, guys, will you?” In the restroom, she closed in a stall and wished herself back at the house with Tristan and Dax.
 
   Is this how Jack would act with groupies on this next tour? But she knew without a doubt the answer.
 
   As Jack Storm, wild ways and the love of women was part of his reputation. It was his job as much as it had once been her job at the casino to dangle across the table and flirt every hundred-dollar chip from even the oldest geezers.
 
   The restroom door squeaked open, and the music was louder for a moment before subduing again.
 
   “Marissa?” Liz hollered and rapped on the locked stall in passing. “Are we having fun yet, girlfriend?”
 
   Marissa managed a witty retort and flushed. Instead of washing up and leaving, she dallied at the vanity mirror with Liz, and refused the girl’s dally on a pocket mirror.
 
   “Does it bother you? Those hoes all over Jack?” With the treat on the mirror sorted out, Liz rolled up a hundred-dollar bill as she spoke.
 
   “Why?” Marissa warily shot back, her words unintentionally sharp. Chagrined, she toyed with her reflection’s earring.
 
   Unperturbed, Liz bent to the mirror wiping at her nose. “Every boyfriend I have ever had could not handle it.”
 
   Marissa thought of the guys that must drool all over the only girl in the band, backstage, and during meet and greets.
 
   “Yeah. It bothers me. But I will learn to handle it.” Marissa truthfully answered and earned a smile from the other woman.
 
   “Jack is happy. Happier than any of us have seen him, ever. He’s not going to screw it up.”
 
   Randi had said near the same thing. Marissa hoped she could believe that. Because she was happier than she had ever been.
 
   Liz stopped at the bar en route to the table, and Marissa continued to the table even though her seat was no longer empty. Almost naked girls covered every space including the guys’ laps. Jack’s lap was empty, and this is where she went, easing herself down.
 
   Reflexively, Jacks hand smoothed up her thigh and stopped just beneath the shelter of her skirt.
 
   She flinched when something icy touched her arm and glided around to the exposed skin of her back. Whipping around, she found a waitress.
 
   The girl grinned and held out the mixed drink in her hand. “Sorry. So sorry.” She blinked her eyes at Marissa and Jack cuddled together, and with a provocative bend, set the drink on the table when Marissa didn’t reach for it. “Another complimentary for the lady with Jack Storm and,” handing the bottled beer directly into Jack’s hands, she schmoozed, “for the legendary Jack Storm.”
 
   “Mariss my honey, can you tip her?” Figuring out that he could not access his pocket, she shifted, reaching into it.
 
   The young woman knelt eye level with Marissa’s chest and publicly scoped it out while waiting. Finally, Marissa pulled out enough random bills to tip as generously as Jack normally did. When she held the money out, the girl stood thrusting a hip at her.
 
   Aware that every eye at the table was now on this transaction, Marissa didn’t let the bills flutter to the floor as she wanted to. Curving what she hoped was a sultry smile, she played along. When the tip joined the others, already tucked into the elastic of the G-string, the woman winked her thanks. Then, she kissed the tip of her finger and pressed it to Marissa’s cheek before sashaying away.
 
   Reed whooped, and Chris and Liz wore huge grins. Marissa was too embarrassed to check Jack’s reaction. A half-minute later, when the others calmed down and resumed doing their own thing, Jack put his lips to her ear to whisper, “I think she liked you...Can we take her home?”
 
   The amused undertone clearly made it a joke, yet she had let the dam crest until her emotions crashed over. The club had grown considerably more crowded, and tripping around the many feet, she barreled through to the exit.
 
   Pushing open the door, she found a long line to get inside and several bouncers and security types roaming. Was this because word of Jackal inside had spread along the boulevard of clubs? Thankfully no paparazzi lay in wait, or if they were lurking somewhere in the crowded line, she didn’t look.
 
   Instinctively, she turned toward the car although she knew it was locked. She could not believe Jack would say something like that even in jest. And she could not believe that again she had hit him–this time in front of his friends. Then, as if that were not enough, she had dumped the drink delivered by the skank into his lap.
 
   Using the SUV as a wall between her and the club, she leaned against it and waited, knowing Jack would come, but she began to deflate into a worse mess when he didn’t.
 
   In her mindless haste, her cellphone had been forgotten on the table inside, and now, she was in a huge bind. There was no way she was going back inside that place. Yet, how would she call a taxi to take her home?
 
   ‘Home.’ In her current state of mind, she reevaluated the word. Home was a plane ride away, not a taxi ride.
 
   The bright neon sign across the street was much more inviting. Pepe’s Bar and Grill. As she correctly surmised, there were no topless women waiting the tables or the bar, and she easily borrowed a phone.
 
   A half hour later, she was in a cab watching the city lights streak by. The house gate was another dilemma without her cell phone, but Dax buzzed the cab in, and left the front entrance open. He even ran outside and paid the cabby when she mumbled about going upstairs for money.
 
   Thanking him, she refused his offer to talk, and watched him tapping into his phone, knowing he was ratting out her arrival to Jack. Upstairs, she checked on Tristan then fell on the guestroom bed.
 
   She wanted to shower the nasty bar off of her skin, but an inexplicable fatigue overtook her. She wanted to forget the last four hours, but every ugly scene projected relentlessly in her mind.
 
   She wanted to go home. Even if it meant leaving Jack. She was so tired of her ecstatic heart exploding with love and then suddenly shattering with hate. Closing her eyes, she dwelled on those thoughts.
 
   “What are you doing in here?”
 
   Disoriented, she roused from a doze. Jack stood in the bathroom doorway, obviously having walked through from Tristan’s room.
 
   “I knew that was a bad idea.” His voice came from over the bed when she turned away from him, and she stiffened when she felt the bed take his weight.
 
   Stretching out behind her, he pulled her to him, and she relaxed into the arms of Jack Loren, yet was still too angry with Jack Storm to speak.
 
   “Mariss, I love you. But I have to tell you. Don’t ever hit me again.”
 
   Although she heard the despair in his words, she also heard his words for what they were. A threat. And that broke her silence. “Or what?”
 
   His weight shifted when he sat up.
 
   “I don’t know what. I don’t want to find out. It scares me.” The tone of his words sounded as tormented as the thoughts that had plagued her to sleep. “I mean the first time you hit me at your house, it was kind of hot. I knew I deserved it. Then the next time, it was still kind of hot, but humiliating.”
 
   Her thoughts followed his from the day on the weight bench at her house, to posing for pre drop party pictures at this house.
 
   “But tonight. Tonight, I know I said the wrong thing, but fuck that was embarrassing. Tonight, it was all I could do not to grab you as you as you left and shake the hell out of you.” Behind her, she heard him stand, and she wondered if he was getting mad all over again. Just thinking of what had gone down in that bar tonight boiled her own blood all over again.
 
   Rolling over, she opened her mouth to blast him with every afflicting thought in her mind all evening. About how inconsiderate and disrespectful he had been to her. About why he would act like a man whore with her sitting right next to him and right on him. She was having enough trouble with her likeability in the press without him dissing her. She was having enough trouble adjusting to life with him period, without him dissing her.
 
   But he began to talk first. “I was freaking out wondering what you were doing and where you went, but just as afraid that if I caught up to you, I...” Maybe in the shadows he was reading something on her face. Or maybe he was just realizing how he sounded, because he hurriedly assured, “I would never hit you, you know that, right?” The he repeated, “I just wanted to grab you. I was just so mad. And that freaks me out. I never want to be that mad at you again.”
 
   “I never want to be that hurt by you again,” she retorted but swallowed a lump in her throat when seeing his misery.
 
   Being hit by someone you loved was devastating. She knew that. Her mind flashed to her childhood and teenage years, and a mother who could not control her temper. How much worse to be hit by the love of your life... Of course, Jack’s actions had hit her physically just as hard... Yet, it wasn’t even the same. Was it?
 
   Some of her anger dissipated, and hesitantly, she stumbled with her words. “You just become a different person sometimes. I’m trying not to be jealous of other women. Because I know that is part of this...But you just seemed to be enjoying it so much...”
 
   “I’m sorry for tonight Mariss. I’m so sorry. Please. Just come to bed.”
 
   His eyes were shadowy pools as he stared down, then his shadowy form exited into the hall, and she lay staring at the ceiling in the aftermath. Finally, she followed. The bedroom was dark, and she padded in leaving the door open behind her.
 
   “Come’re...” he whispered when she slipped into bed, and he pulled her tight. “I’m so sorry Mariss.”
 
   “I’m sorry for hitting you. All those times.” It was easy to be forthcoming with her own apology with his warmth and scent enveloping her. When he squeezed her in a python grip and his breath stirred her hair, she relaxed even more and added, “I overreacted. Because you seemed to be liking it.”
 
   Immediately, she felt stupid to keep harping the last point. Of course he had liked it. He was a man. The primal male allurement is what had made her knees weak on their first meeting, and had kept her captivated since.
 
   One of his hands stoked through her hair in answer. Then, ever so quietly, he admitted, “I’m an idiot sometimes. You’re right.” Burrowing closer to him, she enjoyed Jack Loren talking shit about Jack Storm. “I didn’t even want to go. It was a stupid bet.”
 
   Now she pushed back in surprise. “Bet? Is that what Chris was going on about before we left?”
 
   “Whenever one of us drops out of the scene for good because of—a woman, we pay up. Twenty grand. And the others go to Vegas on it.”
 
   “Twenty thousand dollars...” It wasn’t a question. She drew the words out as an unreality.
 
   “Apiece.” Jack was unbothered. “So sixty total. It’s not the money. I just hate to lose. And I hate to give it to those jackasses when I could spend it on you and Tristan.”
 
   Seeing the amount money thrown around still disturbed her, even when she was the recipient. She knew firsthand how many families needed that money for food, for life and death matters, not booze, cars, houses, and whatever frivolity their heart desired.
 
   Jack was generous, in tipping, in the amount of the charity checks Emma had passed around for the band member signatures the day of the drop party. So she kept quiet. The last thing she wanted to do was insult his way of living since it was now hers. However, she made a resolution to look into charities as well as individual cases especially those similar to Tristan’s.
 
   Instead, unable to get the double D’s plastered to Jack’s face out of her head, she took up another issue. “Is that what goes down on tour? What happened tonight?”
 
   “Not if you don’t want it to.” His quiet answer was quick, as if he had been waiting for this avenue of conversation. “I will make sure I am nowhere around the T and A...except yours...” His hand settled farther down her waist but possibly respectful of their fight did not slide intimately to her backside.
 
   How she wanted to hold him to that impossible vow. A promise that she knew he could only break. He was Jack Storm. Groupies got backstage. Even with the best intentions to keep that promise, there would be times that he would have to literally run or lock himself away somewhere.
 
   “It’s fine.” She spoke against his chest. “Just don’t ever do it in front of me again. And—don’t ever cheat on me, Jack. Not even a little.”
 
   He pulled back to look into her eyes. Although she half expected him to ask what ‘a little’ meant, he obviously understood, and she exterminated the image of some groupie on her knees in front of him.
 
   “I would never, Mariss. I swear to you that.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 31
 
   “WE ROLL OUT IN twenty minutes? Just double checking,” Dax asked from entry hall. One of Jack’s bags hung on his shoulder, and Jack’s laptop case was in his hand.
 
   Jack flashed a grin and cut his eyes from her to his assistant. “Oh I know what you are doing. And it’s not double checking.” At this, Dax actually ducked his head in humility, and Jack went on, “Yes, twenty minutes. Go get gas or something. ”
 
   “What was he doing?” Marissa wondered from her perch at the bottom of the stairs. For almost an hour, she had watched them load the car. The previous evening, a crew had arrived, loading, and leaving with the gear that was going with him.
 
   Jack dropped to the stair beside her and played with her hair. “It was a subtle reminder to get started if we are having one last time for the road.”
 
   “Oh.” Her eyes dropped to their feet, absently comparing the size of his against hers. She and Jack had been up all night ‘saying good-bye.’
 
   Tender. Desperate. Whimsical. Passionate. Their last sex before he went on the road had been expressed a half a dozen different ways.
 
   Pressing her thumb and forefinger to the corners of her eyes, she closed them as she leaned her head on his shoulder and whispered, “This is so hard.”
 
   “I know honey. Believe me, I know...”
 
   His face dropped to her hair, and when his arm wrapped her waist, she dropped one of hers hooking his jean encased thigh. His breathing became ragged with emotion, and when he moved his head in a slight nuzzle, her lips pressed to the soft cotton of his tee shirt.
 
   “I’m going to go tell Tristan bye. I will be right back...”
 
   Propping her elbows on her knees, she dropped her head summoning all her self-control not to cry. Jack was back in five minutes, and this time he hauled her into his lap as he sat down.
 
   The kiss was gentle, desperate, wild, and sweet. On and on, until his phone beeped. Stiffening, he brushed his lips against hers and then crushed them to her one last time.
 
   Her body immediately chilled without his warmth, and her ears cringed against the click of the door latch.
 
   The house felt suddenly and sickeningly empty. For five minutes, she glumly stared at the door before weakly pulling herself up from the stairs. In a drunken like stagger, she trudged the hall, pausing to check on Tristan, where he was napping on the couch with Rusty, before continuing to the end.
 
   The music room. Twisting the knob, she leaned against the door before pushing it open. With a flip of the light, she ignored the directors’ chairs, sliding instead to the floor with her back against the wall.
 
   The wall opposite where she sat was her focus. The blank spots, where guitars always hung, stood out now that they were empty. Nine. He had taken nine total, and she occupied her brain by recalling practices and creating a game of placing which guitar was missing with which song it went with.
 
   From the other room, she heard the lone beep of her phone and surged to her feet. Tristan looked up as she sprinted into the den, but sleepily went back to his show.
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Missing you something awful
 
   11:45 PM
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “He sent a text less than fifteen minutes after leaving,” Marissa made the confession to Olivia. The phone was on speaker and propped on the counter top, as she moved around the kitchen cooking cheese Quesadillas. “And he calls as soon as he wakes up, and we text all day. In fact, a couple of times, we talked all day since this part of the tour they are in the bus.”
 
   Marissa turned to the stove hiding her smile of recollection. They had done way more than talk. They had Skyped through one dirty phone session as, on his end his bandmates slept, and on her end Tristan slept. Then, there were the innocent Skypes where the iPad sat on the counter top while they all ate breakfast or lunch together.
 
   “And the guy Dax is there with you and Tristan?” Olivia brought Marissa out of her pleasant reverie.
 
   “Sort of. He’s not around much.” As she replied, she tossed Dax’s Quesadillas on a plate and set them aside for when he raided the kitchen later. At first, Dax seemed surprised any time she cooked extra servings for him, but quickly accustomed to it, he began hopefully searching the fridge when he came in.
 
   “Tell me about the lingerie shoot,” Olivia prompted.
 
   Marissa grabbed the phone clicking the speaker off even though Tristan, who was in the den slamming out chords on his guitar, could not hear the conversation. “I went out to lunch with Randi and–”
 
   “I still think that is weird,” Olivia interrupted.
 
   Again, Marissa contemplated telling her best friend the truth of Jack and Randi’s relationship, but it felt like betraying Jack in some way, since he himself did not even know the truth. “Well I’m good with it. So anyway, over lunch, and you would not believe the salads at this place, I never thought I would eat sushi, but sushi salad is amazing–”
 
   “O-M-G!” Olivia, who had not spoken in acronyms in years, busted out with one of her old favorites. “It’s not bad enough you are a California girl on the verge of modeling lingerie...you are becoming a sushi girl?”
 
   In that moment, Marissa wished her friend was on Skype. How she had missed those blue eyes dancing in amusement as she hurled some insult. Falling right back into their pattern, Marissa dished it back to her.
 
   “Shut up Liv! And I’m not modeling lingerie –”
 
   “But you said–”
 
   “Randi talked me into a shoot. But the pictures are for Jack’s eyes only.” Marissa went on to reiterate that the photos were strictly as a surprise for Jack’s upcoming birthday.
 
   “Except Jack will probably go ballistic knowing someone else saw you like that long enough to take the pictures,” Olivia wisely pointed out.
 
   “No. That is what is different about this. This photographer has set up an automatic studio.” Marissa defended and went on to explain.
 
   The camera had a light on it. Red, yellow, green. It took a digital picture every three seconds. A screen on the wall in the room had a model prompting through suggested poses. In the end, the digital card was given to her to preview and to keep or delete the three hundred different pictures. The offer to have them professionally touched up and printed for a portfolio was there if she wanted.
 
   “It is like an elite photo booth,” she finished with a joking comparison to the coin operated machines.
 
   “That just sounds weird, Rissa. But the possibilities...Is that all you did was a lingerie shoot?” her friend goaded.
 
   “Yes!” Marissa lied.
 
   Olivia asked her to send one of the photos, but Marissa refused explaining that she wanted Jack to be the first to see. That was the truth because she had done so much more than strip to a beautiful undergarment set.
 
   The pictures were in her cloud storage, and after ending the call with Olivia, she slid through them silently appraising herself. The pictures were as glamorous as any she had seen in print. The preparation and process had taken all day while Tristan had played with his cousins at Candace’s house. The morning had begun with an airbrush tan of a light natural shade, and her hair and nails had been done again, as well as–
 
   “Mom, is lunch ready?”
 
   “Yeah Mom. Is lunch ready?”
 
   Marissa dropped the phone. Frantically, she snatched it up, clearing the sexy screen while sending Dax a grin of greeting. She was seven years older than he was, but this was the second time this week that his nearness had flustered her. If he felt some sort of sexual tension, he never let on, easily falling into little brother role.
 
   Strolling off with his and Tristan’s food, he stopped long enough to set Tristan’s lunch up on the sofa table and then plopped on the couch himself.
 
   It was okay to be attracted to someone else sometimes, she reminded herself. This was happening because Dax always looked hot right out of bed, and she had been almost a week with no Jack.
 
   As if reading her mind, Dax called, “Jack’s coming in for a night tomorrow, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Marissa stood at the top of the step leading to the sunken den while munching her own Quesadilla.
 
   “I am not doing much the next couple of days. I was thinking that Tristan and I would hang out some. If you have anywhere you need to go today, or tomorrow, go for it.” There had not been many opportunities yet to enjoy her newest shiny red toy. Even the other day Randi had picked her up.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   Sleep did not come easy these nights with Jack gone. That first night she had rolled around in her bed for an hour trying to get comfortable before falling asleep. The next night was much the same. She imagined Jack taking the stage as Tristan growled his own lyrics as he showered. She read his story then with a final kiss crossed through the bathroom to her guest room. Jerking the spread back, she stood for an indecisive moment before moving down the hall to the masters suite. After staring at the large empty bed, she turned, leaving the automatic lamp on and paused at the spare room across from her own and Tristan’s.
 
   The room was mainly a junk room, with old amps, tower computers and other paraphernalia cluttering it. She had learned that prior to her in, Dax had occupied the room she now slept in, which to her relief, explained the clothing in the dresser. Out of boredom, she eyed this room’s dresser, and since the area was tighter, was able to sit on the foot of the bed and pull open a drawer.
 
   No tee shirts or clothing was hidden away. Instead a mass of cell phones was crammed into the space. Dumbfounded, she observed the various models, some older flip tops. Slide pads. Newer cell tops. The last several years lay before her arrayed in dozens of the phones and in many cases their cords.
 
   Curious, she selected a few and searched the room for random plugs. This was silly, and immensely invasive, but she began going through the first when there was barely enough power to turn it on. Female numbers far outweighed the guys and the texts. She couldn’t look away and the one liners became a blur.
 
   ‘Baby what are you wearing?’
 
   ‘Same thing you saw me in last’
 
   ‘I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that means nothing?’
 
   ‘Really, you have to guess, you don’t remember?’
 
   ‘Course I do. Just wanted you all feisty.’
 
   ‘Baby the next few weeks are going to be crazy busy, no time for texts…’
 
   And that was the end of Shelia.
 
   ‘Girl, I just cracked a rib laughing so hard. Love talking to you.’
 
   ‘Love talking to you Jack Storm but mostly I love—’
 
   Marissa jerked her gaze away. Yeah, she loved that herself…Next girl.
 
   ‘Want me to leave some passes at the Detroit show?’
 
   ‘For you and a girlfriend, just making that clear, unless your man wants to watch?’
 
   Fresh irritation pricked toward Jack Storm and not the Jack Loren she loved.
 
   ‘Jackie, every day brings you closer.’
 
   ‘Heh, 2 nites, can’t wait...’
 
   ‘Jackie, could you have your guard unhand me?’
 
   ‘You make it home ok sweetheart?’
 
   ‘Great night, total agreement. Hey the next few weeks will be crazy no time for texts…’
 
   And that was the end of Kelly
 
   The text messages were addictive and before she knew it she had passed hours cyber eavesdropping through various phone numbers.
 
   “Knock, knock…” Dax’s voice caused her to drop the most current lit screen. She was mortified, but he grinned as he looked around at the clutter. “The hoarder room.”
 
   “I know this looks weird,” she stammered, “but a drawer full of phones was bizarre and before I knew it—”
 
   “No need to explain. I’ve used them for late night reading myself. Don’t know why he doesn’t just toss them. Probably, because one had your number in it,” he quirked a grin.
 
   “You mean he would use these phones for, his…” She couldn’t say hookups. But of course, it made sense that he would be stalked to death by random women if he gave them his lifetime listing.
 
   Yet, he had always used the same number with her. That is when it hit her. She had been given his original number from the first hookup. Not some toss away when done fake, phone number.
 
   “Does he ever use these again?” She could not stop the question and, as they spoke, Dax was pecking through one, grinning at whatever he was reading.
 
   “Nah. Actually they were cluttering the downstairs room and when I took over the downstairs room, I threw them in here.”
 
   Tossing the phone he was perusing back with the others, he said, “Oh, I came up ‘cause you weren’t answering text or anything. Jack is trying to get through.”
 
   Elated, she jumped up, not yet used to the routines of after show calls, then guardedly turned back. “Can you not tell him I found his secret harlot phone stash?”
 
   “Secret harlot phone stash safe with me.” A gesture of boy scout or other honor type motion went to his brow.
 
   Marissa was the one who spilled her own beans, unable to keep from ribbing him over the many women whose text breakups had ended with, ‘I’m going to be really busy…’
 
   “I got bored,” he defended. “Besides, you always had my real number…coulda used it at any time…”
 
   When she grew quiet, he apologized. “I’m sorry, Mariss. I just meant you were different from the beginning. I knew I never wanted to throw a phone with your number away…Get Dax to throw those things out. I can’t believe they are still around…”
 
   “They made for good reading.”
 
   “You didn’t!”
 
   “I shouldn’t have.” Suddenly, she was ashamed. “I can’t believe I snooped like that…”
 
   “It’s not snooping. Everything in the house is yours, Mariss, my honey. Just toss them when you are done with your fun.”
 
   “Haha.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” The suspicion in his drawl was extensive.
 
   “Just that sometimes there was too much detail. Like I say, I shouldn’t have snooped.”
 
   “Mariss? Take a shower for me…”
 
   “What a subject change. I must have missed that text. What was her name?”
 
   “Her name was not important. Cause every time I thought of her, I thought of how beautiful she was, all wet in the shower. So beautiful, I lost my sanity.” Through the iPad screen his eyes were dark, mysterious. “And on the bus at the most random times, I wanted to call her, see if she would take a shower for me. But, as much as I wanted that, I didn’t want her mad at me if that wasn’t her thing, you know?”
 
   If they had a phone sex relationship before she began to grow in girth, would it have changed the four they had missed years as a family?
 
   “So I would think of her long wet hair, how it kind of splayed over your tits…” His vague pronouns began to merge with her specifically. “…how the water streamed down her body into rivers that met…I remember how you were shaved, so beautiful and before I could kiss it again, cause I had never gotten enough of my lips against you in that bed…you dropped to your knees.”
 
