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  PROLOGUE




  Positive.




  I reread the instructions, doing my best to flatten out the creases in the piece of paper one-handed. Two lines meant positive. Two lines sat on the test. No, not possible. My gaze darted back

  and forth between the two, willing one of them to change. I shook the test and turned it this way and that. I stared and stared, but just like with the first one sitting rejected beside the sink,

  the answer remained the same.




  Positive.




  I was pregnant.




  “Fuck.”




  The word echoed around and around the small bathroom, bouncing off the white-tiled walls and beating at my head. This shit shouldn’t be happening to me. I didn’t break laws or do

  drugs. Not since that blip after Dad left. I was studying hard for my degree in psychology and I behaved. Mostly. But those definite neat pink lines stood loud and proud in the pregnancy

  test’s little window, taunting me, the evidence irrefutable even when I squinted or crossed my eyes.




  “Fuck.”




  Me as someone’s mom. No.




  What the hell was I going to do?




  I sat on the edge of the bathtub in my plain black underwear, covered in goose bumps. Outside, a barren limb swayed in and out of view, buffeted by the wind. Beyond it lay the endless gray of a

  February Portland sky. Screw it all. All of my plans and dreams, my whole life, changed at the say of a stupid plastic stick. I was only twenty-one, for goodness sake, not even in a

  relationship.




  Ben.




  Ah, man. We’d barely talked in months, what with me doing my best to avoid any situation where he might be present. Things had been a little awkward ever since I threw him out of my hotel

  room in Vegas minus his pants. I’d been done with him. Finished. Kaput.




  My uterus apparently did not agree.




  We’d had sex once. Once. A secret that I’d long since decided to take to my grave. Him never telling anyone was a given. But still, his penis went in my vagina one time

  only, and I’d watched him roll the condom on, god damn it. Me lying spread out on the California king–size, trembling with excitement, and he’d just kind of smiled. There’d

  been this warmth in his eyes, a gentleness. Given the obvious tension running through his big body, it’d seemed so strange and yet wondrous. No one had ever looked at me that way, as if I

  meant everything.




  An unwelcome warmth filled my chest at the memory. It’d been so long since I’d thought of him with anything other than ugh.




  At any rate, apparently someone had diddled away their shift at the prophylactics factory and here we were. Pregnant. I stared unseeing at my skinny jeans, lying discarded on the floor. Sure,

  they’d fit. As in, I could wiggle up the zip halfway and the button was out of the question. The pressure they inflicted upon my belly was a definite no go.




  Things were changing so fast. I was changing.




  Normally, I had more going on in the back than up front. But for the first time in my life, I actually had the makings of a rack. Not enough boobage to get me a job at Hooters or anything, but

  still. And as much as I’d like to believe that god had finally answered my teenage prayers, when you added up all the evidence, it wasn’t likely. I had a person growing inside of me. A

  little baby bean-shaped thing made from equal parts of me and him.




  Mind-boggling.




  What I’d wear tonight was, however, the least of my worries. If only I could get out of going. He’d be there, all six foot five–worth of rugged rock star. Just the thought of

  seeing him turned me inside out, filling me with nerves. My stomach dived, nausea rolling through me. Puke rushed up, filling my throat and making me gag. I only just made it to the toilet in time

  to lose what little I’d had for lunch. Two Oreos and half a banana, going, going . . . gone in a hot rush.




  Yuck.




  I groaned loudly and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, flushed the toilet and staggered over to the sink. Whoa. The girl in the mirror looked spectacularly crappy, face too pale and long

  blond hair hanging in straggly wet strands. What a hot mess. I couldn’t even bring myself to meet my own eyes.




  That I’d dropped the pregnancy test didn’t even occur to me until I stood on it. My heel pressed down, grinding of its own accord. Plastic cracked and splintered, the noise strangely

  satisfying. I just stamped on it, over and over, trampling the bastard, pounding it into the scuffed wooden floor. God yeah, the good vibes just flowed. The first test soon met the same fate. I

  didn’t stop until I was panting and only wreckage remained on the floor. That felt so much better.




