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      This one goes to the people raising little squirts. You’re saints, and if you haven’t heard this today, you’re appreciated.

      

      Specifically my older sister and brother in-law. I don’t think the fear Jo feels about becoming a parent would ever go away, but you’re darn good at it anyway.
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      Noah Clarke had a death wish.

      “What do you mean you’re not coming back right away?” Jo Jackson paced the length of the room in her one-bedroom apartment. Okay, it was more of a waddle with the seven-month-old bowling ball sitting on her bladder.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “We need to figure all this family stuff out, Joey.” Noah at least had the decency to sound guilty about leaving his best friend, his drummer, in L.A.

      Alone.

      “Noah.” She tried to keep the bite out of her words. No matter how much of a bonehead he’d always been, he’d never deserved the scorn she reserved for the rest of the world. “I am going to have this little alien baby in two months. Why did you have to go fall in love with our publicist now? Couldn’t it have waited until this thing was out of me?” She was being petulant, she knew that. She was happy for Noah and Melanie, she really was.

      But this was the third phone call today telling her the only support system she had wouldn’t be in town for a while. First, it was Ben. As the responsible member of their rockstar support group, Rockstars Anonymous, he’d been truly remorseful. But his baby brother was getting engaged after dating his boyfriend for only three months. Ben said he needed to be there, but he’d be back in a couple weeks.

      Then came Drew’s call. Jo loved Drew like a brother, which was why she understood his need to return to his tour a couple days early. Because with his tour came the girl he was in love with. And Jo liked Lola.

      Plus, when they’d called, she’d thought she’d have Noah and Melanie with her for the remainder of her nine-month sentence.

      Noah sighed into the phone, but it was an indulgent sigh rather than an irritated one. They’d been partners since Jo was an eighteen-year-old kid running from her dad, and Noah was a twenty-year-old Englishman who’d been way out of his depth in New York City.

      “Joey,” he said.

      Jo flopped onto the couch as pain seared up toward her ribs. “Just ignore me, Noah. I’m in a mood. I know you, Mel, and Stella need this time.”

      “I could never ignore you. I love you, Jo. I just…” He blew out a breath. “I want Stella to get to know my nan. Melanie and I aren’t staying at the estate, we’re renting a place in London. But I can’t leave yet.”

      “I know.” Through all their years together, Noah never mentioned his family or the fact that they were exceedingly wealthy. And now, she knew why. From what Drew told her on his call, they were awful.

      But his nan… Jo rubbed a hand over her stomach. She shouldn’t be mad at him for wanting to spend time with his family or for doing what’s best for the orphaned niece in his care.

      Jo always dreamed of having a family she missed, people who’d welcome her and her baby home.

      In a way, she sort of did. Rockstars Anonymous had become a family.

      A family who abandoned her with two months left to go in her pregnancy.

      “I promise we’ll be back in time for your little alien to make an appearance.”

      She smiled at that, fully believing he’d try. When the world thought of Noah Clarke, they saw a bad boy, someone who didn’t care about much.

      But Jo had always known different.

      “What if something happens?” It was a ridiculous fear she’d had. Jo Jackson didn’t get scared or nervous. But the next two months… they terrified her. “Who will I call if I need someone?”

      Noah was quiet for a long moment. “Dax is still in town, isn’t he?”

      Dax Nelson, the mysterious recording artist who never let fans see his face. He was more famous than the rest of their group combined, yet he could walk through a grocery store without signing a single autograph.

      A growl started in the back of her throat. “I am not calling Dax. The guy hates me.”

      Noah laughed at that. “Not true. You know Dax… he’s just not good at the social stuff. He’s awkward.”

      “Understatement.”

      “But he does care. If you called him, he’d come. I know it.”

      She leaned back against the cushions. “I was kind of hoping you’d just say nothing bad will happen.”

      “That too.”

      She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Well, this has been fun and all, but not really. I’m going to try to get up from this couch—try being the operative word—to get a seltzer water and pretend it’s a beer.”

      “Everything is going to be fine, Joey. I know it.”

      “Sure.”

      “Call Dax.”