   Unconsciously, her fingers skipped ahead, remembering him on his knees…but his thoughts had jumped on ahead…
 
   “Mariss, I remember thinking I had to be hurting you, and I asked you…”
 
   He had licked her ear while asking. She could still remember pressing closer into the millimeter he had eased away.
 
   “Since all you can do is throw the iPad at me, I’m going to risk that question that I did not ever have the guts to ask…”
 
   “It won’t mess up the iPad to be in a steamy room?”
 
   “Guess we will see…”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa took Dax up on his offer and late the next morning  coasted down the canyon road. Gradually, she was learning her way around their section of Los Angeles.
 
   For some reason after that shower, Jack had been recollecting his stay at her house and the chicken gumbo he loved came into the conversation.
 
   Pulling into a parking lot, she secured her car, and walked inside a grocery store for the first time in almost a month. Guiding the cart up and down aisles, she enjoyed pricing and picking through the cereals for the favorites she and Tristan might have forgotten about. Although she had come in for gumbo ingredients, she wound up in the checkout line with a buggy full.
 
   Jack phoned while she was swiping the credit card he had given her, and as she accepted the call, she sent an apologetic look to the cashier who was bagging the last of her items.
 
   “Hey you!” It was going to be all she could do to keep the meal a secret since he had picked this opportune time to call.
 
   “Mariss, my honey, what’s up?”
 
   The attendant began to wheel the buggy out. With a smile of thanks, she kept a few paces ahead to lead the way to her car while telling Jack she was doing some shopping.
 
   “Shopping huh?” he teased, warm intimacy infusing his words. “Thought you and Randi did that a few days ago?”
 
   “Well I’m shopping again,” Looking ahead, she gauged the distance to the car, and that is when she saw the long snoot of a camera.
 
   “Guess I am going to have to come home before you get too bored, or I may be too broke to fly home.”
 
   Ironically, their faces always stayed hidden as they captured the faces of their targets. The signature shoulder bag hung down one arm and rested on his hip.
 
   Paparazzi.
 
   Here, at the grocery store! How would word have even gotten out? And why were they so interested in having a photo of her, minus Jack?
 
   “Hey? I’m kidding. You know that,” Jack sweetly ventured when she remained quiet for too long.
 
   “Marissa!” The faceless stranger spoke. “Hi. A smile would be great.”
 
   From thousands of cellular jumps away, Jack continued, “Buy whatever you want. As long as you buy something sexy for me.”
 
   “Just one shot,” the voice behind the camera persisted.
 
   “No, I’m sorry not this time,” she politely parroted one of Jack’s lines and put her head down.
 
   “Mariss, honey, is someone there? What’s going on?”
 
   “One second for one shot, Marissa. That’s all.”
 
   Shaking her head, she dropped her chin letting her hair fall in front of her face and tried not to slow her steps.
 
   “Sir, could you leave the premises?” The skinny kid had moved from behind her cart of groceries to step front of her and made a valiant stand.
 
   Her car was a few car bumpers away, and that is when she saw the other paps blocking her way.
 
   “You never say a thing to any of us. We are just trying to do a job. Do you think you are too good for us?”
 
   The tone quickly became hostile, and when she tried to step around, one of them would step the same direction.
 
   “Mariss, honey, is Dax there to handle that?” Jack’s voice sounded as desperate as she felt.
 
   “Marissa give me some of that southern hospitality, girl!”
 
   “Please, I just want to get to my car...,” she spoke to the asphalt.
 
   “I’ll go for security...” The skinny teen abandoned her cart and ran for the store.
 
   “Mariss! Honey, listen to me. Turn around walk away from your car,” Jack instructed. “That’s what he is after. A picture of you with the car. Don’t give it to the asshole.”
 
   “Okay,” she finally spoke to Jack and was surprised at how much her voice shook.
 
   “Hey! Word is you hit Jack when you caught him at a titty bar!”
 
   Appalled, she looked up and blinked while wondering why the camera even flashed in the brightness of the day.
 
   “Walk away, Mariss. Go back in a store, honey.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “How did your little boy break his arm!”
 
   “What did that fucker just say?!” Never had she heard Jack’s voice so steely, and she had no doubt the antagonizing stalker would be lying flat on the ground, camera smashed, had Jack been with her. “Stay on the phone with me. I’m going to fix this shit right now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting on the vanity while Tristan took his shower, Marissa studied the photo Dax sent to her phone. A picture of her propped against her car to one side of the plates, the red sunglasses glinting in the sun, and a wide smile staring directly into the camera.
 
   A complimentary photo had been sent around to each of the tabloids making any picture of her hiding her face to get to her car virtually worthless for the time being.
 
   Jack had explained to her that with the new laws it was as illegal to harass or be intrusive while getting a picture, although that rarely stopped unethical paparazzi. Jack had the supermarket send Emma the security camera footage and declared war on that particular guy.
 
   The worst part of the afternoon had been the news that he didn’t have forty-eight hours to spend at home. Three radio shows and a charity event had been added into the band’s already tight schedule.
 
   After Tristan’s shower and snack, she put him to bed and waited anxiously for Jack’s Skype.
 
   “Are you okay?” Through the screen, he looked showered but tired as he expressed his concern.
 
   “Yeah. How was the show?”
 
   “It went great.” She watched with surprise as he lit a cigarette, never having seen him smoke. Lying back on the hotel bed, he began to bitch about not coming home as planned. “I’m sick of this shit, Mariss.” His attention lay vaguely on the ceiling and not the screen. “It’s not enough the shows are practically back to back, but once we are on the road, they cram all this extra shit in. And, I can’t even tell anyone to go to hell because what I do affects the others.” He spoke of the rest of the band. When he turned his head to the screen, her heart ached at the sadness and frustration in his eyes.
 
   “Well if you are up early enough in the morning, give us a call. You can watch Tristan’s therapy.” She changed the subject hoping to see him happier. “Jack, he is walking! He walked perfect steps earlier today from the pool to the house. He gets tired fast. But the PT said once it gets to this point, things really speed up.”
 
   After jubilantly exclaiming over the news, he sat on the side of the bed eying her from the device. “I’m coming home.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Not for a whole day like we planned, but after tomorrow night’s show, I will be there.”
 
   She habitually took the iPad into their son’s room. Jack had admitted a few nights ago to watching Tristan cam on his app and had joked that he was going to put a cam in by the bed so he could ‘sleep next to her.’ 
 
   Tonight, upon coming back to the bedroom, she closed the door, set the iPad on its dock and gazed into his eyes.
 
   “Jack?” She unbuttoned the top few buttons, enough to free the first two curves he wanted to view. She put her hands to them in all the ways he couldn’t and leaned closer.
 
   “So beautiful Mariss my honey. I miss you so much...keep going...”
 
   Jack had been spoiled with a strip show almost every night. For that matter, so had she, and her words stuck as his hands went to his briefs.
 
   He was bare now, and to distract him from wanting her in a similar state, she stepped up the game using her hands in the way of a push up bra. “I love the way it feels when you put it right here...”
 
   As she continued to play, her heart slammed, and her insides heated, as she imagined his hands instead of hers, or his hands covering hers. “When you slide it against them....”
 
   She substituted the dirtier words came when she saw that he was already as into it as she was, and a few minutes later, the plan had worked. Jack remained none the wiser to his surprise and she could hardly wait until seeing him in person to see his reaction.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   Humming along to one of his songs, she prepared the surprise gumbo two a.m. supper. It was warming on the stove when he called to say he was leaving the airport.
 
   Pinning her hair up, she took a quick shower so that she wouldn’t smell of food then pulled on a new black lacey cami set and fence net thigh highs. Over the outfit, she tied a full-length silky robe also in black.
 
   She poured a glass of wine and curled into the chair in his bedroom playing a game on her phone while glaring at Rusty who was peeping from his bed. When the next text came, she jumped in excitement.
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Pulling up now. Meet me outside?
 
   3:01 AM
 
    
 
   Hitching her robe tighter, she started from the room in stocking feet. On a whimsy, she stopped by the guest room for, and pushed her feet into, the pair of shoes worn to his drop party.
 
   Mindful of her heels and her excitement, she descended the stairs carefully even though she wanted to run. As she neared the landing, she clutched the bannister with both hands and practically leaped the rest of the way.
 
   Tearing the front door open, she pulled up short upon seeing it. In the shadows of the night, Jack was leaning against the red Lamborghini limo.
 
   He was even hotter than he ever had been if that were possible. Maybe it was because the fantasy limo was his backdrop. Maybe he exuded an overload of charisma from being on tour. Maybe it was because she had not seen him in more than a week.
 
   All she knew for sure was seeing him caused her breath to reflexively suck into her chest before it whooshed out again as if she had been sucker punched.
 
   Although his features were shadows from the driveway lights, she could feel his heated perusal. His arms had been crossed over his chest, and now they fell to his side as he vaulted the stone steps, two at a time, toward her.
 
   A steady breeze was blowing, and she twisted her head so that her face was clear of her hair. Holding her robe as she continued down to him, she enjoyed the tingle buzzing through her body as she watched his hair billow about.
 
   They crushed together and wound together. She inhaled him in as her lips moved against his chest and clamped her arms tightly around him as he nearly cut off her airflow with his own embrace.
 
   Her feet left the ground, and for a second, she was spinning before he set her down and their lips came together. The fiery kiss raged, they melded tightly together, and their hands roamed leaving tingling trails.
 
   “What are you wearing, Mariss?” Jack reclaimed his tongue long enough to speak but was back to kissing her before she could answer.
 
   His hands had inched up the silky robe. Beneath the fabric, they alternately groped and caressed any skin left exposed by the lingerie. Fingers glided down, toying with the stockings.
 
   Taking a step back, she made one of the boldest moves ever in her life. Especially, considering this house was prone to tree lurkers, and there was surely a driver in that limo.
 
   In one smooth motion, the silken belt was untied, and her body shrugged from the silky shroud. Neither of them took notice of the robe catching the wind like a kite, or if it landed.
 
   She was too busy glowing beneath Jack’s heated gaze, and Jack was too busy stroking her from head to toe with those dark eyes.
 
   “Holy shit, Mariss...just...holy shit...”
 
   He swooped and she was in his arms. She did not notice that they were going down the stairs instead of up until she felt the leather of the limo.
 
   Jack was immediately on her for another one of those mind-bending kisses. When his lips left hers, she melted into the seat enjoying the friction of his hands over her skin and his wandering kisses.
 
   They were so starved that it was barely five minutes later when his hopeful inquiry was a pleasurable murmur against sensitive skin, “Please tell me it’s been long enough?”
 
   “It’s been long enough.”
 
   In response, for the first time since that shower five years ago, there was no scramble for a tiny foil packet. Actually, she was three days short of the recommended time for the pills in the little plastic case to get in her system, but she wasn’t worried.
 
   His unrestricted pleasure came in a loud groan and curse, then sweet seductive words. Every movement was soon pleasurable beyond words...
 
   Jack roused himself first. “Dax didn’t answer my text...” He stretched an arm, moving enough to check his phone and then sighed. “I’m going to go give Tristan a hug and tell Dax we are leaving.”
 
   “Leaving?”
 
   “Ride to the airport with me?”
 
   “You can’t stay longer?”
 
   “I’m flying myself. I can’t log the hours if I don’t get back within the next two. The lack of sleep thing. Also, there is a storm coming in that I really want to beat. I’m sorry Mariss. Believe me, there is nothing more I want to do than go upstairs and get into that bed with you, and wake up to chocolate chip pancakes with Tristan.”
 
   Quelling her disappointment, she combed her fingers through his hair. “I made you gumbo.”
 
   His face lit, and he grinned dropping a kiss of thanks to her lips. “I will get some while I’m inside. Wait here? Make yourself a drink?”
 
   He left, and she occupied herself with the requested drinks. When time seemed to stretch, she played with the t.v. Finally, she just lay back mesmerized by the lighting on the ceiling.
 
   The car door opened, and he was back with a plastic container and spoon in his hand. Tossing it to the side, he picked up the condensation covered glass and took a long sip. His eyes widened, and he dropped it with a clatter back to the table.
 
   “I can’t drink tonight. I’m my own pilot.”
 
   “Oh!” She felt her own lids rise in horror at her mistake, but he shrugged it off and selected a Coke from the fridge.
 
   “I can’t believe this shit.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Really. Will you not be able to fly now?” A secret part of her hoped this was the case.
 
   “No, not that, Mariss honey.” Resting his forearms on his thighs, he seemed lost in thought and then explained, “I went to make sure Dax was awake and to recruit him to sleep upstairs until you came back. Emma was with him.”
 
   Words failed her, and when she found her voice, she repeated, “Emma? I don’t under—oh! Oh! Emma?” She floundered while he continued to stare at the floor. “I thought Randi?”
 
   “I knew it was someone. But I never thought Emmajesty.” He looked up and seemed to remember he had a drink in his hand. Taking a sip, he studied the can. “It all makes sense now. I don’t like to think it, but I already had my suspicions...”
 
   “About Dax and Emma?”
 
   “About somebody ratting out our every move to the paparazzi. About it being Emma.”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “I guess because she is a publicist. Who the hell knows? But I will get to the bottom of it.” Jack shook his head, and when he moved to her seat, she quickly figured out neither of them wanted to waste what little time they had on this newest development. His kiss tasted of gumbo, and he moved from it long enough to send a text. Immediately, the car went into motion.
 
   In the seconds they were apart for his text, she pulled the slinky top completely off, and in suspenseful trepidation, waited for his notice. The phone went into his clip, and he peeled his own shirt off. Then, his thumbs froze in the waistband of his jeans.
 
   “Mariss, my honey...what have you done...”
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   The question was seductive, not hopeful, as she could already see that he did. Like liquid fire, his gaze took in the surprise.
 
   Never raising his eyes from her torso, he put out his calloused fingertips, skimming over the art. The bands of music that circled his arms had been the inspiration. However, on her, the inked artistry curved from just below her naval around to her back.
 
   “I do. I like it. Very much...” His lips replaced his fingers.
 
   The car was idling on the tarmac as they dressed. Every cell in her body tingled from slow, sweet loving. She began to realize that she was going home barely dressed, and remembered that her robe had blown to who knew where.
 
   “I guess I should have hung onto my robe,” her musing drawled with much irony.
 
   Jack took off the shirt he had just pulled on and instead settled it over her head.
 
   “Do you have a shirt in the plane?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” He grinned as she threaded her arms through. “I still can’t believe you did that...”
 
   At first, she thought he was speaking of her semi-strip on the steps, and she speculatively watched him step into his shoes. “Why?”
 
   “Mariss who hates metal.” He said it as if it answered the question, and it did when he moved to wrap her in his arms with a husky wheedle, “Let me look again...”
 
   She lifted the layers of clothing to reveal the henna. Randi had mentioned getting one done for a photo shoot, and it had sounded intriguing enough that she had gone along. But she wasn’t going to bring Randi’s name in this conversation. “I just wanted to get an idea before I commit.”
 
   “As in for real?” Surprise lit his gaze, and his lips curved.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “I love it, Mariss. I love you. I want to be there when you commit though.” Fully dressed, he was running a brush through his hair. Tucking it in a backpack, he moved to her and wrapped her in his arms. “No strange guys inking you up without me there.”
 
   The ride home was lonely but blissful. She occupied her mind by imagining the scenario he spoke of. Getting a tattoo with him right there. Would that be good or bad? Would he calm her fears or be privy to them?
 
   The winding roads woke her from a doze, and she did a search for her shoes. With them in her hand, she was about to step from the car to the driveway when the driver passed her robe inside to her.
 
   The image of him chasing it down amused her enough, even in her lonely misery, to smile as she put up the food before going to bed.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 32
 
   HER MOTHER’S RINGTONE rattled her phone, waking her after what could have only been a couple of hours of sleep. After opening her eyes for the split second it took to grab the offensive device, she blindly pressed ignore, turned the ringtone off, and tossed it aside.
 
   She had no idea how Jack was doing a radio show at this very minute after no sleep.
 
   In the week since he left on tour, she had alternated between his bed and the guestroom looking for peaceful sleep. A few nights ago, she had settled on his bed.
 
   The phone vibrated beneath her arm as she drifted off again with every detail of Jack’s short visit swimming in her mind.
 
   Flopping restlessly over, she covered her ears with her arms when Rusty went nuts, as the dog always did, over the mail drop. Any morning was the same if the house was quiet enough for canine ears to hear the mail truck idling outside the gate long enough for the mail carrier to fit their articles into the mailbox.
 
   The dog was a nuisance, and how Jack and Tristan could like him, she had no idea. She wanted her own dog back.
 
   “Rusty! It’s just the mail!” Tristan’s voice rang out from down the hall. Her annoyance at the dog having waked her son diminished when Tristan’s pratter continued coming closer to the master suite and there was no clink of a crutch.
 
   Raising her head from the pillow, she saw that his fingertips were barely touching the hall wall for support, and when he reached the room, he took unaided steps to the edge of the bed.
 
   “When you wake up, Momma, can we have chocolate chip pancakes?”
 
   “Chocolate chip pancakes? Is that all you eat?”
 
   When she used Jack’s line on him, he laughed. Then a thoughtful look came over his face, a flit of recollection, and he asked, “Did Daddy come home last night?”
 
   As they took the elevator to the first floor, she explained why Jack could not stay longer. Tristan went on into the kitchen, and she opted for the quick walk down the driveway to the mailbox hoping the outside air would wake her.
 
   Lightly shoving the dog aside with her foot, she slipped out the front door and jogged down the steps. After waving through the fence to a neighbor who was walking their well-behaved dog she punched the code into the box.
 
   With the small bundle of letters in hand, she headed back to the house abstractedly scanning them as she walked. Her eyes froze when the addressee on one envelope jumped out.
 
   Jackson Loren and Tristan Jack Duplei.
 
   In the entry hall, she absently let the rest of the mail fall into the basket on the table but held tight to the ominous envelope.
 
   The return address was a local lab. The envelope did not need to be open to confirm the ugliness inside, but she did so anyway, ripping it with no care of Jack finding out.
 
   The cover sheet read:
 
   ‘Dear Mr. Loren:
 
   The attached protocol contains the results of ….’
 
   Her eyes skimmed to the next paragraph.
 
   ‘From the testing shown on the attached protocol it can be determined that you, ARE one of the biological parents of Tristan Jack Duplei.’
 
   “I got the chocolate chips out!” Tristan sang from the adjoining room.
 
   Clenching the papers so tight they crunched, she carried them into the kitchen.
 
   “Tristan?” Keeping her voice carefully neutral, she inquired, “Where did you and Daddy go? The day before he left on his trip?”
 
   “Um...” Placing a mixing spoon by the bag of chocolate, he turned, “To eat. Chicken and French fries. Ice cream for dessert.”
 
   Momentarily, distracted by the site of him crossing with no crutches to climb on a barstool, she asked, “That’s all?”
 
   “Mmh hmm.”
 
   Unhooking the griddle from over the range, she considered the letter and Tristan’s answer as she placed it on a burner to warm. Spinning, she asked, “Did Daddy take you somewhere like a doctor’s office?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Daddy didn’t take you anywhere where a nurse or doctor might have put a Q-tip in your mouth?”
 
   “Like when I was really sick with the flu?” At her nod, he smiled. “Daddy did.”
 
   “Daddy did what?”
 
   “Tickled my mouth with it. He did it too.”
 
   “So, you did go somewhere else.”
 
   “Nope. While we were eating lunch.” Then the confused pucker lifted from his brows. “Daddy had to drop something off, but I waited in the car. Don’t worry, he came right back. And, I could see him through the window.”
 
   While Tristan ate, she grabbed her phone and punched Jack’s icon. When she got his voicemail, she ended the call with no message. Checking the time, she saw that most likely he was still doing radio interviews.
 
   “Mmmh. What you got there squirt?” Dax wandered by Tristan sniffing appreciatively. “Thought I smelled pancakes!” Cruising by the stove area, he then pulled open the microwave door. His disappointment in finding it empty was evident for a second before his face cleared and he reached for cereal.
 
   With an apologetic gasp, she straightened from her slouch against the counter top where she had been absently watching. Dax. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I didn’t—let me—it will only take a minute to–”
 
   “Nope. I’m good. It’s cool.” Continuing his cereal preparation, he poured on the milk. Then, between crunches asked, “You have a good night?”
 
   “Yeah.” Smiling, she began to wash up the dishes even though the housekeeper was due shortly. “Thanks for,” her glance strayed to Tristan’s curious eyes, “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.” Instead of carrying his bowl off to do his own thing as he normally did, he took a stool at the island. “You okay?”
 
   “Tired. Stupid Rusty.”
 
   “Rusty doesn’t mean to wake you up. He just gets excited when the mail comes,” Tristan pronounced in his usual defense of the dog.
 
   Dax continued to study her over his bowl. “Because I just wanted to apologize to you about last night. Jack seemed mad. About Em. And I get it. That things have changed now with–” His eyes went to Tristan who was back to watching cartoons on the kitchen screen. “With a little one around. I just didn’t think that, you know, since it was so late, that it would matter–”
 
   “I thought you and Randi were a thing.” Unable to listen to his halting apology and picture him with Emmajesty, she interrupted.
 
   If her words were rude, she didn’t seem to care. Stewing on the woman’s tour ultimatum had only made her angrier. Now, knowing the woman had slutted her way inside the house was revolting. The possibility that she was tipping the paparazzi off was infuriating.
 
   “Randi?” Dax took a second to adapt to the quick subject change then curved a wistful grin. “Randi? I wish. Why? Has she said anything about me?”
 
   Sorry that she had created that spark of hope, she gentled her words. “No. I just had that feeling. I mean, once I saw—I thought it was Randi that I saw.”
 
   Suddenly, she realized how much sense it made that Emma had just appeared with no knocking or doorbell that morning of their tour disagreement. The other woman had already been in the house.
 
   “No. I like Randi a lot. But she’s out of my league. I really thought Em was until—Well Em and I are just hanging out, you know? She is out of my league too.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Marissa dryly intoned, and uncomfortable with the conversation, picked up her phone.
 
   With a tight smile to Dax, she hit her voicemail prepared to listen to her mother rant over only being called once since the California move. Instead, it was her brother leaving the message.
 
   Her mother had been checked into the cardiac care unit the previous morning and was scheduled for surgery the next day.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 33
 
   THE JAR OF THE WHEELS hitting pavement woke her, and as turbulent as some of the flight had been, Marissa marveled that she had slept through the last part. Tristan, who was buckled in the connected seat, appeared to also be waking up.
 
   This plane was smaller than the one on which they had arrived to LAX, weeks ago, with Jack, but just as comfortable. Upon hearing about her mother, Jack had promptly made the arrangements with the jet charter company he belonged to, overriding her protests that she would fly commercial.
 
   Logically, he had reasoned from miles away, “Mariss, it’s paid for. No reason to pay extra by buying a ticket when it’s covered in the monthly fee.”
 
   No reason except the smaller jets, even as nice as they were, freaked her out.
 
   She hadn’t known to put Olivia on the security list, and since Tristan still could not walk long distances, they had to wait for a wheelchair that she could push to the main concourse where her friend waited.
 
   “Rissa!” Olivia body slammed her. “I’m so glad you are back and so sorry about your mother.” As her friend exclaimed over Tristan, Marissa assured herself, as well as her friend, “It’s supposed to be a minor surgery. I mean, I know no surgery really is, when you consider everything, but it should go well.”
 
   “It will,” Olivia agreed. When both looked down to see Tristan’s unsure gaze as they spoke of his grandmother, Liv quickly diverted his attention. “Guess who is in the car?”
 
   “Bally!” Tristan’s astute guess was an exclamation, and Marissa smiled to see his face light up.
 