  So I’d been knocked up by a rock star.




  Big deal.




  Deep breath. Okay.




  I would handle this like an adult, pull myself together and go talk to Ben. We’d been friends at one time. Sort of. I could still talk to him about stuff. Specifically, stuff relating to

  our progeny arriving in, oh . . . seven or so months.




  Yes, I could, and I would.




  Just as soon as I’d finished throwing my tantrum.




  “You’re late. Get in here,” said my sister, Anne, grabbing my hand and dragging me through the doorway. Not that I’d been lurking outside, skulking and

  hesitating. Much.




  “Sorry.”




  “I thought you were going to bail on me. Again.” She gave me a quick, affectionate squeeze, then stole my coat off my shoulders. It got thrown onto a nearby chair already overflowing

  with other jackets. “Everyone else is already here.”




  “Great,” I mumbled.




  True enough, there was a goodly amount of noise happening within the multimillion-dollar Pearl District loft. Anne and I didn’t come from money. Quite the contrary. If it hadn’t been

  for her encouraging me to go for scholarships and supporting me financially by paying for books, etcetera, I’d never have made it to college. Last year, however, my normally sensible and

  subdued sister had somehow found herself shacked up with rock ’n’ roll royalty.




  I know, right? How it all happened still confused me, somewhat. Between the two of us, I’d always played the role of the bubbly one. Whenever Anne got down, I’d pick her back up

  again, fill the spaces in the conversations and keep right on smiling through the rain. Yet here she was, high on life and crazy in love, truly happy for the first time in just about forever. It

  was wonderful.




  Details regarding their whirlwind romance ranged from vague to none. But just before Christmas, she and Malcolm Ericson, the drummer for Stage Dive (about the biggest rock band ever), had tied

  the knot. I was now counted as part of the band’s extended entourage. To be fair, they’d embraced me wholeheartedly from the start. They were good people. It was just the thought of

  seeing him reducing me to a jittering, nervous wreck with super enhanced puking abilities.




  “You’ll never guess what happened.” Anne linked her arm with mine, towing me toward the crowded dinner table.




  Toward my doom.




  A crowd of about seven sat around it with drinks in hand, laughing and chatting. I think it was The National playing quietly on the sound system. Candles flickered and small twinkling party

  lights hung overhead. My mouth watered despite my queasy stomach, what with all the delicious foodie scents filling the air. Wow, Anne and Mal had really gone all out for the occasion of their

  two-month wedding anniversary. Suddenly, my black tights and pale blue tunic (a loose-knit fabric which in no way hugged or hindered the waistline) seemed insufficient. Though it was hard to go for

  glamour with a plastic bag in your pocket just in case you needed to hurl.




  “What happened?” I asked, dragging my feet ever so slightly.




  She leaned in and whisper-hissed theatrically, “Ben brought a date.”




  Everything stopped. And I do mean everything. My lungs, my feet . . . everything.




  A flicker of a frown crossed Anne’s face. “Liz?”




  I blinked, slowly coming back to life. “Yeah?”




  “You okay?”




  “Sure. So, um, Ben brought a date?”




  “Can you believe it?”




  “No.” I really couldn’t. My brain had stalled, same as everything else. There’d been no date in my plans for speaking with Ben tonight.




  “I know. First time for everything I guess. Everyone’s slightly weirded out, though she seems nice enough.”




  “But Ben doesn’t date,” I said, my voice sounding hollow somehow, as if it were an echo coming from far away. “He doesn’t even believe in relationships.”




  Anne cocked her head, smiling ever so slightly. “Lizzy, you don’t still have a crush on him, do you?”




  “No.” I barked out a laugh. As if. He’d disabused me of such idiotic notions, in Vegas. “So much no my cup is overflowing and the no is spilling onto the

  floor.”




  “Good.” She sighed happily.