      She hung up, giving him no response. Call Dax? She huffed out a breath. In Noah’s dreams.

      Jo hadn’t seen Dax since their awkward Christmas weeks ago. He wasn’t a bad guy. Just… she always got the impression he didn’t like her. That there was something wrong with her pink-tipped hair and out-of-wedlock pregnancy.

      “Okay, baby alien, help me out a little.” She pushed herself from the pillows and rocked forward before flopping back with a grunt. “Whoever invented the whole having babies thing was obviously a man. That means you, God.” With another grunt, she rocked forward again, this time managing to push up onto her feet. “Victory.” Her arms shot in the air, the movement throwing her off balance.

      She pitched forward with a yelp and landed on her knees. If only her fans could see her now.

      She gave the kitchen across the room an accusatory look. “I will conquer you.” Placing her hands on the floor, she started to crawl. “See, baby? I’m teaching you early.” Her knees ached as she made her way over the hardwood floors. “Crawling is not meant for adults.”

      If Noah were there, she’d have just made him get her whatever she needed. He was the only person she’d ever let herself rely on. He saved her all those years ago when her world felt so dark.

      She reached the kitchen and reached up to grip the counter to pull herself up before opening the fridge. There wasn’t much inside. She’d been relying on takeout since she’d started showing.

      Leaving the house to do things like shop were a no go. No one could see her like this. If they did, the picture of her baby bump would show up across the internet. She wasn’t ready for the world to know, for the questions to begin.

      Who was the father? They’d assume it was Noah.

      Why did she hide it? Because they were vultures.

      What will the enigmatic drummer do with a tiny little baby? She had no freaking clue.

      Reaching into the fridge, she grabbed two cans of seltzer and a takeout container from her favorite Chinese restaurant. Sniffing it to make sure it was still good, she shrugged and lugged her haul back to the couch.

      Opening a can, she took a long drink, imagining it was the kind of drink that could make her forget.

      It wasn’t.

      And when she unlocked her phone, she realized nothing could make her forget the mess that was Jo Jackson’s life.

      There was a single text message. Not many people had her number, and she wasn’t quite sure how her dad got it, but he’d called and texted periodically over the years. She’d named him Douche Nozzle in her phone because she knew he’d hate it. Well, he used to hate her, everything about her. Until she signed her first recording contract.

      
        
        Douche Nozzle: Hi, Joey. It’s your dear old dad. Give me a ring some time. I need a favor.

        

      

      Favors in his world usually meant money to bail him out of whatever gambling debt he’d racked up or false lead he’d found in his search for her mother who’d disappeared from their lives when Jo was a kid. And Jo had fallen for it time and again. Each time, she thought it would be different. That she’d give him money, and he’d try to have a real relationship with her.

      Each time, she was disappointed.

      Maybe it was the act of growing a baby, or maybe she was going soft, but she’d vowed to be a better parent than she’d ever had. She wouldn’t abandon her kid like her own mom did, nor treat them to so much misery they’d run away and join the circus.

      Okay, the music scene wasn’t the circus. It just felt like it sometimes.

      She powered down her phone. She’d had too many let downs today, and the only thing that could make her feel better was a cheesy romcom.

      Another secret.

      No one would ever guess the surly drummer watched Hallmark movies. If they found out, it would crack the reputation she’d built.

      And she wasn’t about to let everyone know it was all an act.

      That she wasn’t quite sure who the real Jo Jackson was.
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      “No, that isn’t right.” Dax Nelson removed his glasses and scrubbed a hand over his face. He was never going to get this song done.

      “Dax.” Marco crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat beside Dax. “I don’t hear anything wrong with it.”

      Of course he didn’t. No one ever did. But Dax could pick out the tiniest imperfection in his songs. He knew when a single note needed to be altered, how a misplaced breath could change the entire song.

      Marco was the best producer in L.A., and when Dax told the label it was who he wanted for his new album, they didn’t argue. What Dax Nelson wanted, Dax Nelson got.

      But it also meant butting heads with the producer constantly because they both thought they knew best for the song.

      “I want to sing it again.” Dax stood, preparing to walk into the recording booth.