   A breeze was gusting as they walked to the car, and the pleasant instead of scorching temperature at this time of year reminded her of LA. Olivia could not get enough of watching Tristan walk, and once they reached the car, Bally in her excitement did not know whom to snoot first.
 
   “So Tristan, are you still eating chicken strips, or have you gone all sushi like your Momma?” Liv followed the signs out of the airport, and onto the highway, as she continued to draw happy smiles from them both with her banter.
 
   Marissa cracked her window, drawing in deep breaths of the Gulf air instead of the Pacific and tried to sort out what she was feeling. On one hand, this homecoming felt wonderful even if it was for a bad reason. However, there was a niggling feeling that a part of her now belonged in LA.
 
   Walking into her house was strange. The walls seemed to close in, and everything seemed smaller. Despite sleeping an hour on the plane, she dropped in exhaustion to the couch. Propping her feet on the table, she sipped at the iced coffee she had ordered when Olivia had hit a drive through for Tristan’s chicken strips.
 
   “Mom, my channels!” Tristan wailed while flipping through a television of static.
 
   Olivia quickly solved the problem with a DVD.
 
   Jack had insisted on sending her bills to his accountant. Her pride had kept her from being happy with the arrangement, but she had been too happy with the idea of being with him to argue about anything. Obviously, the accountant had deemed active cable in an empty house a waste of funds.
 
   Once Tristan was engrossed in the program, Liv propped her feet on the sofa table and asked, “So. Did you talk to Jack yet about the paternity test?”
 
   Marissa had vented the entire story on her friend within hours of finding the letter. Now, she explained that in light of finding out about her mother, she had put off the discussion with Jack. Her curiosity was killing her to know what reasons he would give, and her anger festered knowing no reason would be acceptable, but it was something she wanted to do face to face instead of over Skype or the phone.
 
   “And your brother is in town? That is what worried me about your mother’s condition.”
 
   Marissa nodded in complete understanding. It was rare that her brother made a trip back to his hometown, even for holidays. “From what I understood, he’s living here now. Going through a divorce.”
 
   For several minutes, they watched the ‘Bandit’ movie until Liv pushed her own empty cup away and asked, “Are you really good in Cali?”
 
   Automatically, Marissa’s lips curved before she dropped the fake smile whispering, “No and yes...Sometimes. I don’t know...” Picking at her fingernails, she held her eyes to the decorative decals and the glitter adorning the polish.
 
   “Rissa, you know the Hang Fest night? I’m sorry for not taking you home when you texted.”
 
   “I know. You already said that. It’s fine.” Marissa zoned in on one of Tristan’s baby pictures framed on a shelf of the entertainment center as she went back in the years. “It was another lifetime ago.”
 
   Directly after Jack had texted, Olivia had texted that she was staying. They had met up long enough for Olivia to give her the car keys, and then if that weren’t bad enough, Liv had called Marissa for a ride home around two a.m.
 
   “The thing is,” Liv’s words came slow, “Dirk kept his word. I met Jackal.”
 
   “What!” Marissa’s chin swiveled to her friend and dread painted her heart. Had she and Liv done Jack Storm, the same night? No. Liv would have bragged had that been the case… “Why would you not have told me this?”
 
   “I was embarrassed. They all turned me down. The thing is, Jack said he was married.”
 
   Marissa felt physically sick. Had Jack been married?
 
   “The rest of the crew was joking around with him about it, and I don’t remember exactly what was said except one of them said ‘Married now is it? To some chick you met this afternoon?’ And Jack said, ‘We are. She just doesn’t know it yet.’”
 
   “You think he meant me?”
 
   “Was there someone else in that bed with you?!” Olivia’s words were dry and as they spoke, they furtively sent looks to Tristan who was growing heavy lidded. His feet were in his recliner, his head on the floor with Bally as his pillow.
 
   “He never even texted me back that night…”
 
   “He lives in a different world, Rissa. You say yourself that, all of the time. The point is, this love at first sight thing you seemed to have caught with him, I think he caught it back. And possibly didn’t know how to deal.”
 
   “When did you remember this?” Marissa demanded of Jack’s quote. Olivia had plenty of opportunities to tell her a memory of such magnitude.
 
   “That day he brought the ice-cream home to you. The day he and Tristan went shopping.” Marissa remembered the odd look passing between Olivia and Jack that day. Reaching to turn the volume down now that Tristan was asleep, she continued to contemplate the ramifications of this revelation. “And I wanted to say, but, well you were joined at the hip with him, then you moved. Then over the phone it never seemed right to just come out and say it out of the blue…”
 
   “Yeah,” Marissa conceded, then asked, “But what was the text about that morning after the drop party. About coming home if he was not who I thought he was?”
 
   “Just that. That morning the pictures of him and Randi all over the gossip shows. I didn’t know what you had gotten yourself into. I did know you were stubborn enough to hang on.”
 
   “It’s not stubbornness. I love him. And have for so long I think.”
 
   “And I think, despite him being an idiot male and doing idiot male things, he has loved you…for so long.”
 
   The doorbell rang, and she cursed whoever it was, waking Tristan from a semi nap. Peering through the peephole did not assure her when she saw the large man eying her peeling porch with a bored stare.
 
   “Yes?” Raising her voice enough for it to carry though the solid wood and metal, she made the inquiry.
 
   “We are delivering your rental. We just need a signature if you don’t mind.”
 
   Another peep through the spyhole found a sporty SUV in the drive and another idling on the curb with a popular rental logo on shrink wrapped on it.
 
   When she plopped the papers and keys on the table, Liv arched a brow. “Your man just never stops taking care of you does he?”
 
   Olivia stayed with Tristan while Marissa rode to the hospital. There was nothing Marissa dreaded more than pushing open the door to the sterile room her mother occupied. It was going to be hard to see her parent sick and hard to listen to the guilt trip for not staying in touch.
 
   “Marissa!” A fork dropped to her meal tray in her astonishment, and her mother’s face illuminated at the sight of her daughter.
 
   The surprises just continued. Despite an upcoming surgery hours away, her mother was in a wonderful mood. After the picked over dietary supper tray was whisked away by a hospital attendant, Marissa grew uncomfortable under her mother’s scrutiny. However, it was not unexpected. It was time for the guilt trip.
 
   “Marissa, why did you not say anything about Jack being a very successful musician? A rock star even. Right?”
 
   Marissa warily eyed her mom, and took a seat on the tiny sofa in the room.
 
   “You could have told me, you know. Years ago even. I would have understood.”
 
   “You would have thought I was some stupid groupie.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have. I would have understood,” her mother insisted, and her eyes went beyond Marissa to another place. “I was always drawn to musicians. Loved one dearly. I waited tables, did odd jobs, supported him. While he practiced, hunted down shows, and hoped for his big break.” Snapping out of the trance, she declared, “I’m so happy that won’t be your life.”
 
   When Marissa only stared, appalled, her mother exclaimed, “I’m talking about your father!”
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “Marissa, your father and I were never married. He was stubborn with his music. Put it first even when it wasn’t putting food on the table. I couldn’t deal with that after a while. Then when he changed, got a steady job, and wanted to come back, I guess I couldn’t forgive him for before.”
 
   Her childhood flashed back. In the light of this stunning revelation, so many things made sense, and with new understanding of old memories, her parents’ breakup made sense.
 
   “Of course, I guess Jack having already made his way comes with its own ups and downs. Your brother was showing me some of the things on the ‘innernets’ that you have been dealing with.” Her mother’s words were sympathetic, and her chest heaved through a few silent seconds. “Just be very sure that is the life you want before binding to it.”
 
   Usually, it grated on her nerves when her mother mispronounced internet, but this time she had more important thoughts. The shock and awe of her mother’s confession, and her own inner concessions.
 
   Jack was her world. She loved him with all her heart. She could not imagine falling out of love with him. Yet, their life together, in a few short weeks, already had not been easy.
 
   Every day came with some sort of outside interference, whether it was the assistant that lived with them, the rude publicist, his family, the demands of his band and its members, and now the tour.
 
   Jack Storm shared the same body with Jack Loren.
 
   Now, he had gone behind her back and paternity tested Tristan at the first doubt his family showed—something that she could not even properly confront him about because she never saw him.
 
   These were the thoughts rotating round and round in her head creating more thoughts. Like the colors on the pinwheel Tristan had begged for as they walked the beach one afternoon with Olivia. Only her thoughts over the next days weren’t too colorful.
 
   Each day, when she talked, Skyped, or sent a text to Jack, she kept the doubts to herself.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   When her mother had been recovering at home for a week, and when Tristan’s was cast free and walking without tiring, Jack brought up flying them to meet him on tour. Sadly staring at the phone, she made excuses to stay where she was.
 
   Almost a week later, it was more difficult to make excuses to his face, but she did, falling back on her mother’s health the day and night that he had come to see them. Feeling like a heel, she watched him roll out of bed, dress, and trek to Tristan’s room for a goodbye hug.
 
   In a post-show two a.m. phone call, a few days after that, he pressured her harder. The pain of missing them was obvious in his voice, and she missed him terribly, but she swallowed her own emptiness. “I need a favor.”
 
   “Anything. You know that.”
 
   “I was thinking of staying here until the tour is over.”
 
   Jack was quiet for so long that she wanted to take the words back. From the den down the hall, she heard Tristan singing, and she knew that he was hopping and dancing around to the song on his show.
 
   “Wait, where are you?” Jack asked.
 
   The disorientation was something she had heard before. As the tour progressed through so many cities, and he grew wearier, he would become confused over what day it was, or whether it was morning or afternoon. Now, he was wondering if she was in LA or Gulfport.
 
   “Gulfport.”
 
   “Why would you want to stay there until the tour is over?”
 
   As she tried to gather the courage to tell him she needed a break from LA, and as she tried to hold back her hurt at the DNA test, his growl rumbled through the phone. “What the hell?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered into the speaker. It just feels better here. I think I just need a break.”
 
   “From what?” he exploded, and reflexively she pulled the phone a few inches from her ear. “From swimming pools? And shopping? From mani’s, pedi’s, and makeovers? From a sick ride to drive you all those places and a driver if you don’t feel like it!”
 
   The anger bleeding into her ears seemed irrational. Scorn dripped from his words, and she felt shocked that her simple question had released that degree of ugliness.
 
   “Is that who you think I am? I was never that girl, Jack...”
 
   Ignoring her indignation, he smoothly shot back, “I’ve got almost ten thousand dollars on a charge card, plus a new car note that says you are.”
 
   How dare he come up with some total, and in doing so, have thrown in purchases that she never would have made had it not been expected of her? It certainly hadn’t been her idea to spend what she considered a small fortune on her outfit for the drop party. Also, she had not asked for or expected a car—especially that one!
 
   “Fuck you!” The hyperventilation and pounding of her chest was a silent addendum to her curse.
 
   “No Marissa. Fuck you. Fuck you, fuck you. Fuck you!–”
 
   Pressing the end button to save her ears from any further four letter words, she let the phone fall from her hand and dropped her head to the bed. The volatile anger threading through his curses was shocking.
 
   The words would not stop rattling her brain. In a tailspin, the conversation had gone from one of his typically sweet phone calls to strings of four letter hate.
 
   “Anything. You know that...Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you...”
 
   The day felt lonely, and lonelier still, when he didn’t call to Skype after the show.
 
   Moreover, he didn’t call or text the next day, so she sent a text the day after.
 
    
 
   Call me later?
 
   Sent 10:00 AM
 
    
 
   After waiting hours for an answer, she sent another.
 
    
 
   Did you get my text?
 
   Sent 4:05 PM
 
    
 
   And another.
 
    
 
   What are we doing?
 
   Sent 2:01 AM
 
    
 
   His answering text stung like a slap.
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Taking a break like you wanted.
 
   2:02 AM
 
    
 
   You know that is not what I meant
 
   Sent 2:04 AM
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   Whatever
 
   2:04 AM
 
    
 
   Barely, she restrained herself from thumbing a four-letter word into the phone, and instead she fingered a four-letter gesture at the phone.
 
   Finally, she cried, the sobs jerking her body, itching her eyes, and stuffing up her nose. How the hell could something so good go so bad so fast?
 
   Six hours later, his ringtone had her throwing off her depressed tent of blankets to grab the phone, but without preamble, he asked to speak to Tristan. Lurking in her bedroom doorway, she listened as her son giggled at whatever Jack said and offered up Bally’s latest escapades.
 
   “I love you, Daddy. I miss you too...yes sir. Bye, Daddy.”
 
   Her heart clenched as she eavesdropped. Tristan soon skipped down the hall to return her phone, and she eagerly grabbed it, but the call was ended. Her control snapped, and she jabbed ‘Call’ but was not surprised when voicemail clicked on.
 
   “Listen you son of a bitch. You are a son of a bitch!” Okay, she really should have thought her dialogue through. Pausing, she focused on the print of the sheets while struggling for clarity. “What right do you have to be mad at me for not bringing a four-year old on tour to watch his dad be groped by groupies?” That was unfair, but it just shot out of her mouth.
 
   Breathe Marissa, breathe. Her heart was thumping painfully.
 
   “You lied to me. You said you knew Tristan was yours. You brought us to LA as one big happy family then sneaked off for a paternity test. You asshole...” Clicking ‘End’ before she said something else stupid, she collapsed on her bed.
 
   His return call came directly, and even though she had waited for that ring for days, she obstinately hit ignore. The beep of a voicemail did not follow, and she remembered his stubbornness when it came to leaving a message.
 
   ‘I didn’t say I didn’t want to talk, I said I didn’t have a message.’ His words from that day at the hospital taunted her.
 
   She longed to call Jack again, but what would she say? What was the use if she hadn’t changed her mind about sitting out the tour, and he hadn’t made an apology for his reaction?
 
   When a week passed, it seemed as if she weren’t only sitting out tour, she was sitting out so much more.
 
   Their love, their life together, was on ice.
 
   She didn’t know where she and Jack were going from here. The tour had him stressed to the max. What kind of relationship did they have, though, if it couldn’t survive those stresses?
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   JACK
 
   I miss you
 
   3:32 AM
 
    
 
   Marissa smacked the phone into its dock and rolled away from it to sulk into the darkness. A fresh slew of tears filled her eyes. Was she actually supposed to respond to a middle of the night text when it was their first communication after almost two weeks apart? This fight, or whatever it was, had gone way beyond text intervention.
 
   Jack had continued to call or Skype Tristan almost every day, but didn’t use her number. Two days after their fight, a phone addressed to Tristan had arrived in the mail. A four-year old with a phone! It obviously kept her fiancé from having to go through her to talk to their son.
 
   Did this mean they were broken up ?
 
   She cried or teared up every day at some point. At some point every day, she rebuked herself for falling headfirst into a fantasy. Foolishly, based on some physical and imagined spiritual connection, she had taken off to California with a man she had known only a couple of weeks–even though that man was the father of her child.
 
   It was understandable why celebrities continuously made the headlines with failed relationships if they were all bipolar, narcissistic jerks like Jack. Unfortunately, their son would always tie her to Jack in some way.
 
   Her life had fallen into a pattern similar to the days before Jack. Only, there was no forgetting him.
 
   Even though she had relocated, her job status had still technically been on family leave. When the casino had called to update, she had made a rash decision to take her old shift back.
 
   Sanity.
 
   The hours of slot machines ringing in her ears, and the activity of counting craps or dealing blackjack left little time for thinking. As far as she was concerned, that was a good thing. Anything that kept her from her own thoughts was a good thing.
 
   Olivia had been a great support, and Marissa opened up to her mother when helping out while she recovered. Clayton had begun dating Gina from the casino, and both seemed intent on keeping her spirits up.
 
   “Marissa,” Clayton’s voice sounded from behind causing her to jump from her reverie. “Tap out pretty lady.” Clay was still a flirt, and before moving away, he addressed her table of black jack players. “Isn’t Miss Rissa the prettiest woman in the room?”
 
   Only because Gina wasn’t yet in the room, and she smiled at this private joke between the three of them. Gina was as big a flirt as Clay and was as outrageous in her behavior as he was. It worked for them. In a way that she knew it would never have worked between her and Jack
 
   It felt strange to take orders from Clayton. A few months before Tristan’s surgery, she had been promoted to a gaming supervisor. Now, in coming back to work, she came as a rotating dealer.
 
   Clearing her hands, she clapped out and weaved her way through the busy room to the employee exit. During the fifteen-minute break, she checked her texts and re-read the one from Jack twelve hours ago.
 
   I miss you
 
   She scrolled up to the one above it.
 
   ‘Whatever’
 
   Then on up.
 
   ‘Taking a break like you said’
 
   Then the one before.
 
   ‘I’ve been thinking about your ass all day :P’
 
   There in backwards order, in a few texts, was the phenomenon. Everything had been fine, and then it just wasn’t. How did that even happen?
 
   But she knew the truth. Everything hadn’t been fine. They had been happy. Even in some sort of love. Yet, it had only been a surface shine hiding everything deeper. Things she didn’t want to think about. The strip club. The paternity test. Many little personality conflicts between the two of them.
 
   Break passed quickly. Upon reentering the pit and tapping back in at her assigned blackjack table, she beamed a friendly smile when seeing a couple of familiar faces seated. Several locals frequented this table and this game. One who always wore a Striker Chemicals hat had been coming after his work shift ended for as long as she could remember before her move away. Always friendly, he and another local guy kept her entertained with a lively conversation.
 
   Her polite laughs were soon real, and as she dealt, she had her head thrown back chuckling at one of ‘Striker’s’ jokes when her eyes fell on–
 
   Jack.
 
   Jack was too far away for a positive recognition of his face, but she would know that swagger and that demeanor in any crowd. Currently, he was scanning the packed room, and she quickly dropped her eyes loath to meet his gaze when he found her.
 
   Through her lashes, she sneaked another look and was reminded of watching him walk that hospital hallway the day of Tristan’s surgery. How far they had come together, and yet the feeling was suddenly full circle—Jack walking back into her life and the uncertainty that came with each step.
 
   Spotting her, he veered straight to the table, and her muscles stiffened bracing for a confrontation, but he only lowered himself to a chair. Pulling out some bills, he laid them on the felt of the table and pushed them toward her.
 
   Politely, he hobnobbed with his neighboring players, and her senses soaked up the deep rumble of his voice. Following procedure, she called out his money amount before locking it in the box, and the chips fell together with a soft clack as she counted them out by stacking. Warily, she pushed the stacks to him knowing she should just signal Clayton and ask to tap out.
 
   Still, Jack had begun this figurative game, and she was literally ready to see where he would go with it.
 
   “Place your bets.” Passing her hand over the table, she listened as Striker and Jack continued their conversation. The third player was sipping at his drink and keeping an interested ear open.
 
   “You seem familiar bro.” Striker eyed Jack while casting his ante with the rest.
 
   “I get that a lot.” Jack shot a casual grin, and she saw him reassuringly touch the cap hiding his long locks of hair.
 
   “I bet you do. I bet you do.”
 
   At this knowing tone, she shot Striker a look, as did Jack. With a secret smile, the man tapped the table indicating a hit from the deck. It was obvious that even though Jack had downplayed his appearance, he had been made.
 
   Jack in turn tapped the table and continued through a few low cards before she busted him with the dealer deck.
 
   “Too bad man. Too bad,” Striker commiserated.
 
   Jack nodded in answer and flagged a cocktail server while Striker held out his hand in introduction. It was the first time Marissa had ever heard his name, but she knew he would always be Striker in her mind. Now, on a first name basis, the local man asked, “What brings you to Gulf Port, Mississippi, my man?”
 
   “A much needed break.” Jack paused to order water when the server made her way over, then finished, “Sometimes you just have to stop and sort things out, you know?”
 
   “Sounds like woman trouble.”
 
   “Mmh.” Jack nodded in agreement and silently scooped in his winnings as she shuffled for the next hand.
 
   “Ain’t it always? Ain’t it always?” Striker shook his head.
 
   Deftly, Marissa dealt, snapping the cards from the deck and remaining silent as Jack continued his own game—whatever it was.
 
   Striker tapped the table twice before giving the stay signal, and she moved to Jack who seemed to be staring over her shoulder. When an uncomfortable span of time passed, she had to break her stubborn silence.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Sir!” He seemed to be choking back a laugh, and she felt her face heat in both embarrassment and anger.
 
   “Something funny?” She felt her brows lift in a challenge and professionally forced them to relax back into a normal position.
 
   “I’m not sure I’ve ever been addressed as ‘sir,’ by anyone except my son.”
 
   With more skill than she handled the deck and dealt each card, Jack cleverly played the Tristan card.
 
   A significant emotional strategy for so many reasons. The spawn of passionate sex. The source of shared maternal and paternal feelings. The light of both of their lives.
 
   She actually felt limp when those incredible eyes hit hers, and he murmured, “Hit me.”
 
   Her lips fell apart reading more than one meaning in those two words. ‘I need to hit that, Mariss.’ On more than one occasion, he had caught her as she passed by, usually at the pool, and whispered for her ears alone that sexy phrase. Ridding the image, she flipped a card on the table.
 
   “Hit me...”
 
   Okay, she was not imagining that. That was the husky voice he used when his lips were against her ear. Shakily, she flipped another card and hungered over his smug smile.
 
   “As much as I love saying that, I guess I’m good for now.” Jack hovered his flattened hand over his cards and shot her another cocky smile.
 
   Moving her gaze, from the face that had her insides aflutter, to his generous card total, she flipped her own cards and busted. As she counted the pay out, the rest of the table, apparently feeling the chemistry between her and Jack, snickered from his comment.
 
   “Yeah, my woman and I parted ways many years ago.” Striker struck up conversation again as Marissa hit the button on the card shuffler.
 
   “Sorry to hear,” Jack came back, and his next words put her heart on high alert. “I aim to do everything I can to get mine back.”
 
   A middle-aged man took a seat at the table, and she verbally reported the cash amount and heard Clayton’s okay. With a numb greeting, she exchanged the newcomer’s money for chips.
 
   “Do it,” Striker encouraged Jack. “You don’t want to be old and alone like me.”
 
   “I’m just stupid. But I warned her about that.”
 
   When his water arrived, Jack paused to tip the waitress and then rolled the corners up to peek at his cards.
 
   “Ain’t we all?” Striker consoled and sent Marissa a smile. “All men are stupid. Right, sweetheart?”
 
   “I don’t know about all, but I can sure think of—a few.” Biting her tongue before she replied “one,” which would secretly single Jack out, she tried to play nice since every indication so far was that he came in peace.
 
   Jack’s hand busted, and as she raked his chips toward her, Striker joked, “There she goes, taking your money again.”
 
   Reflexively, Jack pushed his ante forward and cocked his half grin. “Yeah, she is good at that.”
 
   Freezing in the midst of stacking the chips into the tray, she shot her look to his face, and immediate guilt flashed his expression.
 
   “I didn’t mean that. I didn’t. I was talking strictly about this right here.” His eyes pinned hers willing her to believe, and she did.
 
   Conceivably, the remark had been a slip up, something she never would have taken personally had their horrible fight never happened. Yet, it had happened. This comment, no matter how innocent, brought all those black feelings back.
 
   The rest of the table eyed this odd tension between dealer and player, and she concentrated on the chips again.
 
   Over the last few minutes, and especially now, as she struggled to reign in her bitter memories and emotions, her table had slowed.
 
   Because Clayton had known her for years, he knew something was not right and moved to her side. “Marissa? Need to tap out?”
 
   Shaking her head, she shuffled the deck. “I’m fine. Thanks.”
 
   Considerately, he hovered, astutely knowing something was not right, and he looked for anyone who might be giving her trouble. His touch on her shoulder was light, brief, and professional, but it did not escape Jack’s attention. The identification on his vest didn’t go unnoticed either; she saw Jack’s gaze zero in on it.
 
   Clayton was a name Jack knew well from texts that occasionally rattled her phone.
 