  “Lizzy!” A booming loud voice rang out.




  “Hey, Mal.”




  “Say hello to your Aunt Elizabeth, son.” My new brother-in-law thrust a black-and-white puppy straight at me. A wet little tongue swiped my lips, and warm panting puppy breath, ripe

  with the scent of dog biscuits, filled my face. Not good.




  “Whoa.” I leaned way the hell back, trying to breathe through the urge to yet again heave. Pregnancy was the best. “Hi, Killer.”




  “Give him to me,” said Anne. “Not everybody wants to French kiss the dog, Mal.”




  The blond, heavily tattooed man grinned, handing the fur baby over. “But he’s a great kisser. I taught him myself.”




  “Unfortunately, that’s true.” Anne tucked the pup under an arm, giving him a scratch on the head. “How are you? You said you’d been feeling sick, the other day on

  the phone.”




  “All better,” I lied. Or partly lied. After all, I definitely wasn’t sick.




  “Did you go to the doctor?”




  “No need.”




  “Why don’t I make an appointment tomorrow, just in case?”




  “Not necessary.”




  “But—”




  “Anne, relax. I’m telling you I’m not sick.” I gave her my brightest smile. “I promise, I’m fine.”




  “All right.” She placed the pup on the ground and pulled out a chair in the middle of the table. “I saved you a place next to me.”




  “Thanks.”




  And so it was (with me trying not to barf while wiping dog spit off my face) that I saw him again. Ben, sitting opposite, staring straight at me. Those dark eyes . . . I immediately looked down.

  He didn’t affect me. He didn’t. I just wasn’t ready to face up to this. Wherein this equaled him and me and that room and Vegas and the consequences that were currently growing in

  my belly.




  I couldn’t do it, not yet.




  “Hey, Liz,” he said, deep voice calm, casual.




  “Hey.”




  Yeah. I was so over him. The date thing had thrown me, but now I was back on track. I just had to compartmentalize any unhelpful lingering feelings, file them away for never.




  I took a step closer, daring a peek only to find him watching me warily. He threw back some beer then set the bottle down, swiping his thumb across his mouth to catch a stray drop. In Vegas,

  he’d first tasted of beer, lust, and need. The most dizzying mix. He had beautiful lips, perfectly framed by his short beard. His hair had grown out of the shaved on the sides and longish on

  top cool hipster cut, and honestly, he looked kind of shaggy, wild.




  And big, though he always looked big.




  A silver ring pierced one side of his nose and he had on a green plaid shirt, top button open to showcase his thick neck and the edge of a black rose tattoo. Any money blue jeans and black boots

  were below. Apart from Vegas at the wedding, and then later that night in my room, I’d never seen him out of jeans. Let me assure you, there’s nothing bad about the man naked.

  Everything was as it should be and then some. In fact, he’d looked a lot like a dream come true.




  My dream.




  I swallowed hard, ignoring my perky nipples while firmly pushing the memory back down where it belonged. Buried among the Hannah Montana song lyrics, Vampire Diary character histories,

  and other useless and potentially damaging information collected over the years. None of it mattered anymore.




  The room had gone quiet. How awkward.




  Ben tugged at the collar of his shirt, shifting in his seat.




  Why the hell was he staring at me? Maybe because I was still staring at him. Shit. My knees gave out and I collapsed into the chair with an ever so dainty thud. I kept my eyes cast down because

  down was safe. So long as I didn’t look at him or this date of his, I’d be fine and dandy. Dinner couldn’t last for more than three, four hours max. No worries.




  I half raised a hand in greeting. “Hi, everyone.”




  Heys and hi’s and variations of both floated back.




  “How have you been, Liz?” asked Ev, from further down the table. She was seated beside her husband, David Ferris, Stage Dive’s lead guitarist and songwriter.




  “Great.” Crap. “You?”




  “Good.”




  I sucked in a deep breath and smiled. “Excellent.”