      Marco stopped him. “The song is good, Dax.”

      Dax shook his head. “Good isn’t great.”

      Marco sighed but didn’t argue further. He’d probably been told the artist was always right, at least when that artist was Dax.

      Dax had been a child musical prodigy who turned into one of the most successful artists in the world, but he didn’t let that slow him down. Hard work was all he knew, all he had.

      Outside the recording studio he was an awkward man who never knew the right thing to say or the right way to act. But here, surrounded by the music, every move was so clear. Here, he could be confident, be in charge of his own destiny.

      He stepped up to the microphone. “You ready, Marco?”

      Marco gave him a thumbs up through the glass, and the music started to play.

      Dax let the song wrap around him as he started to sing. This was his least favorite part of any song, the singing. He played every instrument for his songs, recording them at different times to layer in. Piano. Guitar. Violin.

      Everything was in his control.

      When the song finished, he took a seat beside Marco once more. “Let’s hear it.”

      Marco played the song, and Dax smiled as soon as he noticed the changes. “It’s good, maybe even great.”

      “It’s the same as it was before.” Marco raised a brow.

      “Only if you’re listening to the words. You have to pay attention to the spaces between them, the extra breaths, the build.”

      “Dax, your fans will listen to the words.”

      Dax shrugged. “I didn’t make those changes for them. They’ll like the song regardless, but I can’t put my name to something I don’t believe in.”

      Marco grumbled something about artists that Dax didn’t catch.

      Dax only shook his head and stood. “I need to get over to the label for a meeting with my new publicist.”

      “What happened to Melanie?” Marco glanced up at him.

      That was a good question. The Melanie he knew never would have run off with Noah of all people. He was happy for them, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t weird. He would never understand love. Unless it was a love for music.

      He realized he’d waited too long to answer. “She quit the label and is currently in London.”

      Marco’s brow arched in surprise. “We are talking about Melanie Snyder here, right?”

      Dax shrugged and reached into his messenger back for his ball cap. He put it on his head and pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up.

      He hadn’t seen many paparazzi around the recording studio, and even if they did see him, they wouldn’t know it was Dax Nelson. But he still wouldn’t risk it.

      Marco laughed. “You look ridiculous.”

      “I’d rather look ridiculous than like a star people want to mob.”

      “Isn’t that part of the fun of being famous? All the screaming fans.”

      Dax pulled on the collar of his sweatshirt. He’d been asked this question so many times. Few people understood his need for privacy, for secrecy. He wanted to continue making music, but flashing cameras and crowds terrified him. “This job isn’t about the fame, Marco. It’s about the music.”

      Marco smiled at that. It wasn’t the first time Dax had worked with the man, and there was a mutual respect. They both recognized the talent in the other.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Dax gave a final wave and ducked out into the hall. A few other artists were here today, recording what they hoped would be hits.

      The difference between them and Dax? Dax knew his songs would be hits. He didn’t have a big ego or think he was the king of music, but he’d gotten to the point in his career where fans would buy and listen to anything he put out.

      It didn’t make him work any less though.

      He glanced behind himself to make sure the hall was clear before pushing out into the bright L.A. sun. The studio sat in an arts district near galleries and fancy restaurants. At night, the area came alive with street performers. But during the day, Dax could slip from the studio unnoticed.

      The hiding was a routine by now. He kept his eyes on his feet as he walked down the street and ordered a car. The few people who knew who he was didn’t understand why he didn’t drive one of his nice cars through L.A. The truth? Driving in traffic made him nervous. Leaving his car in parking lots made him nervous.

      Basically, life made him nervous.

      By the time he reached the small artisan bakery he went to every time he was at the studio, his car was only a few minutes away. He walked inside, and the dark-skinned, older woman behind the counter smiled.

      “Dillon.” She greeted him with the name he’d given her two years ago when he first discovered the place. Though, the way she said it hinted at her knowing it was a lie.

      “Good morning, Nevaeh. How are you today?”

      She laughed at his formality. It was a dance between them. He wasn’t quite sure how to relate to normal people, and she indulged him.