   “What are you doing here Marissa?” A glower clouded Jack’s face, and his voice rumbled like thunder on a very distant horizon. Except he was very close. Only a table separated them. Suddenly, his proximity made her feel even more emotionally vulnerable.
 
   “Working...”
 
   “If there is anyone who doesn’t need to work it is you.”
 
   “That is where you are wrong.” Their eyes locked together, and her chin swung to a defiant angle. “I owe someone ten thousand dollars, and I intend to pay every penny back.”
 
   “No you don’t, and no you won’t.” His voice was weary but firm. “Tap out, or whatever you need to do here. Because we are leaving.”
 
   “This is him?” Clayton let the personal question slip before catching himself. His voice rang with the authority of a boss and the empathy of a friend. “You’re tapped out.”
 
   “No, I’m fine. He was just leaving...” Finally, able to tear her gaze from the pull of Jack’s assessing eyes, she sent an apologetic look around her table, and a flush crept up her neck when she realized what a spectacle she and Jack had become.
 
   “Not without you Mariss my honey.” Jack’s assurance was heated, husky, and haunting in its familiarity.
 
   Folding his arms across his chest, Clayton pulled rank. “Riss, you need to sort this out, and this is not the place to do it.” Then in concern he added, “Or you won’t be able to come back.”
 
   “Oh she won’t be coming back.” Jack’s assurance was also menacing. “Should I make sure of that right now? Will a big scene–”
 
   “Jack, stop! Please, stop!” Humiliated, she appealed to him, and infuriated, she assaulted him with a look that halted his words mid-sentence.
 
   To the patrons at her stalled table, Clayton was professional and friendly as he passed out tickets for a complimentary meal. “We will have another dealer momentarily.” To Marissa, he leaned in and whispered, “I can stay with you if you need backup.”
 
   “Get the hell away from my wife, asshole!” Jack’s frosty tone rapidly heated. When he breached the invisible line between staff and players, Clayton further blocked him with a well-placed step. Jack’s features contorted in fury, and he warned, “Mariss, I am about three seconds away from punching his face in. If he touches you again, he’s dead. If he doesn’t put some distance between the two of you, he’s dead.”
 
   The word dead used in this sense was a trigger word in many places, and a casino was one of them. Wanting to diffuse the situation before Jack brought on more heat than he intended, she hurriedly prepared to leave the table.
 
   Her training kicked in, and she turned back to hold her empty hands palm up for the camera’s which were inset into the ceiling.
 
   Security moved in fast, the burly men intent on keeping disruptions out of the playing environment, and she shouldered around Clayton to reach Jack first. Pushing her idiot man toward the exit, she held her hand up in a mannerly halting motion to the men in uniform whom she was on friendly terms with, but they continued to advance.
 
   “Please, it’s okay. We are leaving,” she assured. A mild panic tingled her nerves at the thought of Jack being detained and his identity going on record, or worse, a police record.
 
   After a couple of questions, they were given the go ahead to leave. Jack’s arm snaked around her waist as they approached the lighted exit sign leading to the concourse beyond. Because her emotions felt jumbled, she stiffened at the intimate contact before relenting to the baser instinct that craved his touch. Pressing her hip to his, she curved her own arm around him savoring the warm, hard feel of his body.
 
   Because in Mississippi, gambling was only legal on an interstate waterway, the corridor was long that connected the ‘boat’ to the main building. At this time of the afternoon, it was crowded with players coming or going. For a minute, she and Jack walked in silence keeping near the wall to one side.
 
   “I know you are still mad, but you don’t know how close I was to throwing you on that table and banging your brains out.” Jack bent to her as he spoke, and his words washed intimately over her face. “Unless you want to end up in the first bathroom or closet we pass, you better come up with a plan fast. And that plan better be fucking now; fighting later.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 35
 
   AS USUAL, WITH WORDS ALONE, he had her hot and bothered. Even though she wanted to tell him to fuck off, she wanted more to fuck him.
 
   Fighting off the spell she had fallen into with the mere memory of him against her in every way, she shoved away, and her fingers curled in an effort to keep from slapping his smug face.
 
   The reason things were not working between them was because sex worked so well between them, allowing other conflicts to be pushed aside instead of resolved. Wordlessly, he slipped his arm back around her waist and once more, she returned the embrace. What if because they fought first, they never fucked again?
 
   “This is a hotel as well as a casino.” Grudgingly and yet so eagerly, she volunteered the information.
 
   “Where do we check in?”
 
   A swipe of a black card had them swiping a key card less than a quarter of an hour later. The second they entered the room, he had her pressed to the wall, and his tongue was swiping hers before the heavy door clanged closed.
 
   He broke lip contact long enough to turn the lock, and she saw that the key card had dropped to the floor at their feet.
 
   Reaching up, she jerked at his disguise cap, and when his hair spilled free, she forked her fingers into the warm, silken, familiar strands.
 
   A grin hovered on his lips. “I find that uniform strangely hot, or probably it’s just ‘cause I know you are hot underneath it...”
 
   Returning his mouth to hers, he skimmed his hands up under her shirt, and worked them under her bra. Their groans were simultaneous. With a hook of his fingers, he lifted his lips again, long enough to rake the shirt over her head. His kiss went from her neck to the exposed cleavage, and when her bra disappeared, she grabbed at his shirt desperate for skin to skin contact.
 
   Hot skin, wet with his kisses, cooled with the chill of the room when they next separated long enough to divest the rest of their clothing. Sandwiched between him and the wall, one of her legs slid high to his hip as they became carried away again, and he automatically leant support as she wrapped to him.
 
   His whisper was hot and humorous into her neck, “I’m sure there is a bed in here...”
 
   “May as well find it since you paid for it...this we could have done in the elevator...”
 
   “Almost did, but didn’t think you would be into it...”
 
   When she bit at his chest, he let out a startled curse.
 
   Intent on the smooth skin of his shoulder and neck against her lips, she didn’t look up as he moved them farther into the room.
 
   Dropping her to the bed, he followed her down, using the momentum to roll her. Closing her eyes against the sheets, she relished his lips trailing her spine and the graze of his teeth against more sensitive skin. After a quick possessive bite, he moved up, hooking an arm beneath her stomach and pulling her back against his chest. The other hand roamed free and when it paused, adept fingers easily coaxed her gasps. The weight of his chin rested in the crook of her neck as they came together fast.
 
   His name slipped from her lips into the sheets. Then somewhere in the midst of it tears slipped from her eyes into the sheets.
 
   She was glad that her face wasn’t to him, and she turned it even more into the mattress. However, as their hyperactive senses began to settle down, awareness of things not all sensual returned.
 
   “Mariss...are you crying?”
 
   Damn it all, she felt like a baby for a split second, and then she didn’t care and allowed wracking sobs to overtake her body
 
   “Mariss...are you hurting?” Instantly, he drew completely apart. “I didn’t mean, I thought you were feeling good with it. Mariss honey look at me... please...”
 
   “No!” Her scream was into the mattress. “I hate you. I hate that you can do this.”
 
   “What...”
 
   “I hate you for this.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “THIS. And I just let you.” Fresh tears burned her eyes, soaking the sheets. During the fast, furious pace, he held her hands, and now that they were free, she used one to prop her forehead on.
 
   “Mariss, what are you talking about? Are you hurt or...”
 
   “I’m hurt more than you could ever care,” her voice steadied.
 
   “What do you mean care? I care. I love–”
 
   “No!” she quickly interrupted, and fury coated her next words, “Don’t say love. You don’t have a right to.”
 
   “Marissa!” There was a frightened inflection in his voice creating a slightly higher pitch each time he spoke. The fact that Mariss had evolved to Marissa meant something.
 
   Tenderly, his hand curved on her shoulder, and she rebuffed his attempt to forcefully turn her to face him. She felt bare in every way, her body uncomfortably nude to his eyes, her soul stripped to his intellect.
 
   When she wouldn’t turn, he did so, rolling to his side enough to stare at the side of her face. “I do. I do love you. How can you–”
 
   “If you love me, Jack...” At last, she pushed to her elbows and in a twist toward him revealed the grief on her face. Shock filled his features. His eyes welled, the tears cresting in empathy and possibly in guilt.
 
   “...If you do love me then go. Now.”
 
   Dark pleading eyes melded with her gaze, but she won the stare off. The bed linens rustled beneath his knees as wordlessly he moved away. Even trapped in her shroud of grief, she admired his beauty–the tremor of muscles beneath tanned skin as he walked away. The bedroom door clicked behind him. Once more, she flopped face down on the bed, and free from inhibitions her tears rained again.
 
   Time passed; she couldn’t say how much. Her ears picked up a slight sound, mingling with her own, as if she were hearing an echo of her own sobs.
 
   Gradually, her mind processed and replayed every detail of Jack at the card table. His sweet humbleness had won her heart over enough to come to this room with him. Nothing had changed. Instead of talking through their problems, Jack had wanted sex, and like a drone, she had complied. Her heart was a slave to his, and that would be fine with her, if only his heart was equally enslaved to hers.
 
   A sound again pricked her senses. She was no longer crying. So why was she still hearing sobs? Flipping over and then sitting up, she traced the sound to the door. Her feet sank into the plush carpet as she took a few directional steps pausing midway between the bed and the door. The crying was clearer.
 
   Veering to the bathroom, she took a minute to clean up after taking care of her urgent need. Then, standing before the door, she fortified herself during a long pause.
 
   Willing her words not to waver, she spoke through the panels. “You were supposed to leave.”
 
   Her heart thumped at least twenty times before he replied, “I’m not leaving you like this.”
 
   Scorn singed her reply, “Because you always do what you want.”
 
   “Yes, usually. And I’m sorry about that. I will work on it, Mariss. I swear. But this is not completely about what I want. It is about what I won’t.” The last word was stressed and she felt some deja vu. “I won’t leave you while you are this wrecked.”
 
   “I didn’t want you to see me like that...”
 
   “I needed to see you like that...”
 
   Moving closer, she leaned her head against the trim, and her fingers brushed the knob. His voice was coming from below, as if he was on the floor. Instinctively, she looked down.
 
   “I do love you Mariss. I know you have to know that. And if you don’t, if you don’t know that, then I have failed you so bad, so much worse than I thought I would.”
 
   Oh, shit. The waterworks began anew. She wiped the wetness of a tear with her fingertip as he continued.
 
   “I’ve been such an idiot. And what’s worse is I can feel it when it’s happening. When I’m saying or doing idiot things.” A hiccupping sniff from his side of the door accented that confession. “I came here to apologize. To beg you back. And then, I screwed that up. When I saw you, I just wanted you. Wanted things between us how they should be.”
 
   He was crying. The sounds were clear, and her hand closed on the knob, but she didn’t twist.
 
   “I can’t believe I said that shit to you on the phone. I’m so sorry, Mariss. I know sorry just sounds lame, as terrible as it was. It wasn’t how I feel. I swear.”
 
   “I know...” The answer croaked from her lips so quietly that she knew he might not have heard her from the other side of the wall.
 
   His crying was steady and unable to handle it, she pulled open the door, and he fell at her feet. The physical jolt seemed to surprise him, and after a few seconds, he righted himself, and slowly stood. It was hard to look at the desolate expression inside red rimmed and bloodshot eyes, but she held his humbled look. His hands moved, but he stopped just short of touching her.
 
   “I know, Jack. I know you were stressed.” Moving her hands enough so that her fingertips brushed his, she took both of his hands.
 
   “I was.” A sigh of agreement left his lips. Then he appealed, “I told you I say stupid shit. I told you I’m a verbal asshole. But I’m not inside. I swear to you I don’t feel the things I say.”
 
   Piqued, she let his hands fall again and even took a step back. “And I’m telling you I understand. But that doesn’t make what you say when you’re stressed any easier to hear.”
 
   “I know. I know, honey...” His weight shifted from one foot to the other, as if he wanted to close in the small distance she had just created.
 
   “I can handle venting, when that is what you are doing. I know you listen to me bitch and moan about crap too. But that was a personal attack, Jack. And what is more—you wouldn’t call back. You wouldn’t apologize.”
 
   He looked so much like Tristan when she was scolding him over some something that her heart clenched. Most important, he looked anguished as he acknowledged these accusations. The Adam’s apple in his throat bobbed as he silently and pleadingly held her eyes.
 
   “And then you come around and...” Miserably, she thought about stopping here. The next words stuck in a degrading ball in her throat before she forced them out in a choke. “And... and it just seemed like sex was all you missed. Like you didn’t miss...like you didn’t miss...”
 
   Looking up, she found his chocolate eyes and enjoyed the sweetness swimming in them as he lightly brushed down her arm with calloused fingertips.
 
   “...me...”
 
   His lashes blinked several times, as she did when she was trying to hold back tears, and she was ghoulishly drawn to this emotion. Only once had she seen a man cry. Kel. It had been brief because he had stormed away in anger and embarrassment. It had been selfish because he wasn’t getting his way in getting her back. However, Jack’s tears appeared a mixture of both misery for what he had brought on himself, and empathy for the pain put on her.
 
   “I missed you, Mariss. I missed everything about you. I missed you so much that I couldn’t function.” His gaze swept her bare body. “And I missed you in every way. I missed seeing you with Tristan in your lap.” He took the step that she had put between them, enough to sift her hair in his fingers. “And the sound of your voice. I missed it so much. Talking to you. Being with you. In every way. Not just sex.”
 
   Twirling the strand around his forefinger, he admitted, “Although it is hard not to put that as a priority. Because when I’m with you that way, I feel like I’m with you in every way. When I look down at you, or up, or over...I see the mother of my son, I see my best friend, I see the most amazing woman I have ever known, I see my lover, the woman I love.”
 
   His eyes were earnest as they sank into hers, and she slid a hand up his chest curving her fingers around the back of his neck. When she stepped close enough that her length was against his, a shiver tore through her body, and she raised her face wanting with every fiber of her being to kiss him.
 
   The kiss was gentle, sweet, and their skin brushed seductively together. “That must be it then,” she whispered into the kiss. His expression was expectant, questioning but he stole another kiss while he waited for the answer. “That is why we are so good together like this. No matter what stupidity happens, sex always makes it better. I guess because I can look into your soul and see everything you feel. I can look into your eyes and know you love me regardless of what stupidity just went down...”
 
   “Stupidity has got to stop happening...” He brushed his lips to her neck, just beneath her ear. “I can’t take much more stupidity.”
 
   “Me either,” she sighed against his chest. Jack pheromones overtook her senses, and she stiffened in defense. “You sent Tristan a phone so you wouldn’t have to talk to me...Damn it all, Jack. What the hell! It’s been almost two weeks. Two weeks!”
 
   His arms tightened in an imprisoning embrace. “I’m so sorry. I was exhausted and until yesterday I did not realize so many days had gone by.”
 
   At this, she jerked free. Every hour that had passed in their time apart was painfully etched into her heart.
 
   “Wait, Mariss...” His defense was gentle, pleading. “With the schedule so crazy at the beginning of the tour, I was barely sleeping. Then with the stress of the crap between us–which I know I started–my body shut down. I was sleeping anytime we weren’t on stage.” One of his hands raked through his hair. “I remember telling James to send Tristan that phone. It was an idiot move. I felt like the biggest asshole every time I called Tristan on that number...”
 
   “Who is James?” Numbly, she focused on the swirls of ink his chest instead of whatever expression might be in those addictive dark eyes, but at her question, a sound left his throat and she looked into his incredulous expression.
 
   “James? He’s one of the tour managers.”
 
   The question was a trivial one, a stalling tactic while she processed everything he had said. Jack was back to sifting her hair between his fingers. When the molecules charged between them, and she knew he was about to close in for a kiss, she defensively used her lips to speak.
 
   “I’m old enough to know better, you know.” A slight twist pulled the tips of her hair from his toying. “I stopped believing every stupid thing a man says to get back into your pants...a long time ago...”
 
   Her eyes slid over him. Rugged, tanned features, and dark, dynamic eyes. Lips just full enough to hold a hint of a pout. Eyebrows as dark as the long locks of hair that waved about the face. A face that was only tiny part of a charismatic person who had strangers screaming their love to him and worse.
 
   She was no stranger, and she was not any less immune to these things.
 
   “You though, I guess I would believe whatever you say, to have you back in my pants...” Wryly, she twisted her own words around.
 
   “Everything I’m saying is true.” Cupping the back of her head, he brought her forehead to his chest and still standing, bare, in the middle of the room they rocked sideways together. “Especially the part about me being an idiot. I missed you so much. Every time I talked to Tristan, I asked about you.”
 
   “Why? Why did it turn into such a deal?” She realized they were just going in circles with this discussion, but the way he had treated her on the phone, combined with the rebuff afterward had not truly been resolved by an explanation of stress and a heartfelt apology.
 
   “When you said you didn’t want to come on tour, Mariss, it felt like I was losing you. I just can’t take thinking you are going to walk out on us.”
 
   Putting an inch or so between them, enough to see into his face, she slid her hands down to his, holding them as she declared, “That is not going to happen. I’m committed to this, Jack. We have a kid that needs two parents. Together. He has been through enough. The least we can do is give that to him.”
 
   “I know, honey. I know...”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “I missed this,” she sighed into his face as he teased with a slow heavenly slide.
 
   “I missed this,” she exclaimed during a fast and furious pace.
 
   “I missed this,” her words bounced off the tiles of the shower as she gazed down at his dark wet head.
 
   “If you miss this so much, why won’t you come on tour?” Jack asked as they limply lay in the bed. “You could have this every day...”
 
   Her hands played in his wet hair while contemplating the answer. She had been pleasured in every way, and she had returned every bit. Yet, while her body hummed satiated, she remained unsettled with the thought.
 
   The sun’s square pattern on the ceiling held her interest, and when too much time passed with no answer, he spoke again.
 
   “I was stoked about y’all coming along, and I thought you were too...”
 
   “I was,” she earnestly assured, secretly amused that unconsciously he had begun incorporating her southern slang into his own speech.
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   What had happened?
 
   She had cried when seeing him off because circumstances caused her and Tristan to be left behind. Night after lonely night had been spent in his empty bed wishing she were with him in his actual bed wherever that might be.
 
   Had everything really changed with the discovery of the paternity test?
 
   “You have to tell me what is going on. If this is going to work between us, you can’t shut me out every time you get mad.”
 
   He already knew. Word had passed from Dax or any of his posse down, as usual, of that opened envelope left on the kitchen island.
 
   “The paternity test. Okay? At first it was the paternity test,” Unsure of why she blurted it and what it had to do with the tour, she looked away back to that patch of light in a shadowy room.
 
   His answer was prompt. “That was supposed to be mailed to Meg.” Her hand had fallen away from his hair, but he moved his fingers to a strand of hers, twisting the end around a fingertip. “I was so mad at her. Still am. But I didn’t do that test because I doubted the results. I did it because of Tristan. So that no one is looking at him wondering. Ever.”
 
   “So why did you sneak off and do it? Why couldn’t you just say that? To me?”
 
   “I don’t know. It was bad enough what she did. I didn’t want to bring that night up again. And maybe a piece of me was worried you wouldn’t understand.” Jack shifted, moving so that he could better study her face. “So is that what it is? You are mad about that?”
 
   “Part of it I guess.”
 
   “I’m so sorry about that. Why didn’t you just ask me?”
 
   “I called you. That day when I found out. And you must have been doing the radio show. Then this stuff happened with my mom. And after a day or so went by, I wanted to talk to you about it, not the phone, not the computer—to you.”
 
   “But when I came here to your house to see you guys?”
 
   “I didn’t want to ruin it. You were only in for a night.”
 
   Stepping out of bed and crossing the room, he knelt to the mini fridge while she admired the skin, muscle, and ink that was all Jack. Staring into the interior, he questioned over his shoulder, “What do you want?”
 
   “A coke I guess.”
 
   Jack selected a beer for himself and delivered her carbonated caffeine as he slid back into bed. They propped on the headboard side by side and drank in silence with their feet playing together.
 
   “So, what is the other part?” His question was husky, hesitant.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “You said the paternity test was part of it. What’s the other part?”
 
   “I don’t know. I want to be with you. But every time I think of being with you on tour...I can’t…”
 
   “Can’t be with me?”
 
   “Can’t think of it. Something makes me want to not think about it. I thought I was excited, and then it just changed, and now I’m not. In fact, I’m scared, and I don’t know why.”
 
   “When you left that phone message, you said something about groupies.”
 
   “Can we not talk about this? I will come...”
 
   “You...” Fidgeting with the label on his bottle, he heaved a breath as if battling with himself. “You don’t have to come. I won’t bug you about it again. I told you that part of my life is almost over, and I meant it. If you want to wait...” His hand shook and he clamped it securely around the glass neck. “If you want to wait until there is no more tour—we can do a long distance thing...Lots of couples do it when it comes to tour.”
 
   Intently, she studied the side of his face. He became statue still as he awaited her response, and his attention remained on anything except her.
 
   “Do you want your fortune cookie, Momma? You can have it.” Tristan considerately giving her an option when he hoped for the opposite. She was always comparing their mannerisms, but because they were so similar, she could clearly read Jack.
 
   “No.” Firmly and determinedly, she answered. “If we learned anything this month it is that we don’t do long distance well. I’m going.” Then she teased, “Besides, Jack Storm, I want to see you do this thing you do...”
 
   Visibly, he relaxed and a smile shone on his face, the heat from it seeming to warm her through to the inside.
 
   “On the contraire, Mariss. I can promise you that you have the Skype thing going on. Maybe too well…,” he teased with a molten look at the bare favorites of her body.
 
   “I can promise you that I love you more deeply for that comment alone, than almost any other thing you have ever said…”
 
   She knew without a doubt he had talked plenty of women out of their virtual clothing and into cybersex. He was just far too adept from the very first get go, and besides—he was Jack Storm.
 
   As if reading the neurons firing in the hard drive of her brain, he continued, smoothly, sweetly. “Mariss, I can promise you that despite all the stupid stuff I do, I will always be there for you and Tristan. And, I will always be faithful to you. I will always love you.”
 
   Overcome with emotion, words failed her, and she moved enough to lean her head against his and took another cooling sip of her drink.
 
   After a few swallows of his own drink, he gently spoke. “I cannot imagine what it must have been like to walk in on the guy you were going to marry in the middle of it with someone else. And I swear to you Mariss, if he still lives around here, point me to him, and I will beat the everliving shit out of him.”
 
   The idea of a scum like Kel opening his front door to a metal god, who then beat the crap out of him, had her giggling against Jack’s stubbly cheek.
 
   “I love you Mariss. I know it must have brought back screwy memories to see those girls on me like that.”
 
   Nervously, she continued to drink wondering if Jack was right. Had seeing near naked women on Jack’s lap indirectly slapped her back in time, to walking in on some skanky homewrecker atop Kel?
 
   “Honey whatever you tell me, I will try to do it–for you. But I don’t really want to be that asshole musician that won’t take a picture or interact with his fans. That is just part of it. Hell, I end up doing a dozen or so ‘meet and greets’ per show.” As he made this declaration, her mind reluctantly conjured up the typical rock star and fan pictures. “But again, I swear to you, nothing will ever happen, and it does nothing for me.”
 
   His cold, calloused fingers traced the skin around her Jackal guitar pick necklace and then dropped slightly lower to one of his favorite playgrounds. “These are the only ones I will ever want...” Closing her eyes, she savored the feel of his fingers sliding on her skin. “The only ones I’ve wanted since way before you came back into my miserable world again...you ruined me too, you know...”
 
   Twisting, she slid a leg over both of his settling on his lap to face him for the serious kiss she was about to lay on his lips...
 
   ...“Okay, maybe you shouldn’t come on tour,” he joked. “I do have to have a level of energy for the shows...” Her lips moved to his, “And if we are doing this ten times a day...”
 