      “I’m just wonderful, Dillon. Your usual?”

      He nodded. “Can you put an extra shot in it?”

      One eyebrow lifted. “Living dangerously today, are we?”

      “Just living busy.” He’d need the extra caffeine from the espresso shot to get through the meeting.

      Nevaeh hummed as she worked, and Dax surveyed the rest of the bakery. It was empty, save a few young adults huddled around tables. They must have been Dax’s age, but he felt so much older than them as he watched them laugh and joke. He’d started working at the age of eleven and never looked back. There was no normal school experience. Once word got out that he had the ability to play most instruments he picked up, that was the end.

      His parents tried to save him from the music world, but even at that young age, he’d insisted on pursuing it.

      Nevaeh slid the cup across the counter as Dax’s phone beeped with an alert that his car was outside. He handed Nevaeh a twenty.

      “That’s too much, dear.”

      Dax shrugged. “It’s all I have on me. Keep it. Please.”

      She smiled. “You try to have a good day, Dillon. Don’t be so serious all the time.”

      He lifted his to-go cup in a salute and headed out the door to his waiting minivan.

      Oh man, he was going to catch so much crap for showing up at the label’s offices in the back of a minivan.

      He wasn’t sure he cared.

      He greeted the driver and climbed into the car. It was a short ride to the studio, so after thanking the man, he stepped out, readying himself for his new publicist.

      Melanie had been everything he’d needed for his career. She never pushed him to reveal his identity, and she created Rockstars Anonymous, the group he now considered his friends.

      He walked in past the glass double doors. The lobby of this place never changed. Gold records adorned the walls in frames, and the tile floors echoed beneath his feet. He didn’t come here a lot, but there was a certain comfort in knowing every person in this building believed in him, even if they didn’t recognize him. Only a few select people at the label knew his face. Mr. Snyder, the head of the label, Melanie, and soon this new publicist.

      He walked down the long hall to his new publicist’s office and knocked on the door.

      The assistant sitting near the door looked to him. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “I have a meeting with Mr. Devlin Norris.”

      The assistant looked down at her appointment calendar. “Are you Mr. Winthrop?” Melanie came up with that false last name.

      He almost laughed. “Yes, Dillon Winthrop.”

      She pursed her lips and looked him up and down. He could imagine what she saw. A man with untamed hair and glasses, his hands stuffed in the pouch of his sweatshirt as he shifted from foot to foot, and a ball cap pulled down, casting his face in shadow.

      The door opened, and a surprisingly young man smiled at him. “Sarah, hold all my calls please. Mr. Winthrop gets my full attention.”

      There was something about the man’s smile Dax didn’t like. He’d had reservations when he got the email telling him of his new publicist. This was the man who outed Noah’s marriage to the press. He obviously didn’t value secrets.

      And Dax’s was the king of all secrets.

      He followed Devlin into his office and shut the door.

      Devlin turned with another smile. “Dax Nelson. You are not what I was expecting.” He sat on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms.

      “I know. I’m not what anyone expects.” He was never supposed to be this guy people fell in love with—even when they didn’t know what he looked like.

      Devlin’s stare unnerved him. He felt it probing to peek into every dark crevice of Dax’s secrets.

      Devlin uncrossed his arms. “Okay, I know you had a good relationship with Melanie, but I hope we can become friends too.”

      He could hear Melanie’s response to that. Publicists couldn’t be friends with their clients. But that was before she went and fell in love with one.

      “Sure.” It was the only answer Dax had for the man.

      His smile dropped at the one-word response. “Okay, let’s start with the first thing we must discuss. Collaborations.”

      As if on cue, there was a knock on the door.

      Devlin got up to open it and let Mr. Snyder into the room. Dax didn’t know Mr. Snyder well, and the man intimidated him.

      “Dax.” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He looked tired, worn out. He stuck out his hand. “It’s good to see you.”

      Dax took the man’s hand. “It is.”

      Mr. Snyder and Devlin shared a look that said neither of them knew how to handle the label’s biggest star who didn’t like to speak.