   “Make up your mind, rock star.” Giving his lip a tug with her teeth, she stared into his sated eyes.
 
   “I already did. And it’s not changing.” His hands were lightly resting on her rear and he caressed. “So are you guys coming back with me tomorrow? Or when?”
 
   Nodding, she played with the damp tips of hair that rested on his shoulder. “Tomorrow.” Her gaze glazed down the arms on either side of her legs. “I just need to call–” Just in time she left out the name she had been about to say and amended, “Work. I need to call so they can fix the schedule.”
 
   “I can get James to call. If you don’t want to.”
 
   “Why would I need someone else to call?”
 
   “I don’t know Mariss, my honey. Just trying to make it easy on you.”
 
   Suddenly his inane offer made sense. “About Clayton. You know there is nothing there, right?”
 
   “If I didn’t, I do now.” There was humor in his voice, and she looked up to see it sparking his eyes.
 
   “Good, then. Because I really thought you were going to punch him.”
 
   “Yeah. I was.” His fingertips smoothed up one of her legs, and she smiled at the feel. “If I had any doubts, your lack of a razor, or wax, or whatever you girls do, set me straight...” With no sense, his words swirled, and then mortified with understanding, she jerked her leg from his touch. Jack, however, curved his fingers to her calf and made another stroke. “Feels weird...”
 
   “Stop!” Pulling back again, she quelled the urge to go back into the shower with a razor. “You act like you’ve never felt it before.”
 
   “I haven’t.”
 
   At this, she stilled, studying his face. Had all of Jack’s girlfriends managed to stay perfectly groomed in this respect?
 
   “I don’t believe you.” Actually, she could read his face well enough that she did, as unlikely as his proclamation was. However, she wanted to draw out some answers.
 
   “Well it’s true. I guess I never stuck with anyone long enough for them to get comfortable around me.”
 
   “How long was your longest relationship?” she ventured, half afraid he would withdraw under the interrogation.
 
   “A few months. Maybe a little more.”
 
   “We’ve only been together a few weeks...” Already she had given him hairy legs, among other hairy body parts...
 
   She eased from atop him, to lie next to him, and unobtrusively pulled at a sheet with her toe.
 
   “No, Mariss.” His fingers were back on her legs. “We’ve been together five years. Whether we knew it or not.”
 
   The confirmation that there was a connection all of those years, even if he was only feeling it in retrospect, had her heart aching in love. And if the confirmation were not completely in that statement, it was also in his liberal use of the word ‘wife’ instead of girlfriend or fiancée.
 
   They kissed, tenderly, sweetly, before falling back to their propped positions to eye one another.
 
   Suddenly, she stiffened in mild panic knowing the normal span of her work shift had long since passed. “What time is it?”
 
   Their phones were in the other room still on the floor by the door, and she explained as she slipped out of his lap, “Olivia is watching Tristan. She will be worried. She’s probably been trying to call–”
 
   “No,” he negated, and she turned back unable to keep from admiring him on the bed as he further explained, “How do you think I found you? She’s not expecting us back before morning.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I told her, ‘Don’t expect us back before morning.’”
 
   “But she has work...”
 
   “Ugh, you are so complicated.” Swinging out of bed, he playfully smacked her then said, “Go ahead. Call her if you must.”
 
   “Woah...” Pausing in the threshold of the bedroom, she took in the ginormous suite. A baby grand piano posed lavishly on a platform. “I didn’t even know this place had rooms like this.”
 
   “And just how do you know about the rooms in this hotel?” They were crossing the large room to their clothing pile, and he turned to give her a bemused grin.
 
   “Because I was a hooker here before I was a dealer, or as they call them, ‘escorts’.” She deadpanned the answer, somehow keeping a straight face for all of ten seconds while Jack stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   “You’re so easy!” She dosed him back for every time he had ever used that exact phrase on her. Most important, she effectively avoided the question. Employees received a huge room discount, so these hotel rooms had been a natural local for her past dalliances.
 
   “Mariss? Remember when you told me you weren’t that girl?” Jack had stepped into his jeans but his hands paused on the fly, and her own hands stilled on her blouse. Her movements froze until she realized he was speaking of the phone call that had become a fight and her declaration against enjoyment of running up his charge card.
 
   “I’m not,” she declared. “I can take that life or leave it.”
 
   “I’ve thought a lot about my life. More than I have ever. I’m not that guy. I’ve never been truly happy with the way things are, with everything that comes with the band. I’m not that guy. And I can’t wait until I don’t have to be any more.”
 
   She moved in for the desperate hug. With all her heart, she knew that by this time next year, they would both be who they wanted to be–together.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 36
 
   THEY WERE TWENTY-THOUSAND feet up when she sent him the text.
 
   Tristan was playing on his guitar, and Jack was texting with his manager. They were on their way to intercept the tour. After watching him sigh because every time he would put his phone away, the texts would begin anew, she formulated the plan. The next time he clipped his phone, she hit send.
 
    
 
   Happy late birthday.
 
   Sent 9:55 am
 
   Attachment
 
    
 
   Jack’s birthday had come and gone during their fight, therefore, until now, she had never surprised him with the pictures she had made for him.
 
   When he ignored the beep, his eyes straying instead to Tristan’s chords, she prompted, “I think you got another text.”
 
   “Screw another text.”
 
   “It might be important.”
 
   “And it might not.” Curving a rebellious grin, he nonetheless reached for his phone, and she watched as his face changed. His forefinger scrolled pictures. It was several seconds before his attention left the phone and landed on her.
 
   Within minutes, to Tristan’s delight, Jack had him buckled in the fold out chair of the cockpit, and she protested, “Is that safe?”
 
   “Perfectly,” he promised.
 
   What he actually wasn’t saying is what part of a small plane such as this one was safe in an emergency.
 
   “Jack, what? Are you mad?” Had Olivia been correct in her premonition that Jack would go ballistic at the thought of a photographer seeing her in her undies? “Let me explain about those pictures—”
 
   “They are beautiful Mariss. I’ve never seen anyone as pretty as you, pics or no pics.” He pulled her down with him to the sofa seating. “So that’s what the pictures were? A birthday present?”
 
   Nodding, she studied his face wondering at the wording. It seemed odd, that he referred to the attachments in the past tense when she had only just sent them. Then again, they were both tired.
 
   When his hands began to roam beneath her shirt, she was dumbfounded while assessing his heated expression.
 
   “I had my birthday all planned out and it included your first time…”
 
    “What…” But she knew what. Had he really just convinced Tristan to view their flight from up front so that they could get their mile high kicks? But she knew the answer.
 
   “Not what—where, Mariss. Here? That chair?”
 
   Steeling her bodies response, she retorted, “I want it anywhere where there is not a four year old behind the door.”
 
   “Point taken.” Conceding, he continued to play with her, but leisurely.
 
   “I love my birthday present. I’m sorry I was a jack-ass and we were apart.”
 
   She kissed him, because she honestly could not get enough confirmation that they were together again, a couple determined to weather the storms that came.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They met up with the show at a stadium in Toledo. The rest of the band had been holed up for the last two days enjoying much needed rest and relaxation.
 
   After checking into the hotel, they went directly to the venue of that night’s show. Tristan jumped around excited to see the array of food, which included pizza. Liz and the rest of the band seemed exited to see Jack walk in with her and Tristan. They came in mass, greeting them, then lingered, and came back singularly as they all ate at the banquette style tables. Dozens of new introductions were made, too many names to remember at once.
 
   Something was in the air. She felt in glances that sometimes quickly skittered away. However, she convinced herself the feeling persisted because she was not used to being here, and they were not used to her being here.
 
   However, the feeling exacerbated when Reed left the table long enough to throw his trash away. Across the room, he and Liz seemed to have an altercation. He turned back to their table with a purpose and was followed by Liz who sat directly across from him shooting warning stares.
 
   After eating, Jack migrated the three of them down a hall as a man wearing a staff shirt pointed out the various rooms that had been set up to band rider specifications.
 
   Jack thanked him and entered the dressing room. As he unlatched a touring case on wheels and began to pull clothing out, she curiously looked around. The room with adobe type walls had the feel of a gym locker room that was tastefully decorated with Ikea furnishings. Tristan flopped on the couch and began to play on his tablet, and she followed Jack to the bathroom, touching up her makeup as he took a shower.
 
   “So both before and after the show, I will go with you guys into the hospitality room for a few minutes. Then, I have to do my thing for a half hour or so.” Steam began to fill the room, and she abandoned her primping. “Sometimes, the phones don’t work in these places. You can send any of the staff to get me or keep trying to call until it goes through. I will always answer, Mariss. Don’t worry about bothering me or anything, because you won’t be.”
 
   Through the glass, she could see he was washing his hair. She was standing where she could see Tristan also, and her attention bounced between the two of them, but lustfully lingered more so on Jack when he stepped out and began to dry.
 
   “Usually the hospitality rooms have a bathroom attached, but if not, and you have to go down the hall, let me know okay? Just shoot a text or something? Because if I don’t find you in that hospitality room, I’m going to worry crazy.”
 
   As the minutes drew nearer to the show, the back area began filling up with staff, family and friends of the band, hundreds of people milling around. Before now, she had no idea that behind each show was a small show in itself.
 
   “Keep your orange pass with you.” Jack advised of the VIP tag that would ensure she was allowed anywhere she needed to go. Then, he stooped to Tristan and indicated the identification tag on his tiny wrist. “And you T.J., buddy, do not take this off for any reason. Promise?”
 
   Jack pointed to his own wrist to remind Tristan that he wore one also. Jack wore his in solidarity, but Tristan’s was to insure that in the event he got lost, someone would know where he belonged. The little boy’s head bobbed, and the daddy worship was clear in his eyes. If Jack wore the bracelet then it was cool.
 
   The hum of a large crowd sounded as Jack walked with them to the mentioned hospitality room. Before entering, he paused to insure the burly man wearing a staff tee shirt who stood guard outside the door knew who they were.
 
   Like the dressing room, this room had a generous snack spread and comfortable furnishings. So far, they were the only ones in it. Bending, Jack kissed her whispering, “I love you. See you soon.”
 
   Tristan began to load up on cookies, and she didn’t have the heart to stop him since this was his first show experience.
 
   Once the band went on, she and Tristan would watch when they wanted from the stage wings. Jack had already promised to keep the lyrics cleaned up when he saw them there. They had laughed one night as he ‘growled’ the alternate words to her. Words never clearly heard anyway, so the audience would not know the difference.
 
   The one song that was explicit and clear was number eight on the set-list, and she knew to have Tristan out of hearing range by then.
 
   “When these were written, I never thought I would have to worry about my child hearing them.” One night, prior to the tour, he had become reflective as they talked in bed.
 
   “Well, you will be changing names. Chances are he won’t remember Jackal until he’s old enough for you to tell him.” she had comforted. Even so, his look had seemed to stay conscious ridden.
 
   Although Jack had amazing song writing capabilities, she had been surprised when he mentioned that almost half of Jackal’s songs were from a publishing catalog. “It’s just how it is done,” he had shrugged.
 
   Chris’s wife entered the room breaking up the meditative thoughts. They talked for a few minutes, then all pushed in sound reducing ear plugs before ascending the steps to the stage.
 
   Jack had said there would be a stool for Tristan marked with an X, and sure enough, it was waiting with two pieces of tape forming the letter.
 
   Jack was immersed in his music, and every muscle in her body froze acutely attuned to his performance.
 
   Perspiration was just beginning to sheen his face and arms. She knew the wristbands were to protect his fingers from getting slick with sweat and slipping on the strings. Her eyes moved from the leather bands to his fingers caressing and commanding the sounds he wanted from his instrument.
 
   He had the same perceptive prickle for her as she did when he came near, and he looked her way. The smile of greeting he bestowed was intimate even in this stadium of tens of thousands.
 
   When his gaze drifted back to the thousands before him, she ripped her eyes away long enough to check on Tristan and found herself awed by his response.
 
   When confronted with something unusual, Tristan’s dark eyes normally widened into saucers. At this moment, they were plates and his mouth was gaping open. Chris’ wife was also entertained more by Tristan’s reaction then by the show, and their giggles became lost in the decibel of the music.
 
   Jack growled, howled, and screamed his verses into the microphone, and since she was in on the secret she heard a few of the lyric substitutions.
 
   A set list lay taped to the floor, and since she had listened to the new Jackal album many times since the day he had left on tour she was able to pick out the song they were on and follow.
 
   On the seventh song, she turned to leave and found the area now filled with a dozen other spectators. Waving to Chris’ wife, she cautiously held Tristan’s hand as they descended the stairs. A photographer had her on red alert, but he never deviated his camera from the performance, and she relaxed in relief realizing there were no paparazzi in this area.
 
   Jack came directly from the last encore, and she happily endured his sweaty embrace. Tristan hung back, mutely accessing his father, and only when Jack spoke to him did he nod or speak back. Jack flicked worried eyes to her, and she wanted to explain, but they were interrupted by the room filling.
 
   Her guess was that Tristan was experiencing the same type of awe she, herself, had felt when seeing Jack doing what he did best. Seeing it was like seeing a person she had come to know possessed by body snatchers.
 
   In deference to the shower he needed, instead of hugging Tristan, Jack ruffled his son’s hair instead. With another quick kiss to her, he was off to do his after show meet and greets.
 
   She tried not to imagine the boobs and commando skirt wearers seeking pictures, autographs, and mostly—the bang by a certain rock star that they would not get.
 
   When Jack returned, over an hour later, he was carrying a shirt and wearing none.
 
   “I know what you are thinking,” he defended himself against whatever expression she wore. “But I just took the shirt I had on, off two seconds ago, and you will soon see why.”
 
   The shirt rustled over his head settling over his torso, and the word ‘SECURITY’ across the back and front had her smiling.
 
   “You never told me this secret,” she accused as he stuffed his hair in a cap and put on the plastic shades.
 
   “Because this is the first time I’ve ever done it. Chris came up with the idea.”
 
   When he finished, he blended with the event staff members she had seen roaming the halls, and with a look in a mirror, he was satisfied as well. “Let’s blow this joint!”
 
   The disguise worked well venue after venue. Evening after evening, she watched his performance, practically as starstruck as his fans, and she wondered why she had been leery of touring with him.
 
   She rarely had to see him near another woman, and the idea of him meeting and mingling with fans, before and after the show, became no more than a niggling thought.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 37
 
   THE DAYS AND NIGHTS became a blur of the bus, once in a while a plane, arenas, stadiums, and hotels.
 
   Sometimes after the show they slept in a hotel. Sometimes, if they had to be on the road right away, they slept in the bus and then checked into the hotel in the next city in time to clean up and make it to the next show.
 
   She had worried over Tristan in vain. Jack had thought of every detail accordingly adjusting the band rider. It now included significant requirements such as the contact info of a pediatrician on twenty-four seven call in each city down to the minor requests like the boy’s favorite juices stocked in the hotel fridges.
 
   The tiny boy easily took to life on the bus, playing games with whoever was awake on the game system, watching t.v., or playing on his tablet. He happily ate the junk food of the road, and spent hours watching out the window. He was the darling of the bus, and she was surprised at how easily the rest of them adjusted to him when it came to language and other considerations. The habitual cursers of the crew had even made up alternate curse words.
 
   Their bus normally housed Liz, and Chris when his wife was around, and the random manager or two. The rolling home had been dubbed ‘Mary’ because any partying stayed with the other bus.
 
   The very back of the bus was a lounge area where the couches formed a U with two flat screens on the wall.
 
   In this area, on one of the bus days, she was reading on the iPad while Tristan’s attention was on his game. Liz was awake in the front of the bus, but the rest slept.
 
   Jack hopped from his bunk to the floor, and after padding to the bathroom, came to flop down beside her. Gradually, as he checked his phone, he lay with his head in her lap. He was receiving text after text, which probably played a part in waking him.
 
   “What’s going on?” she wondered, letting her fingers slid through his hair.
 
   “Radio show in the morning.” His thumbs continued their swipes at the screen. Slowing his motions, he tilted his face to the blackout window panels that she had not bothered to open. “Wait, why is Tristan up? Is it morning?”
 
   “Um, it is two. In the afternoon.”
 
   Sheepishly, he continued to stare vaguely at his phone without acknowledging the next text.
 
   Gently, she explained, “It is Wednesday. No show tonight. And we should be about an hour from the hotel.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah.” He shot off another text then tossed aside his phone. When the next thought struck, guilty dark eyes ran over her face. “I’ve been asleep ten hours?”
 
   With a smile, she touched her lips to his. “Mmh Hmm. Feel better?”
 
   “Much.” Bouncing up, he took one of the controllers, and she began to read again as he and Tristan played.
 
   Their arrival at the hotel was low key. Their accommodations were normally on the club level floor, and this time was no exception. Marissa never failed to be over-whelmed by the suites being larger than her home in Mississippi. Jack always took it all in stride, and always, immediately upon entering an empty hotel room, flipped on a television. She often wondered if the television had been to fill the silence when he was on tour on his own.
 
   In this particular hotel, their suite had a child’s room with a kid sized table and chairs, a shelf of books, and an assortment of electronic toys as well as puzzles and board games.
 
   Jack lingered with Tristan in this room exclaiming over each discovery, and she could hear them laughing as she fell over the bed glad to be in unmoving quarters. The second their luggage was delivered, she pilfered through it for fresh clothing eager to shower away the miles on the road. Jack offered to shower Tristan, and he must have taken a quick one as well because they all emerged with wet heads around the same time.
 
   Dressed and blow dried, they entered the floor lounge and were shown to a table overlooking the city. Club floor restaurants, shops, and bars always ensured guests with special privacy needs were accommodated accordingly. Aside from the band, and some of the band crew, there were occasional other elite guests in these exclusive areas.
 
   “Do they have pizza here?”
 
   “I imagine,” Jack drawled, exchanging an amused look over the menu with her. Even places that did not have pizza on the menu managed a single serving one for Tristan, son of Jack Storm. Tristan, thankfully, still did not grasp that his every wish could be a command.
 
   “What looks good to you, Mariss?”
 
   Her stomach had been filled with nothing but fast food and junk food for twenty four hours. Intent on the selections of real food, she did not notice the trio of young men approaching their table. Startled, she almost dropped the menu and then pasted on a smile prepared to politely watch as Jack autographed some something.
 
   “Hi, Jack Storm, right?” The leader of the well-dressed guys spoke, and Jack curved a smile courteously putting out his hand. They exchanged greetings, but things took an unusual turn when no pictures or autographs were immediately requested. Three pairs of eyes swiveled to her. “So that means you must be Marissa.”
 
   Four pair of eyes if she were to count Jack’s in the total. Tristan was staring at the guys themselves.
 
   Their looks were respectful, however definitely more awed by her presence then she would expect from fans of Jack.
 
   “Would you mind…I mean, we were wondering if you wouldn’t mind a picture?” The leader turned back to Jack as he indicated Marissa. “I won’t touch her at all, man, I promise.” Edgy laughs came from him and his friends. “Just stand behind her?” Another look to Marissa. “If it is not a bother?” And while she gaped, Jack also did. This was a new request.
 
   “Of me?” she finally asked, and reached for her goblet of water to wet her croaky throat.
 
   “If it is not a bother?” One of them hopefully repeated, and another explained, “We are fans. Of Jackal. And you.”
 
   “Of me?” Certain that she was being set up, she looked beyond the trio to Liz and Reed, but they were immersed in conversation at their own table, paying no mind to this side of the room. Helplessly, she looked to Jack, and he spoke.
 
   “I’m sorry guys. I do mind. My family is my family, you know?”
 
   “Of course. No problem. Enjoy your evening.”
 
   After nervously draining her water level down, she risked a glance at Tristan who was absorbed with the various crackers and bread in the entrée basket, before whispering, “What do you think that was all about?”
 
   Jack lifted a shoulder, but their waiter moved in questioning their order and interrupting the speculation.
 
   She mentally shrugged it off as random, but it was a prelude to what was to come only a couple of nights later after a show. They exited the stadium, and on that particular night, around two dozen fans had been allowed into the private bus area. These folks were generally winners of radio contests or acquainted with someone well known enough to make it to the meet and greet and then the private exit.
 
   The screams had just settled from Chris and Reed’s exit, and began anew when she and Jack with Tristan stepped out and made their way to the bus. Tristan’s latest getup was sunglasses and a hoodie that they pulled low on his forehead until he was safely behind the walls of the bus or vehicle they were leaving in.
 
   “Jack!” The yells became more fervent with each step, and her steps faltered when she heard her own name. “Marissa!” A male voice, another, and another. “Marissa! I love you! Marissa!”
 
   Holding Tristan’s hands, she lifted him the first step into the bus, and felt Jack’s hands on her hips behind her as he aided her steps.
 
   Tristan went directly for the fridge, and despite the half a dozen juices he had downed before, during, and after the show, he held a juice box up for her approval. Preoccupied, she nodded as she peered out the window at the small crowd while still trying to fathom what had just happened.
 
   Sometimes it was a weird phenomenon, watching people who could not watch back due to the privacy glass.
 
   Coming to stand beside her, Liz popped the cap on a beer and offered a grin as she spoke of the male fans. “So I guess I’m sharing with you now.”
 
   “Yeah…tonight anyway…” Marissa looked around for Jack, but she and Liz had this part of the bus to themselves, and she could hear the guys whooping over a video game in the back.
 
   James boarded the bus at that moment. As well as being a manager, he seemed to be taking on publicist duties as well.
 
   Emmajesty was no longer with Jackal. Jack had confronted the publicist with his suspicions, and Emma had actually been proud of her leaks to the press. This had led to her dismissal in her duties with the band. The scene had gone down during the weeks that she had dodged the tour, and she had heard bits and pieces of it then through Jack.
 
   “Alright losers, listen up!” James raised his voice to be heard in the back as he advanced that direction.
 
   Automatically, Marissa followed, prepared to pull Tristan out of the line of fire if the band was about to be bitched out, or if it went the other way and they bitched at James for whatever was about to come. James put on a good show, but he was nowhere near as abrasive as Emmajesty had been.
 
   “We have a senator’s son, a couple of his friends, and dates outside—”
 
   “Already met them. Signed everything. Took some wicked pics.” Reed and Chris chorused.
 
   “They want to hang out on the bus for a drink.”
 
   “Dude, no way. I’m not drinking tonight. I just want to chill.” The chorus rang out again. Jack and Liz were the only ones remaining silent. Jack seemingly intent on the game he was playing with Tristan, but she knew better. He was tired. Hungry. These days he just wanted to pile up after the shows.
 
   “Five minutes!” James barked, and Marissa had to move to let him by in the narrow confines. “Happy faces!”
 
   Apparently, this bus was not leaving the complex to meet up with the other bus until this thing was done.
 
   “Fubby lucky…” Reed cursed.
 
   Like always, the few times fans came onto the bus, she stayed behind in the back lounge with Tristan, while the others drifted to the front. Greetings and laughter soon commenced, and she smiled to herself thinking of what a good job the band did of making fans feel welcome, even when they were exhausted and in a non-partying mood.
 
   “Marissa,” James called out to her, just before he pulled back the panel. Curious, she looked up and saw Jack approaching also.
 
   “What’s going on,” Jack inquired, just as James made an unusual request.
 
   “Come on up. Someone wants to meet you.”
 
   She looked to Jack, but he appeared as perplexed as she felt, and immediately he went into his family protection mode. “James, what the hell?”
 
   “The senator’s son wants to meet Marissa.”
 
   “No. She does not have to do this.” Jack trained his gaze directly into her eyes. “This has nothing to do with her.”
 
   “She is on the tour, so yes, in a way it does. If someone wants to meet her and she is here, there is no reason why she shouldn’t.”
 
   As they continued the low decibel argument, she whispered to Tristan to stay put, and ended their skirmish by attempting to push past them. Something odd was going on, and she intended to get to the bottom of it before the night was over.
 