      “Everyone have a seat.” Mr. Snyder waved them toward the chairs near the desk and took one himself. “Dax, normally we’d meet with you in the meeting room with many of the label execs present, but you’re different. If we want to continue keeping your identity a secret, I will have to meet with you here.”

      Dax nodded, though he didn’t see the need for meetings at all.

      “What if we didn’t?” Devlin asked.

      Mr. Snyder’s eyes snapped to him. “Didn’t what?”

      “Keep his identity a secret. We could do a big reveal.” He glanced at Dax. “After some hair and clothing help, of course. Maybe contacts too.”

      Dax bristled at that and opened his mouth to speak, but Mr. Snyder beat him to it. “Out of the question, Devlin. Dax’s identity is one of the great mysteries in music. We will not give up his anonymity.”

      We? It was Dax’s life, and they talked like it was only a business decision.

      Devlin leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. "Just think about all the publicity."

      Mr. Snyder’s gaze hardened, and Dax was glad he wasn’t on the receiving end of that look. “This will not be another Noah Clarke debacle. You, Devlin, work for the label and will not reveal anything unless we tell you to. Do you understand me?”

      Devlin sighed and nodded.

      Mr. Snyder turned to Dax. “How is the new album coming?”

      “It’s coming.”

      “I’ve only received a handful of songs. We expected more by now.”

      Dax only shrugged at that. The songs would be done when they were done, and the label would give him the extra time. They always did.

      “Dax.” Mr. Snyder turned in his seat. “We need you to finish this album because once it’s done, we have a list a mile long of artists asking to do collaborations with you.”

      “I choose my collaborations.” He always had. Because doing a collaboration meant letting someone else in on his secret.

      Mr. Snyder sighed. “I know that. The label knows that. But collaborations are good for your brand.”

      “My brand doesn’t need any help.” He wasn’t trying to be difficult, truly. But he had never known how to soften the words he used. They kind of just leapt out of him.

      “Not even from Ben Evans?”

      Dax’s brow furrowed. “Ben? No, if he wanted a collaboration, he’d just come to me.”

      “That’s not how it works, Dax. Fate thinks their next album should include a song with you. I’m sure Ben was going to tell you.”

      But then, he went to London to be there for Noah, and now he was in Ohio. “When will he be back in town?”

      “One week.”

      Dax nodded. “Okay. I’ll do it. But tell Ben it has to be a Piper Hayes song. I want her lyrics with my music.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged. Now, I’ve done my job. I’ll leave you two to talk interviews.” He pushed himself from the chair and left.

      Devlin steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them. He looked way too young for this job, in his appearance and mannerisms.

      “So, Dax, do you ever plan on revealing your identity?”

      Dax grunted. “No.”

      “Do you realize how big a star you could become if you did concerts?”

      Dax shrugged. “I don’t care.”

      “But—”

      “Is that all you wanted to meet about today?” Dax cut him off.

      Devlin sighed and leaned back. “No. Your album releases in two months. The artwork is done. All we’re waiting for are the songs. And you need to prepare for the press. I’ll email you the interview requests, and you can send me back your answers since you won’t appear for the interviews in person.” He didn’t look like he agreed with the decision, but Dax didn’t care what he thought.

      “Are we done here?” Dax checked his watch. He’d hoped for an early end to the meeting so he could get home to Santa Monica in time for the afternoon Rockstars Anonymous meeting. He never said much in the meetings, but he liked to hear what was going on with his friends.

      Devlin sighed. Again. He was a sigher. “You’re going to be a difficult client, aren’t you?”

      Dax stood. “Probably. Can I go?”

      Devlin waved him toward the door. “Fine. But when I email you the questions, I expect answers.”

      Dax gave him a two-finger salute and headed out the door. He didn’t acknowledge anyone on the way out as he ordered another car. Dax wasn’t the small talk kind of guy, he couldn’t walk down a hall smiling at people he didn’t know.

      No matter the emotion—happiness, anger, sadness—he didn’t let it show.

      His music did all the talking he needed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hello, loves.” Noah flashed a grin at the camera that had each member of Rockstars Anonymous groaning. Well, not every member. Jo had yet to join their video chat.

      “Don’t call us loves.” Drew grimaced.

      “But I miss you.”

      Ben arched an eyebrow. “We just saw you not long ago. You should miss Dax, not us.”

      Noah let out a fake cry. “I’m all alone.” His image jostled, and Noah grunted as the phone was ripped from his hands and Melanie appeared.

      “He is not alone, but he will be if he doesn’t shut up.”

      Dax smiled at Melanie. He hadn’t always known how to relate to the big personalities in the group, but Melanie was their calming factor.

      Drew laughed as Melanie continued pushing Noah out of the way.

      “You made your bed,” Drew called. “Now, she’s sleeping in it.” He smiled at his own joke.

      Dax didn’t know how joking and small talk seemed to come so naturally to his friends. He’d become the watcher, the observer. And it suited him.

      “Where’s Jo?” Melanie asked.

      Noah pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “She’ll come.”

      “My eyes.” Drew slapped a hand over his eyes. “Noah, if you’re going to kiss Mom, then do it off camera.”

      Melanie did not look amused. Drew and Noah had liked calling her their mom because she took care of them and wasn’t easy on them. But Dax figured Noah wouldn’t go near that word again. Not if he knew what was good for him.

      The guys continued to joke until a notification appeared saying Jo was trying to get into the chat. The others weren’t paying attention, so Dax accepted her. It took a moment, but eventually her face appeared on his computer screen with her patented scowl.

      Jo Jackson intimidated Dax. He never knew what to say around her and inevitably ended up babbling like an idiot. She was so different from anyone else he knew that he couldn’t help but watch her every time they were in the same place.

      Leaning back on his couch, he pulled the laptop into his lap and looked at each of his friends. They were all so… happy. Well, except Jo.

      She looked… tired and something else. Her pink-tipped, brown hair hung limp at her shoulders. There were dark circles under her eyes and a paleness to her face.

      “You okay, Jo?” Dax’s question surprised all of them into silence.

      Jo latched her teeth on her bottom lip. “I… yes, I’m okay.”

      He didn’t believe her. Jo was seven months pregnant. He knew because he’d kept track. It was why he hadn’t gone to London with the rest. What if she needed someone? He wasn’t delusional enough to think he’d be her first choice, but currently, he’d be the only one.

      Everyone else took Jo at face value, believing what they wanted to believe—that she wasn’t scared. But he could see the truth in her eyes.

      “Dax.” Melanie leaned into the camera. “My dad tells me you met with your new publicist today.”

      Noah stole the phone they were talking on. “He’s kind of a jerk, right?”

      Melanie sighed. “Don’t call him that. You work with him now.”

      “I’ve heard you call him worse things.”

      Dax watched their banter in fascination. There was no scorn to their argument, not true anger. It was like they enjoyed needling each other. He cleared his throat. “He was okay, I guess.” Except for the part about wanting Dax to reveal his identity.

      “Ringing endorsement.” Drew cocked his head. “I can’t wait until I get a chance to meet with him.”

      Melanie frowned. “Drew, do not make his job more difficult.”

      “He keeps emailing me interview questions from the most random publications. I am a rocker; I don’t do interviews for Golf Weekly.”

      Melanie laughed at that. “Devlin believes in a more well-rounded approach. And he’s not completely wrong. Any publicity is good. All that blog wants to hear is that you enjoy golf.”

      “But I don’t. I really, really don’t.”

      Ben and Noah shared a laugh. Dax was too busy watching Jo to react. She’d leaned her head on the table in front of where her phone was propped up. There was something sad in her eyes and in the way she didn’t make fun of Drew like she loved to do.

      Dax didn’t hear Ben saying his name until he’d repeated it a few times. “What?”

      Ben laughed. “Well, Dax, I got an email from Mr. S. himself, saying my request for a collaboration with the one and only Dax Nelson was approved.”

      Wow, Mr. Snyder moved fast. “Why did you ask the label and not me?”

      “Because you wouldn’t have said yes.”