   Probably, it would be as simple as later typing her name in an internet search engine. At least, whatever it was seemed to be good. She was being loved and not spit on.
 
   Jack grabbed her arm to stop her, but she had already been seen, and the young man beamed a wide smile.
 
   She went through the introductions, Jack handed her a drink and kept an arm around her waist. The guy faltered through his explanation.
 
   “…was in a football accident…long recovery…if it is not too much to ask, could you write something to him?”
 
   He unrolled a glossy print on the table, and the room became dead silent, quieter than it had been during the sad explanation. All eyes swung to her. Wary looks from the band, a guilty look from Jack, and hopeful looks from the young group of fans.
 
   Pivoting away from all of those expectant gazes, she pulled open the fridge surveying the contents for something to do. Her fingers tightened on the canned drink already in her hand, and she took a sip. Jack’s hand moved to her shoulder and the light squeeze of his fingers was meant to be comforting, and he quietly spoke.
 
   “Mariss, you don’t have—those are your private pictures—our pictures. Just go on back if you want and I will explain to him—”
 
   Pasting a smile on her face, she whipped back around to Jack’s birthday present that was somehow no longer only digital and accepted the proffered marker. “Sure. What is your brother’s name?”
 
   As the marker moved over the print, she skimmed over it—one of her favorites. In this particular pose, her tee shirt lay at her feet, the henna art curving her torso beneath her bra, and stopping just above the lacey briefs exposed by the shorts she was pushing down.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think he finally passed out.” Jack came from Tristan’s bunk to sit beside her on the couch.
 
   The two buses had divided, and she didn’t blame everyone that could from leaving ‘Mary.’ Only Liz and Chris remained, and they had gone directly to bed the second the bus began to roll.
 
   “Mariss, honey, could you say something?”
 
   “Did he get a snack?”
 
   With an irritated grunt, Jack let his head fall back against the wall.
 
   “What do you want me to say?” Without looking away from the muted flat screen in front of her, she felt the forlorn quake in her inquiry and the desperation in the following demand. “Everyone knew except me, right? I’m not just imagining it? Those pictures leaked, and no one told me.”
 
   Beside her on the cushion was Tristan’s tablet. A search of her name had pulled up her and Randi’s lingerie shot’s side by side on a dozen different sites.
 
   “They did, but I thought we had it contained. According to Reed, they didn’t show back up again until now. I didn’t even know until the other night.”
 
   “But you already knew of them when I showed you? When I texted them to you in the plane? You had already seen them?” His silence spoke volumes, and she fought the feelings of betrayal. The statement in the plane came back to her. Hadn’t he said something like ‘That is what these pictures were, a birthday present?’ “Oh my—holy fu—” At last, she faced him. “Is that why you were so mad at me? Why you didn’t speak for two weeks?”
 
   “No honey. No.” He reached for and dropped his thumb to her wrist in circular motions. “I guess it was around that time that they leaked, a few days after my idiocy on the phone. “But I would never be mad at you for that. They are beautiful. Now Randi might be mad. They outshine anything she has done.”
 
   Instead of debating that blatant but sweet lie, she let the love swirl in her soul and asked, “Emma did this, right?”
 
   “She swears she didn’t.”
 
   “She did. Who else would?”
 
   “The dude that took them?”
 
   “Why do you assume it was a dude?”
 
   “I don’t know. Was it?”
 
   Now she was the one to ground out a frustrated scream and concurrently shove to her feet. Swiveling around at the tiny doorway, she lambasted, “I just don’t get why you didn’t tell me!” Then turning to the hallway of bunks on either side, she kept her voice raised. “Why no one told me! You are a Jack-ass! You are all Jack-asses!”
 
   “Momma?”
 
   The tiny voice made her want to scream again. This time, in guilt. Instead, she took a second to assure her son all was okay and even climbed into his bunk with him. When Jack’s face peered in the curtains, she reached an arm up to whip them closed. She heard him move off from the sleeping area, then the clink of a bottle from the fridge.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “Don’t be too hard on him,” Liz dropped to sit across the table from her sometime the next ‘morning.’ Whatever time it was, Tristan was eating cereal, and Marissa was glumly watching him as she poured coffee down her throat. “You had run away from all this BS once, and he had just convinced you to come back. Hell, none of us wanted to tell you. The new publicist had contained it once, and we thought he would be able to make them all disappear again.”
 
   Jack’s soft snores coming from the bunk area were steady. Liz leaned back enough so that Tristan could crawl over her lap in his exit of the booth.
 
   Marissa eyed the other woman and hotly retorted, “That is where you are wrong. I did not run away from anything that happened. I took a break,” here she stressed the word break, “because of having things hidden from me.”
 
   The paternity test continued to rile her, even though Meg had recently called to apologize, and to let Tristan’s cousins Skype him.
 
   “I’m not the four year old on this tour. I can handle stuff. And this whole thing with this picture leak. It made me feel left out.” Sliding out, she began to clean up Tristan’s mess, embarrassed to have begun this with Liz.
 
   “I am sorry Marissa. It was actually me that convinced the rest of them to say nothing. So Jack didn’t know until a couple of nights ago. And you’re not left out. We just don’t want to screw things up for Jack. You and Tristan are his world.”
 
   Flinging the paper towel in the trash, Marissa admitted, “He is my world too. Damn Jack-ass.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 38
 
   TRISTAN LOVED THE bus bunks. She gave up trying to uphold an image of staying in separate bunks on the bus since the three of them seemed to play musical beds anyway.
 
   A typical routine was Jack and her falling asleep together and then a few uncomfortable hours later, she climbed down into her own bunk. Only to wake up the next morning and find Tristan in Jack’s bunk.
 
   “Jack?”
 
   On this particular night, they had a three hundred mile stretch to the next town. Tristan had gone out fast while watching t.v. in the bunk with them, and they had climbed up to the next bunk to keep from waking him as they talked.
 
   “Mmh?” His fingertips lightly brushed at her collarbone as they watched a movie.
 
   Reed had hopped this bus tonight, and he, Chris, and Liz were playing a video game in the back.
 
   “Whatever happened to Emmajesty?”
 
   “She’s still with the label. She’s just not with Jackal anymore.” One of his feet hooked with hers. “Why?”
 
   “I think I saw her tonight. At the show.” Marissa turned, propping on her elbow to look him in the face. “I wasn’t close enough to be sure, but it looked like her.”
 
   “I don’t know, honey. What I do know is that she better stay the hell away from us.”
 
   Although Jack had been tolerant of Emma’s ways when she had been Jackal’s publicist, his attitude had dissipated upon hearing the woman admit and then defend her reasons for causing their life to be paparazzi hell. “What are you doing?” she whispered a little later into the movie. His fingers were breaching beyond innocent areas.
 
   “I was just thinking about how cool it was that here we are where it all began, and the result of that is sleeping in the bunk below with Tiggy and Bandit...”
 
   “You don’t feel like you are only thinking...”
 
   “I got turned on...remembering...”
 
   Her hand moved from his chest down to his wrist in a feeble attempt to halt what he was doing. Yet at the same time, the night’s show flooded her brain, his fingers shredding the guitar. Jack persisted with his own memories and with a roll was half on her.
 
   “Mariss? When did you first know? That first day, when did you know you wanted to...?”
 
   This trip down memory lane suddenly sounded fun, and her thoughts drifted to the Hang Fest. To a fateful dog on a leash. To the dog’s suspicious owner.
 
   “The second I saw you, I guess. You threw open the door so freaking mad. And I never needed anyone more.” Her fibrillating heart slowly fell back to a normal rhythm. “What about you?”
 
   “When I saw you of course, but that was a given with any hot girl back then.” His smirk was shadowy in the light of the t.v. “It was when you took that first sip. Of your beer. You tilted your head back, and your lips were on the bottle, and you swallowed...I knew I had to see that in a different perspective.”
 
   This whispered confession was amusing as much as arousing, and she returned breathlessly, “And yet you turned it down, the going down.”
 
   “Uh, not that I recall...I got it twice...”
 
   “I just meant, I would’ve done it free...”
 
   “And what is the fun in that?”
 
   “A lot?”
 
   “Not if I was never going to see you again. I wanted it all. To see everything, touch everything...”
 
   “And you did.” She was no longer fighting those talented fingers and bit her lip against a groan. “I remember I was so surprised that you went down...”
 
   “Why so?”
 
   “Because, I figured it was beneath a rock star...”
 
   “It was...until it wasn’t...”
 
   His smug words and the naughtier memories of that fateful time, of dozens of different positions made her flush even now.
 
   “You know what I mean...”
 
   “It’s not like it was habit. You are right. I was much more used to getting than giving. But with you, Mariss my honey, I wanted it all...”
 
   “Oh..Jack..don’t...please...” In a panic her gaze shot to the curtains that closed in their bunk. Although they were sound muffling panels—unlike the house he was so proud of, they were not soundproof.
 
   “Just a quick taste, Mariss...”
 
   True to his word, he brought that kiss back to her lips before getting too carried away, and she let out another quiet gasp when they came completely together. How had sex in a bus three feet from its other occupants become normal? But she knew. It was the rock star life she had stewed through for months before joining him on this tour.
 
   Soon, her eyes were stinging with the effort to keep them open, and she laid her head down using his chest as a pillow. The rhythmic thrum of the tires on the highway had her dozing in no time. The rhythmic thump of his heart kept her dreams happy.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 39
 
   “HE WAS RIGHT HERE!”
 
   Marissa heard the screech from her throat but could not stop anything short of it every time she opened her mouth to speak.
 
   Four pair of eyes unblinkingly stared as the security personnel spoke into the mikes swinging from their earpieces.
 
   Down the hall, the show rocked on, thumping the walls, and she wished that Jack were here with her. In fact, in about thirty more seconds, she would be the one to drag him off that stage, out of the dreams of his fangirls, and into her current nightmare.
 
   “I was in the bathroom for less than five minutes. He was on the couch watching a movie on his tablet. Now he’s not. His tablet is still here.” She didn’t even spare a glance at the movie still playing on the electronic screen. “He’s not in here! So why are we?”
 
   Running to the hospitality door, she flung it open, exited into the hallway, and pondered which way to turn. Momentarily, closing her eyes, she summoned every ounce of mother’s intuition in seeking her son’s whereabouts.
 
   Inspiration flashed, and she dashed toward the stage falling up the stairs in her haste. Elbowing through the spectators in this wing, she squinted her eyes searching out every shadow.
 
   When there were no tiny shadows, she flung her panicked eyes to Jack who was holding the last long note of number eight in the set.
 
   He turned his gaze her way, and understood that something was very wrong. The next song began to kick in, except for Jack, who sprinted toward her, thrusting his guitar at one of the crew.
 
   The crowd parted for him, and when he was near enough, she screamed, “Tristan is gone!”
 
   Behind them, the show carried on without vocals, and she would later find out that at that moment the rest of the band had adlibbed by making a game of soloing their instruments.
 
   She and Jack ran down the hall, and she explained as they went that she had left their son on the couch for five minutes while she was in the bathroom. No one, except for her and Tristan, had been in the room at the time. She had emerged to find the room empty.
 
   Jack practically tore the door latch off the hospitality room when it was locked, and he yelled to one of the black shirts who was frantically pacing at the end of the hall,
 
   “Open this door! Where is everyone?”
 
   “Looking for your son, sir.”
 
   Marissa ripped her pass over her head thrusting it to Jack who used it to open the room open just as the guy joined them.
 
   “Is the place on lock-down?” Jack searched every part of the hospitality room, even the bathroom as he barked questions.
 
   “Yes. Lock-down is in effect.”
 
   “There are cameras.” Jack spoke to no one in particular, but the other man nodded.
 
   “Yes they are checking the cameras now, I’m sure.”
 
   “Give me the keys–”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m not allowed–”
 
   “Give me the damn keys!” Jack snatched them with one hand and towed Marissa with the other to the hall. Pressing them into her hand, he instructed, “Open every room hon. Search every room, even the ones your pass won’t open, his will. I will be right back.”
 
   Her hands shook so bad, she had trouble swiping the card into the first lock, and the security personnel Jack had stolen them from moved in. Protectively, she turned away from him, but kindly he helped her with the lock and passed the ring of keys and cards back to her.
 
   The dressing room was empty. She searched the shower area, and she even peeked behind the couches. The band members’ security cards and passes were hanging on the wall, and instinctively she noticed all five were there.
 
   “This is a storage area, where the cases are stored until the show ends.” Again, the guy helped her with a door and protectively stood in the corridor as she searched.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she quaked as they traversed the hall to the next door. “Isn’t someone always outside the door? If he got it open, and went in the hall, someone would have seen, right?”
 
   “I don’t know mam. I don’t know who was working this area tonight.”
 
   The next card swiped easily, and when the door opened, the occupants of the room fell quiet in expectation then their demeanor resumed. It seemed to be set up as a managerial room, and when there was nowhere within the room to search, she backed out.
 
   “If he left the room he would have gone to the stage,” she reasoned to herself, and her companion politely nodded.
 
   A numb shock was beginning to pervade her nerves. She was twisting in blind panic as each step took her further from where her son had last been seen, and she stopped. In desperation, she began to make her way back, now ignoring the guy that she had been spilling her guts to.
 
   Some irrational inanity made her check the dressing room and the hospitality room again.
 
   Sitting on the couch, staring at his tablet, as if he had never disappeared, was her son. The room was otherwise empty.
 
   Throwing herself on him, she squeezed, and when she felt his shallow gasp for air, she eased back but kept his neck in the crook of her elbow.
 
   Digging her phone from her jacket pocket, she sent Jack a call, but when she heard voicemail, she knew the call wasn’t going through. The guy spoke into his radio updating the search party, and with a beseeching gaze, she asked, “Jack? Do they know to find Jack and tell him?”
 
   He nodded, and after protectively searching the room assured, “I will be right outside the door.”
 
   “Tristan, where did you go?”
 
   “I watched the show from way up high. We took an elevator.”
 
   “We? Who? Who was with you?”
 
   “The lady. The lady said you were already there, but when you didn’t come, she brought me back.”
 
   “The lady? What lady?”
 
   “The lady who said you couldn’t come on the tour. Remember, momma?”
 
   “Holy shit Tristan. You scared Momma. So bad...” The tears freely flowed now that the crisis was over.
 
   The warmth of his tiny body against her heart was a life line in the waves of madness threatening to engulf her soul. For once, Tristan didn’t correct the bad words.
 
   “I’m sorry, Momma...”
 
   “I know, honey. Why did you go with her? You know. We’ve been through this. If someone takes you, or tells you things–”
 
   “She’s not a stranger.”
 
   “I know, honey...”
 
   “Tristan...Son...” In a flash of a second, Jack was through the door and hugged up with her and Tristan. She felt the slight movement as he rocked him in his arms, and her tears brimmed again.
 
   “Daddy, I’m sorry. I didn’t know I wasn’t s’posed to go with the lady.”
 
   A muffle of voices filtered through the door along with the impatient rattle of the knob, but no one came inside.
 
   Jack drew back only a few inches, and over Tristan’s head he asked, “What lady? What the hell is he talking about?”
 
   A dangerous look glittered his gaze, and his jaw was so tightly clenched that it twitched.
 
   The door swung open, and a middle-aged man in jeans and a Jackal shirt stopped just inside. “You need to take stage.” When Jack didn’t acknowledge, he insisted, “Now, Jack.”
 
   “Fuck you man, I’m done for tonight.”
 
   Marissa recognized the man as one of the managers that had been in and out of the house pre-tour. He heaved a sigh and tried again.
 
   “Jack,”
 
   “Someone took my kid–”
 
   James stepped in to try his managerial skills. “Jack, dude we will get it sorted. I will make the calls, get things started. But you need to wind that show up now that things are okay here–”
 
   “Someone walked in here and took my kid. Does that sound like things are okay here? How does that happen?”
 
   The manager’s astonishment showed, but he did not deviate. “Jack, dude, we will get it sorted. I will make the calls, take care of things on this end. But you need to be on that end for the next few minutes.”
 
   “No. Fucking no.” Jack reached for his hip, looked confused for a second when he found a mic box. Regaining his bearings, he then looked to her. “I need your phone, honey.”
 
   As she obliged, James edged closer cautiously asking, “What are you doing? Who are you calling?”
 
   “Have you not heard a word I said? My son was kidnapped.”
 
   “Your son is right here.”
 
   “He was taken without my permission by some woman and that is–”
 
   When his manager snatched the phone, a scuffle ensued. Her breath stopped when Jack balled up his fist and then whooshed out when he relaxed his fingers and stepped back.
 
   “Jack, listen to me. Emma Chandler had your boy. She came in here and he was alone. She entertained him for a bit and called me to see where she should bring him.”
 
   “Em? I don’t understand. Mariss was in the bathroom for three seconds. Why would she take him off somewhere? Why is she even here?” With each question, Jack’s voice hued from confounded to fury.
 
   Without the emotional attachment of knowing Emma for years, Marissa’s boiling point was immediately reached. There was no cloud of confusion, or doubting fugue state. Her hands slid from Tristan as she surged to her feet.
 
   “She had no right to do that. That is kidnapping. Give me my phone! Please.”
 
   “I do not know what that evil bitch’s problem is, but she has crossed a line–” Jack raged.
 
   “Just calm down. It was a misunderstanding and—” James still tried to reach peace.
 
   “He was gone for twenty-two minutes! She has my phone number! She is trying to–” Her eyes fell on Tristan, remembering the morning she had automatically removed him from the vicinity of the witch, the morning Emma had informed her that she wouldn’t be coming on tour. “She is trying to do something...”
 
   In surprise, she felt the wet stream on her face, and when she moved her hand up to the tears, Jack pulled her into a hug.
 
   “Where is she?” he demanded. “I want to see her now.”
 
   “Probably not a good idea until you calm down, Jack. And you have a show waiting—”
 
   “I am not playing. And if she doesn’t explain this to me face to face, right now, I will see her arrested.”
 
   The rest of the night passed in a haze, but one in which she did not let Tristan out of her sight. Even now, at the hotel, he slept in the bed between them.
 
   Emma had apologized stubbornly sticking to the story that she had found him alone and had taken him to look for Marissa. A story that didn’t make sense. Even James and the other manager quickly wiped the doubt from their faces. Somehow, and Marissa still could not believe she had agreed to it, charges were not pressed. It was however, understood by all, Emma included, that she had cost herself her job.
 
   Leaning up in the bed enough to reach one of Tristan’s leftover chicken strips, she resumed her recline on the headboard as she munched it and watched one of the late shows. Jack was in an exhausted sleep, his arm curved around his mini doppelganger.
 
   He had not finished the performance that night which caused a huge stir with the label and the fans. The next day, he released a public apology to Music Muse magazine, as well as a few other publications and online outlets.
 
   “I had a bug, and it slammed me hard in the last minutes. I cannot say how sorry I am. I want to make it up in some way. If you will send copies of your ticket transaction to...”
 
   The venue did not sue for breach of contract, as they were in breach also for not having constant security outside the door.
 
   There were a couple of random cryptic texts in the weeks to come from Emma.
 
   To Marissa’s phone, ‘You never understood, but you will’
 
   Jack promptly called, and when Emma didn’t answer, he left an intimidating voicemail warning against any future contact. He also blocked the number to Marissa’s phone.
 
   The next text arrived a few days later to Jack’s phone, ‘We had a good thing. We had a future’
 
   Jack blocked the number to his phone and endured Marissa’s inquisition.
 
   “Did you and Emma have a thing?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Ever?”
 
   “Never. Nothing. I would never be that dumb. Not that I knew she was a psycho, but we were in a business where I would have to see her every day.” 
 
   “Nothing at all?”
 
   Reluctantly, her eyes dropped specifically to the crotch of his jeans, to the something that a lot of rock stars might consider nothing when it was consistently offered up with no strings. ‘I was much more used to getting.’ The words from a few nights ago echoed
 
   “Nothing, Mariss. No. Thing.” Those dark eyes avowed what his lips swore. “She wanted to move labels. To my family’s label when I moved. That is what she is speaking of.”
 
   They were sitting in the back of the bus watching Tristan nap, and he leaned slightly toward her with his next revelation, “You know what else? I know you like Randi, so I want you to know, and I swear I am not just saying it…I don’t think anything happened with her. The nights I thought that something happened with her are actually a blur, and I think I misunderstood.”
 
   “Why do you think that you misunderstood?” It was a little evil, but she wanted to hear his side. And when he told it, it was virtually the same as Randi’s version.
 
   “What were you so upset about that night?”
 
   “I had broken up with someone after just a couple of months. Meg introduced me to her, so as it ended up, Meg and I got into it. Stupid stuff, looking back on it.”
 
   “My past relationships are all stupid stuff too, looking back on it,” she admitted.
 
   He pulled her into a hug.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 40
 
   “THANK YOU FOR COMING on tour,” Jack whispered, and she savored the feel of the husky words breathed over her ear. “I know you didn’t want to. And then all that crap happened. Just thank you.”
 
   Jackal had finished their last show in the states only hours ago. They both had balked at the thought of leaving Tristan in their room with a hotel sitter, but the after party was mandatory. In a flash of inspiration, they had brought the sitter with them. It was not something she wanted to make a habit of, but in a back room of the suite used for the party, Tristan had played on his tablet with his headphones on, and had eventually fallen asleep while the middle-aged woman remained vigilantly reading in a chair near the bed.
 
   Marissa and Jack had checked in three or four times an hour. Jack had fulfilled the press obligations, and after a few drinks with the rest of the band, they had tipped the sitter, and Jack had carried Tristan as they relocated down the hall to their suite.
 
   Now, she scooted back closer to him, feeling secure. “I’m glad I came.” The admission was truthful and heartfelt. Images of him on stage filled her mind, and she tightened her hold on the arm around her waist.
 
   The sling of his hair. The intense look on his face while working the guitar into the sounds he wanted and while singing those god-awful songs. The ripple of the muscles in his decorative arms.
 
   “You’re so hot on stage. I wish I had stayed that night, at the Hang Fest to see you.”
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   “No. You didn’t look for me?”
 
   “I did, but it’s hard to see, especially at night with the lights in your eyes.” His fingers moved, caressing against her ribs. “I should have texted you back. I was going to ask if you wanted to watch from the stage, but something came up at that second, one thing led to another and the show began. Or if I had followed my gut and called you more than the once. Things would have gone so different.”
 
   In a wild turnabout, he had gone from blaming her for the wasted four years to blaming himself, and it hurt her heart to see the guilt in his eyes and hear the self-recrimination in his voice.
 
   “Maybe,” she returned. Maybe not. Maybe you didn’t need a complication as bad as you think you did. Maybe it wouldn’t have worked out. Maybe it wasn’t meant to be. Until now.”
 
   “I don’t know. I do know I’m ready to be done with touring. So we can settle down.” The warmth of one of his legs nestled between hers. “The week I was at your house. That was the best time I can remember in my life. Even though we were in a fight through half of it, it was us, as a family, without all the outside BS that comes with my life. That has always come with my life.”
 
   “Did you go on tour with your dad?”
 
   “Yeah. We did. Until I was twelve. And it was alright. But the times I liked best, growing up, were at our house when dad wasn’t on tour. Now, I see why. Even though on tour me and Meg were living it up in a different swimming pool every day, and ordering whatever we wanted to eat every meal, there was probably always an undercurrent of stress between my parents.”
 
   His voice was far away in his past, and afraid to make a sound or movement that would take away this rare glimpse of Jack Loren, she only squeezed her legs tighter around his.
 
   “There was this woman who would sometimes show up at the shows. Because she was a musician too, I guess. My mom would greet her like they were best friends. But the second we were back at the hotel, or wherever, my mom would be going ape shit, yelling at us about every little thing—oh it was that one at the airport, you saw her, Tracey Teague. And Dad. He was always Mr. Chill, you know? But you could just see this look in his eyes when any guy looked at Mom.”
 
   Coming out of this reverie, his humble gaze sought hers, and his fingers slowed their calming movements. So far, she had been lucky enough or someone had run interference enough that she had not had to come face to face with a past fling of Jack's. Or had not realized it. With practice, she pushed that thought away as he continued.
 
   “I don’t want that life for us. I’m not saying it was a bad life. I just want to wake up in my own bed next to you. With our kids down the hall. And to not be constantly barraged by the rest of the world.” His fingers forked in her hair to rest on her scalp, and the pad of his thumb made a warm trail down her cheekbone. “What do you want, Mariss?”
 
   “I just want to be with you.” The answer came from her heart. “And if I have to put up with a little crap to make that happen, then that’s fine.”
 
   His lips pressed to hers, hungrily devouring her answer, and within seconds he pulled fractionally away. “I just want to be with you too. Only, you don’t make me put up with crap. And that’s not right. For it to be so one sided...”
 
   “So you want me to come up with some crap? Is that what you are wanting?”
 
   His husky laugh rumbled against her, and his thumb moved to her lips. “I know it’s medieval. But I want to watch our kids grow inside of you—and outside too.” The last part was humorously added because of whatever he saw in her face.
 
   Wanting the same scenario with all of her heart and soul, she curved a smile, but reality kept her heart from sharing that smile.
 
   “I have crap. And it’s mega crap.” Sliding a hand down Jack’s arm, she coaxed the remote from his hand and muted the television. “I need to tell you something that I should have a long time ago.”
 
   Gnawing the inside of her lip, she looked away from his attentive, inquisitive gaze as she sought the courage to begin and insight about how. She had kept her secret contained for too long, and now it exploded inside her every time he said such things.
 
   When she met his eyes, he was the one to look away. It only took a few seconds, but when he looked back, he seemed steeled, at the ready for what was to come.
 
   “First I want you to know that I am so sorry I didn’t tell you about Tristan, that I was pregnant. I know—I know that you had a right to know—”
 
   “I know. We’ve been over this. I’m over it. Okay?”
 
   “But you have a right to know—have had a right to know all along, before we ever got serious that...”
 
   Suck it up Marissa. Gliding her gaze over a degree to his earring instead of his eyes, she confessed, “I may not be able to have more kids.”
 
   Jack heard her out, and his hand instinctively sought out the scar on her stomach. However, the visible scar was not the medical problem. It was the scar tissue inside, and her chances of conceiving fell far below those of the average woman her age.
 
   “Mariss, LA has some of the best doctors in the world. When we begin thinking about more kids, I will take you to the best doctor, whoever, and wherever they may be.”
 
   “And then? What if it just doesn’t happen? And Tristan was your only chance to experience the years of pregnancy to four years old?”
 
   “If that is part of having you, then bring it on, Mariss. I can deal. It’s a win win just being with you and Tristan. More kids are just a bonus, not a requirement.”
 
   “Despite what you just said? And everything you have said before about kids? Because this is important, Jack. It matters before we get married.”
 
   “I know without a doubt that fate was at work in that tour bus five years ago. We don’t know how it will turn out. What is important is that we don’t let our fears keep us from following our fate. “
 
   “Like I did by not telling you I was pregnant—”
 
   “No. Like I did. By not coming to see you the hundreds of times that I thought about you.”
 
   Between them, Tristan shifted, opened his eyes to them, and then with a sleepy, content sigh closed them again. Jack took her hand as he moved to the edge of the bed. “Come’re, Mariss.”
 
   Taking a seat on the couch, he rubbed his tired eyes and drew her to his lap.
 
   He raised his arm, twisting it slightly, uncharacteristically eying his own tats, “These...”
 
   The music notations seemed to jump off his skin as she realized he was at last revealing the secret song.
 
   “These are the chords. The same chords make up, so far, three songs with changed tunes. The first, I wrote when I was twenty about an imaginary woman I knew would come into my life. My fate. The second song, I wrote during the week after I met you. That I thought I found my fate. The third, I wrote in the week I stayed at your house. How fate was not always easy. And in these last weeks, another one is coming together about holding on to fate.”
 
   “These same chords are three different songs?” She wasn’t a musician and could not understand the concept.
 
   Quietly, without using the amp, he played them. Each was different because of the changed tunes and changed verse entry points. The cords mostly remained in the same order and when she listened hard enough, she heard this vague continuity.
 
   In that moment, every doubt that had ever besieged her about this relationship dissolved. Fate had spoken to her when they had first spoken, and instead in fear, she had let what she thought was reality speak for her. Jack had believed in what fate had in store for his life. He had seen a wife and a family and at some point, she had been lucky enough to become his fate.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 41
 
   “IT IS BEAUTIFUL,” MARISSA admitted.
 
   Despite the several times she had flown with Jack, it had never been precisely at sunset when the sun setting in the clouds was like witnessing a peak into the gates of heaven.
 
   “I like being in the sky,” Tristan chimed in. “When I grow up can you teach me how to drive the plane, Daddy?”
 
   “I will,” Jack promised and begin to make the necessary preparations for landing.
 
   It was the family vacation they all needed and deserved, and although they only had just over a week, they planned to make the most of it.
 
   “Is this your house?” she wondered as they ascended the steps to the unusual home. Just beyond, the surf crashed although the water was too dark to see.
 
   The house, however, was lit up and Tristan declared, “It looks like an egg. A giant dinosaur egg.”
 
   Marissa had the same thoughts, but she kept them to herself. The inside of the dome home, however, was a different story. It was quite possibly one of the loveliest homes she had been in, and that included Jack’s house in LA, and Meg’s home in Malibu. Jack explained that it was a family home and that he had grown up vacationing here. Immediately, she knew it to be the beach home that he had once told her held some of his happiest memories.
 
   Dying for a drink, Marissa opened the fridge and was surprised to find it stocked. Selecting a cola for herself and a juice for Tristan, she turned to Jack. “Beer?”
 
   “Just water for now. I was thinking we might pop open some wine in a bit.”
 
   Left unsaid was ‘when Jack Jr. went to bed.’ Over the last couple of months, T.J. had involved into Jack Jr. and even J.J. Marissa could see in Jack’s eyes that it was a rush to refer to his son as a junior.
 
   On the patio fire pit, they grilled hotdogs in the grill, and smores for desert. Tristan fell fast asleep after they took a short walk on the dark beach, a quick swim in the patio pool, and showered with their suits on in what Tristan dubbed the “sickest shower ever.”
 
   Like Jack’s shower, it was complete with lighting, however a waterfall effect spilled down one wall, and to be enclosed inside, one navigated a small glass brick maze.
 
   The lull of the crashing waves was a therapeutic wind down from the tour, and both were mostly quiet as they relaxed on the patio. The lounger was a double with plenty of room for the both of them, and she snuggled against his length. The high glass barriers kept the wind from freezing them out, and as she stared up at the stars, she was surprised when he began to point out the constellations in the night sky.
 
   “My dad taught me,” he answered when she wondered about this new side of him.
 
   “It’s kind of weird to think as kids that you vacationed all of the time just an hour down the beach from where I lived,” she mused. “In fact, Olivia’s family rented a beach house here, or close, every other year or so…we could have seen each other…”
 
   “I would remember you Mariss…”
 
   “And I would remember—Meg. Was she a little hellion even when you guys were young?”
 
   “Hey come on, she apologized,” Jack protested.
 
   Although Marissa knew she would never truly forgive Meg for doubting Tristan’s paternity so publicly, she loved Jack all the more for being loyal to his sister. “Alright, alright,” she conceded. “Forget about your sister. I would definitely remember the dude dragging around a guitar instead of a board.”
 
   He laughed at her joke, then huffed, “Well, I did surf.” Then his lips remained curved in abashed grin, “Only when Meg made me. Yeah, she was always a hellion.”
 
   They laughed, and when he reached for her glass to refill it with the wine they were ingesting, it teetered on the edge of the table before clinking in shards of glass on the patio.
 
   “Oh!” Jumping back, she jested, “Possibly, you don’t need anymore…”
 
   “But you do. Stay put, and I will grab you another glass.”
 
   “I think I am done too, Jack…”
 
   “One more glass, Mariss.” His eyes were ripe with amusement, and shadowy with smoky heat. “You are going to need it to keep up with me tonight.”
 
   “Oh really? And just what is it you have in mind, Jack Loren?”
 
   A flush that had nothing to do with the blush of alcohol heated her skin when she read the husky inflection in his voice and the heat in his eyes. Good things would follow, and a prickle of desire manifested as goose bumps on her skin.
 
   “All in good time, Mariss.” After picking up the larger glass shards, he disappeared into the house.
 
   Her gaze wandered the constellations trying to remember which was Big Bear, and which was Orion, and the Dragon. Or had he said some were one and the same? 
 
   Jack appeared and first used a handheld dust buster on the shattered fragments before setting an unbroken glass on the table next to their lounger. With the flourish of a waiter in a five star restaurant, he poured the wine letting the spillage fall from a foot above the glass.
 
   When he stopped at the halfway mark, she lifted a brow, but said nothing as the cushion dipped with his weight and he resumed his seat. One of his bare feet entwined with hers. Instead of picking up his own drink, he picked up the guitar and began to play.
 
   She hadn’t heard the song much, but it was significant enough to her, that her eyes riveted immediately to the notes encircling his arms.
 
   “Think of a new verse?” she wondered while reaching for her glass.
 
   “Maybe. Maybe a whole new song…”
 
   Which according to his past explanation would mean—
 
   …and there it was.
 
   Encircling the stem of this new wine glass, clinking against the base as she tipped and twisted the glass for a better look—was a ring...
 
   The band was shiny and black, as was the stone. Once, in a hotel jewelry shop, she had admired and even tried on a black gold set with a black diamond ring. This one was very similar.
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “I love it, but how did…Jack how did you know?”
 
   “I know a little bit about you, Mariss…”
 
   “I guess you do…” she answered, but in amusement remembered the appalling story of a hotel boutique sales girl. The young woman had flagged Jack down when he went into the store alone and revealed everything she, his fiancée, had looked at that day—including some extravagant jewelry that he had spoiled her with later that night.
 
   “What I really want to know…” Calloused fingertips ran down her cheek. “And, I’m almost scared to ask…”
 
   ‘The questions that hold forever answers; the hearts that give unlimited chances…’
 
   ‘One love returned as two, destiny, fate, and one sweet truth.’
 
   “Marissa, will you marry me?”
 
   He was on one knee next to the chair, and she stared in shock from one oddity to the next. From Jack massaging each of her fingers in his and to the still half-filled glass of—
 
   It was not the wine they had been drinking. It looked to be champagne. The bubbles gradually made their way to the surface, and the wind seemed to suspend a gust waiting on her answer.
 
   “I will, Jack. You know I will.” Leaning forward, she dragged him back into the chair with her kiss, and spoke against his lips. “But that ring—do I have to carry a champagne flute with me everywhere I go now?”
 
   “So funny, Mariss…” Grasping the glass by the stem, he took a glug. “To you, and me, and Tristan. Whatever and whoever life has in store for us. I love you Mariss, and I want to share it all with you.”
 
   Passing the glass to her, she pinched it between her middle finger and thumb. “To you and me Jack. And our everlasting love that perseveres through everlasting,” here she stopped, unable to say crap at this momentous moment. Instead, she drained the last of the bubbly liquid.
 
   “Now, how do I get this ring on!”
 
   The sexy smirk she could forever stare into, and would, the rest of her life, curved, and he took the glass from her hand.
 
   “Wait!” Putting her fingers out to halt him, she implored, “I want a picture of it. Just like that.”
 
   Tristan cam was on Jack’s phone, and she actually had to go into the house to find her own. When she returned, the glass was again over half full of bubbly, and he shrugged with that boyish sparkle. “Makes a better picture, right?”
 
   After a dozen attempts, they ended up with half that many of the glass and themselves in the same picture.
 
   “Drink up Mariss, if you want that ring…”
 
   Searching those dark mischievous eyes, she called his bluff, “Drink up Jack, if you want to put that ring on my finger.”
 
   He drank it half down and offered it to her for the rest. She had already drank more than she had in a while, but how many times did a girl get engaged? Well, if she didn’t count the first time.
 
   Using a flat edge knife from their smore cooking earlier, Jack hit at the glass stem effectively breaking it in half and freeing the ring.
 
   Eagerly, she held her hand out wondering if it would fit, but Jack stopped just before the first knuckle. “Ever since I first laid eyes on you, my heart knew that you would be my wife. Marissa Loren. And thank the deity above for sending Tristan to make sure we ended up together.”
 
   The metal slid against her skin, over the first knuckle, and she stopped it just before the second. “I love you Jack. Always have, you know.”
 
   “I know, Mariss. And, I’ve always loved you right back.”
 
   The ring was a perfect fit.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 42
 
   “YOU SURE YOU WANT to do this?” The stool on which Jack perched glided smoothly across the foot that separated him from the fully adjustable chair she was poised upon.
 
   “I’m sure.” A smile of reassurance curved her lips, but her eyes darted nervously to the array of sterile instruments just an arm’s length away.
 
   “You don’t look so sure,” Jack worried. His eyes fell on the ring he had adorned her left finger with just a few weeks before.
 
   He knew what ‘sure’ looked like in her eyes. ‘Sure’ had radiated from her entire expression, had infused her complete countenance on that night. And thank the heavens for that, as he had been on his knees asking the most important question of his life.
 
   “I’m sure Jack. Now shut up. You’re making me nervous.” She craned her neck to peer at the stencil on her torso, and he remembered how she had flinched with the first swab of antiseptic. “Tell me about the tour.”
 
   They had come off the states tour only a week ago. The European leg was the next, and last with Jackal, and it was less than two months away. The cities and landmarks that he had experienced several times through his life with his family, or in his tours or travel, would be new to her and Tristan, and he anticipated seeing it all again through their eyes.
 
   His words tapered off when a technician approached. “All set?” The guy gently smiled while rolling on latex gloves. Jack felt his own face scowl but couldn’t stop it. Maybe the question would be better put to him.
 
   No, he was not all set, or ready to watch some other man’s hands on Mariss. Yes, the dude looked a little too eager. Jack tried to convince himself the man was just an artist beholding a blank canvas of the highest quality.
 
   An eager smile curved her lips, and had he not known her so well, the nervous twitch would have gone unnoticed.
 
   “Let’s get this party started,” she pushed her smile wider, but it fell the second the purr of the inking tool broke the silence.
 
   Jack’s fingers were already laced warmly with hers, and he clenched his hand in a gentle squeeze while putting a finger up to the guy who had just finished donning glasses.
 
   “Mariss, my honey, we can walk out of here right now if you want–”
 
   “Jack, just stop! I want this now, more than ever.” Her eyes went limpid, and he imagined her thoughts going back to the night he had proposed, to the song they had finally completed, then sang together. Then those beautiful irises clouded. “Do you want me to get this tattoo?”
 
   It had been talked about for weeks. Why he was making a big deal here at the last minute was anyone’s guess. What he did know was that he didn’t want to see the wince of pain on her face. He wanted to protect her from all pain, but the best he could do was hold her hand through the unavoidable pains of life.
 
   “You are going to rock it, Mariss. Sorry for holding the party up. Let’s get it started.”
 
   She reclined as instructed, and he put her hand to his lips as the first flicker of fear and discomfort diluted her eyes. Gradually, she relaxed as he spoke of the Italian ice cream shop in Venice and a pot cafe in Amsterdam. The artist even reprimanded her for laughing as the needle made its passes over her abdomen, and Jack immediately paused the humorous tales of one of his childhood visits to France.
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are rocking that tattoo, Mariss,” he told her a week later in the shower while in the midst of helping her with the bandage change.
 
   “You’re such a liar.” The water splashed the tile around them as she gazed at the scabby area.
 
   “No, I’m not. Does that feel like a lie?” He loved the various expressions that would cross her face when he pressed against her like this.
 
   Sometimes surprise. Sometimes pure desire. Sometimes the slightest annoyance if she was exhausted.
 
   “No,” she moved against him and stared dead into his eyes. “That feels like a hard–”
 
   Shit, no matter how she finished—that sentence would be eargasm....
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are so rocking that ink.” His eyes roved over the smooth painted skin his fingers trailed over.
 
   The area had been fully healed for a week now, and he had not been able to take his eyes from it and the rest of her all day as they traversed Disneyland with Tristan.
 
   The bar of music notes curved from just below her shoulder blade to just below her bikini line.
 
   “Yeah?” The shirt she had just pulled off dropped to the floor as she approached the full-length mirror in the corner of the bedroom. Things got even more interesting when she unclasped the bra, letting it glide down her arms.
 
   From the closet, he stilled watching every movement. The slide of her hand over the decorated waist, the trail of her fingers becoming obvious that she was teasing him.
 
   Clothing was the last thing on his mind as he moved out of the closet, closer. From the mirror, her eyes traversed his bare body in a way that heated the blood coursing through his veins to a pleasant simmer. As soon as her eyes dropped a little lower, he knew it would be a boil.
 
   “Mom! Dad! How long does it take to put your suits on?” The door burst open with this rant, and he barely had time to turn away from their son.
 
   “Tristan Jack Loren!” Mariss covered her chest with her arms while sternly reprimanding the boy who was backing out of the room with his hands over his eyes. “You know to knock!”
 
   Reluctantly, Jack pulled his swim shorts on. It was in his best interest to keep his eyes off of Marissa as she pulled her shorts off and her suit on.
 
   Tristan kept a watchful eye on them for the first few minutes of swimming, before seeming to forget the incident in a game of volleyball.
 
   When he and Dax ‘lost’ by the game point to Marissa and Tristan, the little boy jumped up, fist bumping all around. Wading out of the pool, he declared he was going to get a drink to celebrate. Jack could never get tired of watching him move freely about and saw that Marissa was doing the same.
 
   Wrapping his arm around her waist, he tugged her to the island and settled her with him to view the short legs sprinting across the patio. Bally, noticing her young master was out of the pool, ran up the incline, until her paws were out of the water, pausing to shake every few seconds. Rusty, noticing Bally was up to something, hurried from beneath a lounger to follow.
 
   “No running, Tristan,” Marissa reminded, but Jack noticed her tone held an undercurrent of awe. If she felt like he did, then they both would be content to watch Tristan run around for the rest of the afternoon.
 
   Dax rose from the chair he had straddled after the game and took a few steps toward them, before spinning around and heading into the covered portico.
 
   Jack had seen that shadow on his friend and assistant’s face before, and it was never good. Letting his fingers trail down Mariss’ back, he idly eyed the last drops of water drying from her skin, and knew whatever news Dax had concerned her. If that were not the case, his assistant wouldn’t have chickened out at the last second.
 
   She had amazingly adjusted to this insane life.
 
   On tour, she had kept Tristan away from any sort of debauchery. After each show and appearance when he finished paying the debt he owed to fans with pictures, autographs, and attention, he had eagerly joined the two of them for their routine meal in a hotel or in the bus while watching t.v.
 
   Shortly after being fired by the label, Emmajesty had texted a few ‘you will be sorry’ threats to both of them. It was not something either of them had shrugged off, but Mariss had dealt with it without becoming unhinged.
 
   When the lingerie shot of her leaked and printed side by side with one of Randi, she had understandably been frustrated, even angry, but had gradually begun cracking jokes.
 
   She had easily become the darling of the paparazzi during the last few weeks that they had been home, rewarding the unobtrusive ones with a smile and a comment.
 
   They were a week away from being out of the country for two months. Whatever had come to Dax’s attention would be over and done with by the time they returned—married.
 
   Instead of coming straight back to the states, she was planning a small wedding in a Denmark castle. Afterward, Olivia was taking Tristan home with her, while he and Mariss honeymooned in Australia.
 
   With the honeymoon on his mind, he dropped a kiss to her shoulder. “Sure you don’t want to take the whole crew of dogs and kids to Kim’s Beach?” The Australian coastal destination, highly spoken of in his circles, was an exclusive hideaway from paparazzi, but he had never traveled there himself. He and Marissa had ooh’ed and ah’ed over the internet pictures while making the reservation.
 
   “Our honeymoon?” Those blue eyes raked over him like he was insane, then she sighed. “I don’t know how I’m going to survive that long without Tristan. We’ve never been apart more than a day.”
 
   “I know. It will be hard for me too. But that is what Skype or Facetime is for.” He brushed at her wet hair, studying her face. “I’m serious though. Just say the word and he comes with us.”
 
   The smile that curved her lips warmed his soul and the words completed his heart. “I love you Jack.”
 
   “I love you, Mariss.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
    
 
   “So?” Jack nervously fiddled with the towel around his neck.
 
   Upon exiting the pool, he had not even gone up to dress. Instead, he searched out Dax.
 
   “I’m sorry. You don’t know how much it kills me that this is my entire fault...”
 
   So, it was another repercussion of Emma.
 
   Jack squared his shoulders and demanded, “What?”
 
   Dax passed him an iPad, and Jack mentally steeled himself for whatever gossip or snapshot he was about to see. When the triangle play button on a video lit the middle of the screen, his stomach dropped somehow sensing that this would be the outdoing of everything in his whole life that had gone public.
 
   Instinct put his bare feet in motion, carrying him out of Dax’s room to the hallway. The house was quiet, so apparently Tristan and Mariss were still upstairs dressing. The music room was his destination, and the click of the door latch behind him marked his privacy. Here, among his material loves of this world, the guitars, and their paraphernalia, rather than his physical loves, Mariss and the son they had created, was his haven for now.
 
   Glass against glass clinked as he poured a shot of vodka, and downed it. Only then did he press play.
 
   As the image went into motion, his chest pounded so hard that he considered whether he was experiencing a heart attack. Shaky hands brought his phone into his sights and he pressed a speed dial.
 
   “Doug, I need your legal expertise dude. Can we talk in the morning?”
 
   Finishing the call with his lawyer’s voicemail, he exited the room, and instead of turning to the stairway, he stood lost in heavy thoughts. With a heavy heart, he twisted the knob without knocking, flinging open the door to the guy who had been a best friend and a surrogate little brother to him for the last few years.
 
   Dax looked as if he had been waiting, and before Jack could speak, he hastened to assure, “I’ve emailed the websites that have it so far. It should start disappearing soon. I’m sorry Jackson.”
 
   “Me too. Dax. I promise you I am. So sorry about this. Get your stuff and get out.”
 
   “No problem, man.” Dax was agreeable, and Jack knew the other man had been expecting termination. Still, a slight gleam of fluctuating hope immediately extinguished from Dax’s expression.
 
   Clutching the iPad, Jack passed through the den where Tristan was already on the video game.
 
   “Want to take a turn Daddy?”
 
   “One game only, Tristan.” From out of sight in the kitchen, Marissa raised her voice to make sure the order was obeyed. “It’s bedtime right after your snack.”
 
   “Dad said we could play HORSE,” Tristan tried to work his favorite game of hoops into the pre bedtime negotiations. The basketball game had quickly become a favorite, and just recently, Jack had raised the goal from Tristan’s learning height to the sport’s specifications and the tiny boy had no problems sinking his shots.
 
   “You heard Momma.” Jack forced a grin and picked up a controller. Normally, he would have added his pleas to his son’s and bought the extra quarter hour. He loved watching Tristan dribble a ball, but this evening dark things loomed ahead. 
 
   The clack of buttons and exclamations of both triumph and frustration filled the room. Marissa bent to set the bedtime snack on the table, and with a look to make sure their son’s attention remained occupied with the video game, let her goods dangle a few extra seconds before straightening.
 
   It was disconcerting to know that their evening was about to be screwed. Once he told her what he had to, not only would she would not be in the mood, but she would feel crushed, devastated.
 