      It was true Dax kept to himself, so much that even these meetings were a stretch of patience for a guy who preferred to be alone. But it was also true he’d say yes to any member of Rockstars Anonymous. They meant more to him than he’d ever admit. “Did Mr. Snyder tell you my stipulation?”

      Ben nodded. “You want a Piper song.”

      “Hey!” Drew chimed in. “Piper is still my assistant for the rest of this tour. I’m not letting go of her yet.”

      “Do you know Piper at all, Drew?” Ben laughed. “She’s probably spent every spare moment on tour writing. She’ll have a song for us. I know it. And it’ll make her life to hear Dax Nelson performing her words. She’s a fan.”

      Drew grinned. “Oh yeah, she’s a huge Dax fan. I can’t get her to turn your music off, man.”

      Noah joined in. “I mean, who doesn’t love our Daxy? Our big, strong, very handsome Daxy.”

      “Noah.” Melanie took the phone back. “Don’t be creepy. Look how red his face is.”

      Dax removed his glasses to wipe them on his shirt, if for no other reason than to give him a distraction.

      Only Jo didn’t laugh at their jokes. Her biting sarcasm was gone, and that scared him most of all.

      “I’m going to go.” Jo didn’t give any of them a chance to respond before her image went dark and disappeared.

      “Okay.” Noah sighed. “Dax might be right. There’s something wrong with her.”

      “The pregnancy?” Drew asked.

      Melanie shook her head. “Jo has come to terms with having a baby. Maybe she just isn’t feeling great. None of us here have ever had a whole other person inside us, but I imagine it isn’t fun.”

      “My mom always said being pregnant was the best months of her life.” Dax shrugged, surprising himself for saying so much.

      Noah’s eyes brightened. “Dax, you’re there! You can check on her.”

      Dax’s face heated. “Um… er… what?”

      “Ben can give you the code to the building since he lives there too.” His expression turned sincere, and Dax knew he meant every word. Noah cared about Jo. “Please make sure she’s okay. For me.”

      There was a reason Dax avoided going to any of their homes. Being seen with a famous person would lead to questions as to who he was.

      But this was different.

      This was Jo.

      For some inexplicable reason, he wanted to help her. She needed him, she just didn’t see it yet.

      And he’d always needed her.
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      Dax and his stupid questions.

      Was she okay?

      No, of course she wasn’t, but why did he think she’d spill her guts to him? The guy didn’t like her. When she was around, he barely spoke to her. With the other Rockstars Anonymous guys, she’d seen him open up a little, even smile.

      But with her… blank looks, pitying eyes.

      That was right. Dax Nelson pitied her, the poor pregnant drummer who was prone to doing stupid things—like getting knocked up by the world’s biggest jerk.

      Jo’s fingers itched to reach for the phone and dial the familiar number that would bring Noah’s voice to her. He’d always been her crutch, the person who kept her going, her family. Her fist slammed down on the table in front of her, landing on the documents she hadn’t seen coming.

      This was the final nail in the proverbial coffin. The truth she’d already known stared her in the face as she read it again. “A nondisclosure agreement. Who the heck does he think he is?”

      She’d never had any illusions about Blake Coleman’s character, or lack of it, but she hadn’t expected his cruelty to hurt this much. At first, she’d wondered if this was a joke, if Blake would come around.

      But did she want him to?

      Did she want him to be a permanent fixture in her life?

      She rubbed a hand over her stomach. The answer was yes. For her baby, she wanted Blake to care. Growing up with only one parent kind of sucked—she would know. But this kid would have something Jo never did. That single parent would love it with everything she had.

      Her eyes scanned the words she’d read too many times now. Blake wanted her to agree to never reveal the identity of the child’s father. He hadn’t offered anything—not like she’d take it. Instead, he expected her to listen to him, to obey, like everyone else in his life did.

      But this wasn’t about him. It was about a baby who’d come into this world with only a messed up mother to take care of her.

      Reaching for her beer glass, Jo downed the rest of her seltzer, pretending it was an ice cold Elvis Juice. Man, she really needed a beer.

      “All right, little alien, let’s make a deal. You stop kicking my bladder, and I’ll sign this agreement so you never have to know how big of a jerk your father is.”
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