   Tristan let out a yell of glee and pulled his feet up jumping on the couch cushion to celebrate his victory. Like out at the pool, Jack enjoyed seeing the action too much to reprimand.
 
   From the kitchen, a familiar electronic beep sounded.
 
   His mind ran crazy, imagining Mariss receiving a text from Olivia, or that douche Clayton, or any of her family before he could tell her himself the new horrendous development.
 
   Forcing a smile, Jack jokingly swiped one of Tristan’s orange sections to manipulate him into eating faster.
 
    
 
   ♪♫¨♫♪
 
    
 
   “Alright, what’s wrong?” With Tristan finally in bed, Mariss pushed the master suite door closed and wound her arms around his hips. “Getting PTSS ?” She had dubbed pre-tour stress syndrome.
 
   “I need to show you something...”
 
   She had no problems interpreting his tone, and reluctance seeped her own words. “What? What now, Jack?”
 
   “I’m so sorry, honey.” With a few touches of the screen, he held the tablet. However, within seconds, she snatched the electronic device from his hands and turned away.
 
   She stuck with it for a couple of minutes, then threw the offensive technology to the bed, ran into the bathroom, and promptly threw up.
 
   “Honey...” Wetting a rag, he knelt next to her, brushing it to her forehead with one hand, and with the other hand pressing the flush handle. The retching spasms tore at his heart. “Honey, it’s going to be okay, I swear. It’s being pulled off of the web already–”
 
   “This is on the internet?” Her question was a screech, and she began heaving again.
 
   Quickly, he pulled her hair back when it began slipping over her shoulders toward the toilet. Quietly, he assured, “It’s coming off right now. Dax emailed all the places–”
 
   “All the places?” Her words echoed hollowly from the porcelain bowl before her body relaxed, and she picked up her head. “How many sites? What sites? Will my family see this?”
 
   The desperation that quaked her voice tore at his gut, and he wrapped his arms around her. She sank against him, and he saw the bleak fear in her eyes. Then she pushed him away.
 
   “This is all Dax’s fault.” Her observation was brittle, and the words echoed hollowly from the bowl.
 
   “I know. He’s leaving. Tonight.”
 
   “He quit?” When no answer was forthcoming, she asked on an even more incredulous octive, “You fired him?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Resignation and guilt filled her eyes, and bracing a hand on the toilet, she leveraged herself up. “You shouldn’t fire him. He was just used.”
 
   “Sometimes you have to learn to not be used–that consequences come with being used.”
 
   “Jack...”
 
   “He’s out of here Mariss. If all this goes away by the time the tour is over, and I cool down by then, I will reconsider.” Brushing his fingers through her hair, he studied her face. “Don’t worry about Dax right now.”
 
   “What about her?” The last word dripped with every ounce of the hate he himself felt.
 
   “I’ve got an appointment with Doug tomorrow. I’m suing this time.”
 
   “Good!” she spat. Done with washing her face, and brushing her teeth, she led the way to the bedroom. Here, she paced a few minutes while picking up clothing from the floor, chair, or dresser and putting the folded garments away. He tossed his shoes into the closet and their towels into the bathroom.
 
   When she dragged the covers back and settled on the bed, he stopped wandering the room to sit with her and hug against her. Slowly, the night evolved into their routine.
 
   Although he hadn’t thought she would be in the mood, she was, and even instigated things between them. Sex began tender, but finished wild. As they lay watching t.v., he enjoyed the feel of her hair spread on his chest, and the rise and fall of her chest under his hand.
 
   She moved enough to pull the iPad from the stand on the bedside table, and he thought nothing of it. When it wasn’t Facebook, or one of her regular internet pastimes, that came up, he stilled. Idly, he watched her type their names into the home screen search page, and she clicked a link.
 
   The video filling the screen came to life. The pool light illuminated the shadowy silhouettes of a couple. The camera focus grew fuzzy then cleared. At this new zoom level, the faces were easily recognizable and very familiar.
 
   Faces they saw in the mirror each day.
 
   Pulling her knees up, she balanced the device on her abdomen. “What’s your favorite part?”
 
   Her words threw him, and stalling, he propped up enough to watch with her. Alternately, his gaze went from her face to the action on the screen. Vulnerability glassed her eyes, but her jaw was set. When he didn’t answer, she swung her gaze his way, and her head tilted expectantly. “Come on Jack. You watched it, right?”
 
   Uneasily, he nodded, unsure where she was going with this.
 
   “So, favorite part?”
 
   Warily, he stopped psycho analyzing her and transferred his attention to the screen. In the video, her wet hair partially shielded her face as she crawled down his chest. She paused, her head lingering at his stomach before continuing lower.
 
   Easily, anytime and every time, he remembered the slide of her tongue blazing a fiery path from his chest and down, down, and down. Even as he watched, his fingers clench in her hair, he denied, “That was a favorite part, but not my favorite part...”
 
   “Oh yeah?” She nestled closer. Earlier, she had not watched past this point, and now she did, her face flushing even as she stared spellbound.
 
   “That, right there, when you look up at me like that, that’s always one of my favorite parts...”
 
   It made him hard just to think about, that tease of her tongue and lips, up down, all around. Right before she took it all, she would give him a look so sexy he would have to think of the most inane things to hold on.
 
   The focus was close, but not close enough to see the watering of her eyes as she responded to the slight urge of his hands. Then, if she couldn’t take it completely, she always compensated with other things.
 
   “That looks like a favorite part,” she whispered.
 
   “Mmh hmm,” he was not capable of words as he watched and remembered dozens and dozens of times, her attention to areas that felt just as good. There was no doubt in the video of his enjoyment.
 
   It was crazy, but in all of the things he had experienced, he had never videoed sex with anyone. So watching his own restless movements, the gestures that were a plea for more, and then what was surely a groan when she obliged, was intriguing.
 
   She was moving again accepting the packet he relinquished to her. Soon, her hair fell to his face as she put her lips to his.
 
   “That, right there, tasting me in your mouth, that’s my favorite part.”
 
   She seemed slightly stunned, that he had taken their game this far. She turned away from the video to study his face, and he felt a smile curve. Unwilling to stop playing, he looked back.
 
   “That, right there, when you look down on me, I love that, Mariss. That is my favorite part.”
 
   The Mariss in the video was intent on what she was doing, her hands resting on his chest as she rocked...and rolled... again and again. Her palms relocated to her chest, then her hand slid down fascinating both the him in the video and the him here.
 
   Video Mariss clasped one of video Jack’s hands, urging it from her chest lower to where she had been playing, and he obliged playing her as skillfully as his guitar.
 
   “Like that, when your head falls back, I love that...”
 
   Things between them were moving fast now on the small screen and slightly slower on the large bed.
 
   “When you smile like that, Mariss, my honey, that’s my favorite part.”
 
   “When you bite your lip, I know you are about to, come. Mmh, my favorite part...”
 
   Video Mariss turned her head directly to the camera, and the video abruptly cut. They were left looking at the ticker of two-hundred thousand views.
 
   Her hand had been resting comfortably on him, just above his junk, and now she removed its warmth to scroll the comments.
 
   Immediately, he sought to distract her knowing first hand, that even on the most innocent gossip strings, internet trolls preyed.
 
   “I wish I had listened to you that night, figured it out then...,” he ventured.
 
   She stretched to replace the device. “Why do you think she did it? Was she always going to hold it back as revenge, or did she have publicity plans for it?”
 
   “Either—or, I imagine.” He trailed his fingers down the art on her skin. Unable to resist, he scooted down to put his lips to the design, prepared to pull her into his arms and sleep if she pushed him away. He was a dog. As upset as she had been, he shouldn’t be all over her, not only once, but twice, tonight.
 
   Yet, she let him follow the musical trail.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 43
 
   “THE PLAN SEEMS to have worked,” Jack whispered.
 
   “Told you,” Marissa retorted, but her words were as gentle as the ocean breeze ruffling their hair.
 
   Here on the beach of her hometown, their friends and family surrounded them. Tristan stood between them looking handsome in the dark tux he wore that matched the one his father wore. The preacher stood with a Bible open, waiting for their bantering to stop. And press and paparazzi were in Denmark.
 
   Marissa’s long dress billowed as the gulf wind picked up, and the service began.
 
   A wedding that would formally and forever bind them together, only a few paces away from where a certain tour bus had been parked that had forever bound them together.
 
   “Reminds me of our wedding,” Jules whispered to Matt. The couple had been married thirty miles or so down this very beach.
 
   “Reminds me of our wedding, Candio,” Marc whispered to his wife. The couple had been married on a Pacific coast beach in Mexico.
 
   “Reminds me of our wedding,” Marissa’s mother whispered to the father of her children. The couple’s wedding had begun on the deck of a beach house in Florida but had never actually happened, although, until recently, their children were none the wiser. “Except it will turn out much different.”
 
   “Want to try again?”
 
   “I do,” she whispered and reached for his hand.
 
   “I do.” The voices that had them all gathered this day were loud and sure, carrying in the wind.
 
   “By the powers invested in me, I now pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Jack Loren. Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Loren!”
 
   A great hurrah went up around them, far beyond the tiny gathering of family and friends carefully selected by her, her parents, Olivia, Jack’s parents. Quickly, word of the informal beach wedding had gone viral and the definition of their assembly was now a crowd. Many a phone camera was pointed at her, but thankfully nothing more invasive. Jack kept her tightly squeezed to his side as she hugged her parents, Liv, Liz, and more.
 
   The atmosphere was jovial, and she wound up with a champagne glass in each hand. Liz, of all available women, began to shout for the bouquet toss, and Jack held her drinking glasses long enough for the red, black, and white roses to land in her mother’s arms! Marissa frowned not knowing what to make of the oddity. Even more unusual was when her garter bounced from her father’s hands into Reed’s.
 
   Reed sent an abashed look to Liz, but Liz only winked and demanded, “Cake! Cake!” Which Liv seconded.
 
   “You smash mine, I smash yours…” Jack quietly warned, and a dimple decorated his smirk as her hand neared his face. Since she had no desire for her face to look like Tristan’s frosting smeared cheeks after a birthday party, she nodded in earnest, to convey her understanding.
 
   The best-laid plans always went up in smoke. Liv insisted they were being wimps, and after Jack’s tasteful bite, she used her hip to fully push Marissa into Jack’s bite. Although her gooey chin and cheeks was not Jack’s fault, Marissa still paid him back in full.
 
   “Oh, that was just wrong, Mariss.” Jack wiped at his face with the tips of his fingers, eating as he removed the desert from his skin. Instead of laughing, she should have taken those precious few moments to run. Jack cut another slice of cake, and before it was over with, more cake was hitting the beach than anyone’s stomach.
 
   “I may have to get cleaned up…” Marissa eyed the tour bus. The same spark lit the dark heat of Jack’s eyes. If it was rude to leave their wedding party for a quickie in the bus, then so be it! Swinging several heads over to Liv to ensure her friend understood Tristan would be unsupervised long enough for his parents to hook up, she twisted away but stopped on a familiar gaze.
 
   The last time she had seen those unsettling eyes, she had left an unchecked buggy at the dollar store just down the road.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she hissed when, after quietly saying something to the dark haired tanned woman who was obviously his date, he approached her. The woman offered a nod and smile, her star struck attention more on the members of Jackal.
 
   “Just offering my congratulations to an old friend.” Kel pulled the boyish grin that had once forgiven him so many transgressions—up until the last awful unforgivable one. His hair was cut to the collar of his dress shirt in the back, but long dark strands blew over his brows and eyes with the gusty wind.
 
   “Leave.”
 
   “Marissa, I’m happy for you.”
 
   It was her wedding day to the man of her dreams, which was the only reason she could have dipped the courteous nod. “Thank you. Now you need to go.”
 
   Ignoring her request, he went on, “Things sure worked out for you. And, as I read it on the gossip sites, you hooked up with this Jack fellow within a week of us breaking up. In fact, once I read that—”
 
   What did he want? A medal of recognition? Yes, she would never, ever, have uninhibitedly fucked a rock star had he not so callously tossed her aside.  It was true. But damned if she would ever say it.
 
   “Leave, now.”
 
   Turning on her heal was much easier in her mind than in actuality. For the ceremony itself, wooden walkways brought in guaranteed she and Jack made it from their respective sides to meet in the middle. However, she had abandoned the walkway, as most everyone had, to move toward the concrete lot. Yet, she was still several feet short of being out of the sand.
 
   Her foot caught, and when Kel put out a gentlemanly hand to catch her, she slapped him away, letting herself fall to the sand with her creamy dress billowing about. A collective murmur went up from their guests, and in her peripheral vision, she saw Jack sending up a spray of sand with each sprint.
 
   Kel conversely, knelt, and if a tramp riding reverse cowgirl on him in their bed had not shown just how ruthless he could be, his whisper did.
 
   “You know, Mama, and well just everyone, has been saying how much your little boy looks like me at that age—”
 
   The high-top sneakers Jack had insisted on wearing as part of his tux ensemble stopped directly in front of her chest, and she knew there was no way he had missed that last slanderous exchange.
 
   “Mariss, my honey? You okay?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes. I will be. Just give me a minute.” The breeze was a consistent blow, but she felt Jack’s concern wash over her face in a warm breath.
 
   “Can you stand, honey, or is your foot messed up?”
 
   “I can stand. I’m just embarrassed…”
 
   “Not as embarrassed as he is about to be…” Their words were just low enough to be between them.
 
   ‘If my boyfriend looked like Mike Mullholland and it so happened that my kid looked like Mike Mullholland…’ Meg’s hateful words rushed her thoughts, and she wondered what Jack’s sister was thinking despite the paternity test and her subdued apology as Jack and Kel, both tall dark and handsome, stood within a few feet of one another.
 
   “Jack, what he is saying is bullshit—”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that Mariss, my honey?” His breath was a whisper in her ear as he stood her up, and when Kell offered his hand on her other elbow, she almost fell while shoving him away again.
 
   The second she was on her feet, minus her shoes, Liz holding one arm and Liv another to steady her, Kel was flat on his back, eyes bugged out as Jack flexed the fingers of his right hand. A collective gasp when up among the group, and when Kel scrambled like a crab to attempt to right himself, Jack used the other hand to punch him back down.
 
   “You know, you are damn lucky that my son is watching, or I would beat you to shark food and drag you out to the surf. As it is, if you are intelligent enough, which everything I have ever heard of you says to the contraire, you will leave immediately.
 
   Because my wife and I have a couple of things to talk about.” A thumb brushing against her lips and fingers trailing to her cleavage left no doubt that there would be very little talking. “And If I see you here when I get back, you will be flat on your back like a crab again.”
 
   Their exit was graceful, somehow Jack made it that way, and the silence behind them seemed deafening until sporadic giggles, then guffaws broke out.
 
   God bless good friends.
 
   The door to the bus was locked, and Jack gave it a wrench then an impatient knock.
 
   When it opened, they both stood rooted to the stoop.
 
   “Chris! Really dude?”
 
   “We touched nothing, I swear. I will be so glad to be away from this label and end the hiding.”
 
   “Go! Seriously…”
 
   “Again dude, sorry. But haven’t seen her in almost two weeks and you know…”
 
   Marissa threw Chris’s wife an apologetic look, but the moment the door closed behind the couple, she forgot them.
 
   “Jack, I’m so sorry that happened.” The air cooled her back as he unzipped the dress and she spoke of the previous embarrassment. “I mean firstly that he would just show up like that. And then to say such horrible embarrassing crap about Tristan.”
 
   The dress pooled at her feet, and the molten chocolate heat in his eyes was like nothing she had seen. She was glad she had let Olivia, and Randi—yes the two friends had gone out together on a shopping day with her although Liv still didn’t know the truth of Randi and Jack—talk her into the vintage garter belt, complete with snaps, holding up the lace stockings.
 
   Now, Jack paused in his workings of the stretchy lace camisole, and he waited until she looked him directly into the eyes. “Mariss, I don’t know what that paternity test said. I’m assuming that if I were not the blood relation of my son, I would have heard it by now, if not from Meg, then from someone. But, if it turned out I were not, nothing would have changed.”
 
   His forefingers rested on the ribs, just beneath her arms, and his thumbs made lazy circles on the sensitive tips of the curves pushed from the camisole.
 
   “What do you mean?” Nerves of pleasure temporarily dulled as she cocked her head up to his gaze. “Nothing would have changed?”
 
   “I mean that boy is mine. No matter what any paper says.”
 
   Although that sentiment swelled her heart, she persisted, “I never would have sought you out if he hadn’t been…”
 
   “I know Mariss. But I would have sought you out at some point. And, even if Tristan had been born fine. And, if it weren’t too late—if there were no Joel’s, I would have used any power I possessed to sway you.”
 
   “To sway me?”
 
   “Shhh…” His lips were on hers. Do we really have to talk right now?” His tongue swiped her bottom lip before his teeth lightly nipped. “I figure even with everyone running interference for us, it is just a matter of time before tiny fingers begin knocking on the door…or worse, your local news crew.”
 
   Her fingers worked at the buttons on his shirt, kissing each new set of skin exposed before pushing it to the pile on the floor. Dropping to her knees, she unlaced the air Jordon’s or air Nikes, whatever they were, and they made a clunk to the floor. His hands went to his zipper, but she stayed them, doing the job herself, but fell into a bunk pulling him with her, before pulling at the tux pants.
 
   “Mariss, you are beautiful. I never thought I had seen anything as beautiful as you walking toward me to say ‘I do.’ With the wind blowing your long hair, and your dress—holding Tristan’s hand.” He took her in below him, one knee staked between hers, and propped on those inked arms. “But this is pure beauty. Your hair, everywhere. Your everything spilling out, everywhere. That smile that I know is all mine…” His hands went again to his pants, “…and your shoes. I love those shoes. They couldn’t have been easy on the sand…”
 
   As he reached for them, to slip them from her stockinged feet, she raised her legs enough to hook them into the waist of his loosened pants. With a shove, his pants were around his ankles—
 
   The look on his face was incredulous. His mouth crushed to hers as he growled, “Hell that was sexy. Been holding out on me? Mariss, my honey?”
 
   “No. You just always wear jeans way too tight to attempt that little trick…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

EPILOGUE
 
   All in all, it had been a great Father’s Day. Leaning up enough to reach for the raspberry lemonade on the little table next to the poolside lounger, Jack watched Marissa clean up the patio. Picking up a few towels, she straightened and shot a sultry look his way. Ah yes, it was going to be a good Father’s Day later too.
 
   The condensation slicking the cup wet his hands as he chugged the tart drink, replacing the many electrolytes sweated out in the Texas sun.
 
   “Need some help?” he asked, but she shook her head as she disappeared into the house.
 
   The area was still a disaster. His parents and Meg and her husband and brood had been over for a barbeque. Getting to his feet, he torpedoed into the water, enjoying the immediate cooling effect. Avoiding the area of the pool where Tristan and his first love were drifting on colorful floats, Jack headed for a far side of the pool to make his exit.
 
   The stonework of the patio was hot on his feet even though they were cool from the pool, and he rushed about cleaning up the last of the abandoned plates and cups, and tossing the pool toys into the closet.
 
   “Hey Dad?”
 
   Tristan emerged from his love bubble and surprised Jack looked him over as he acknowledged his paternal name. Tristan’s legs were so long that his ankles and feet dangled into the water. Both he and his petite girlfriend were wearing shades so Jack couldn’t tell who was looking at who.
 
   “Think you could get us some of that lemonade?”
 
   “Trist! Don’t make your dad do it. It’s father’s day!”
 
   Tristan’s girlfriend, Gabbi, had easily fit herself into their family. Her mother stayed gone on business more than not, and her father had not been in contact since she was a baby.
 
   “Yeah, Tristan. Give your pop a break on Father’s Day,” Jack retorted.
 
   A splash war ensued between Tristan and Gabby, probably because she had come to his defense. From the cooler, he extracted the plastic container and popped open the resalable lid. The splashes stopped and the thank you’s chorused as Jack set the two tumblers on the edge of the pool.
 
   The chill of the cooled house hit him, and he squinted his eyes against the dimmer interior. Mariss stood at the sink with their fourteen month old daughter on her hip, and she raised her brows when he set the dirty dishes on the counter top.
 
   “When did this one wake up?” he teased easing the baby into his own arms when she held her tiny arms out.
 
   “Too soon,” Mariss retorted and continued to transfer dishes into the dishwasher.
 
   “Leave ‘em. I will get them Mariss.”
 
   “Nope. It’s your day.”
 
   A tone sounded, and their daughter’s eyes lit. Jack moved to the booster chair and strapped her in then fetched a bowl from the microwave. Checking the temperature, he took a seat at the table and began to feed her. Like Tristan, June had dark hair and eyes, but she had the lighter complexion of Mariss.
 
   “So you left Tristan and Gabbi alone out there?”
 
   Scraping up another spoonful, Jack curved an amused smile, but knew better than to say anything. Mariss knew the uncertainties of an unplanned pregnancy, and she cut Tristan no slack, keeping a close watch on the young couple even though they were both barely fifteen.
 
   “I’ve got them in my sights,” he assured, glancing out the window.
 
   “So that meeting tomorrow, you have everything together?”
 
   They had taken over the family business, the record label his parents had bought into many years back, and now solely owned. It remained small, but the talent signed was above and beyond the norm. Mariss who had never written a poem in her life, began to churn out lyrics for the catalog with the same ease his mother always had.
 
   “Yeah.” Jack smiled. Dax’s band was going places, literally as of tomorrow. Jack would sign them off on their first European tour.
 
   Jack felt lucky, having everything he could want for. A son that was the best a parent could ask for. A daughter that had come later in their life but was the apple of his eye. And a wife that had somehow fallen in love with him despite their rocky beginning. And his job, if he could call something he loved that much such, allowed him to be home with them practically twenty— four—seven.
 
   After watching a movie with Tristan and Gabs as our son called his girlfriend, Jack put June down for bed while Mariss was on the phone with her father. The night was still early, and he leaned over the bannister making sure he saw two separate heads on the couch before treading to their bedroom.
 
   Whether Mariss would actually go to bed and leave those two downstairs, or pretend to piddle around in the kitchen until Gabbi left at eleven remained to be seen.
 
   Checking the clock on the face of his phone, he resigned himself to watching t.v. alone in bed for an hour and a half. Flipping aimlessly through the channels, he finally found something to stop on, and in boredom kept one eye on the movie and one eye on his tablet while going through his emails.
 
   The baby cam came to life, and he came out of a doze to see Mariss on screen moving about as she changed the last diaper of the night. A press to his tablet showed the time to be ten minutes until eleven, and he ironically wondered if Tristan had managed a reprieve long enough to properly say goodbye to his girlfriend.
 
   “Still awake?” Mariss entered the room closing the door behind her. As if he wouldn’t be. Father’s Day came with special favors!
 
   Something flew through the air between them landing on the bed at his feet, but he was too caught up watching her pull her shirt off to immediately retrieve it.
 
   When she was snuggled up next to him wearing one of his tee-shirts, he pulled the card from the envelope. His fourth Father’s Day card of the day. Which made no sense.
 
   Tristan. June. Marissa. And Marissa again?
 
   “Thanks honey.” He leaned for a kiss, but she evaded it.
 
   “It’s not from me.”
 
   Confounded, he studied her face, searching for some sense in what she was saying. Her eyes were alight with excitement, and a smile twitched at her lips waiting to burst out.
 
   “Are you telling me?”
 
   “Four weeks along. I took the test this morning.”
 
   “We are having another?” His eyes dropped to her stomach, knowing she wouldn’t be showing already, but anticipating the growing that would soon come. Squeezing her to him, he laid a long kiss on her lips, unable to get enough in his current state of delirium. “Mariss my honey, how did this happen?”
 
   “I think we both know how it happened, Jack.”
 
   Many, many favors on both sides between Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. That’s how it had happened.
 
   That and a minor miracle.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~THE END~
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