  “You been busy with school?” She pulled out a hair tie and bundled her blond hair up into a rough ponytail. God bless the girl. At least it wasn’t just me keeping it casual.

  “We haven’t seen you since Christmas.”




  “Yeah, busy.” Puking and sleeping mostly. Gestating. “School and stuff, you know.”




  Normally I’d have an interesting story to tell from my psych studies. Today, nada.




  “Right.” Her husband slipped an arm around her shoulders and she turned to smile at him, eyes all lovelorn and our conversation forgotten.




  Which worked for me.




  I rubbed the toe of my boot back and forth against the floor, looking left and right and anywhere but straight ahead. I toyed with the hem of my tunic, winding a loose thread tight around my

  finger until it turned purple. Then I loosened it. It probably wasn’t good for the bean, somehow. As of tomorrow, I needed to start studying up on this baby stuff. Get the facts, because

  getting rid of the bean . . . it just wasn’t for me.




  The date tittered at something he said and I felt a stab of pain inside. Probably gas.




  “Here.” Anne filled the glass in front of me with white wine.




  “Oh. Thanks.”




  “Try it,” she said with a smile. “It’s sweet and kind of crisp. I think you’ll like it.”




  My stomach tipped upside down just at the thought. “Later maybe. I drank some water right before I arrived. So . . . yeah, I’m not really thirsty just yet.”




  “All right.” Her eyes narrowed as she gave me a that-was-weird smile. All too soon it morphed into a flat, unhappy line. “You look a little pale. Are you okay?”




  “Absolutely!” I nodded, smiled, and turned to the woman on my other side before Anne could grill me further on the subject. “Hi, Lena.”




  “Lizzy. How you been?” The curvy brunette held hands with her partner, Jimmy Ferris, the lead singer of Stage Dive. He sat at the head of the table, resplendent in an undoubtedly

  handmade suit. When he saw me he gave me one of the chin tips the guys seemed to specialize in. It said it all. Or at least it said it all when all they wanted to say was Hey.




  I nodded back at him. And all the while I could feel Anne hovering at my side, bottle of wine still in hand and big-sisterly concern growing by the moment, pawing at the ground and getting ready

  to pounce. I was so screwed. Anne had pretty much raised me from the age of fourteen, when our dad left and our mom checked out on us—one day just went to bed and didn’t get up again.

  Now and then Anne’s need to nurture still got a little out of control. What she’d have to say about the bean didn’t bear thinking about. It wouldn’t be pretty.




  But one problem at a time.




  “All good, Lena,” I said. “You?”




  Lena opened her mouth. Whatever she’d been about to say, however, was lost beneath the sudden thrashing of drums and insanely loud wailing of guitars. It basically sounded like hell was

  spilling forth all around us. Armageddon had come a-knocking.




  “Babe,” Anne hollered at her husband. “No death metal during dinner! We talked about this.”




  Said “babe,” Malcolm Ericson, paused his head banging at the top of the table. “But, Pumpkin—”




  “Please.”




  The drummer rolled his eyes and, with the flick of a finger, silenced the storm raging through the sound system.




  My ears rang on in the quiet.




  “Christ,” muttered Jimmy. “Time and a place for shit like that. Try never when I’m around, yeah?”




  Mal looked down the length of his nose at the dapper man. “Don’t be so judgy, Jim. I think Hemorrhaging Otter would make a wonderful warm-up act.”




  “Are you fucking serious? That’s their name?” asked David.




  “Delightfully inventive, no?”




  “One way to put it,” said David, nose wrinkled in distaste. “And Ben already picked a warm-up act.”




  “I didn’t even get a vote,” grumped Mal.




  “Dude.” Ben shoved an irritated hand through his hair. “You’ll all want to hang with your women. I’ll need some people around after the show I can chill and have a

  beer with, so I went ahead and chose. Suck it up.”




  Bitter grumbling from Mal.




  Ev just shook her head. “Wow. Hemorrhaging Otter. That’s certainly unique.”




  “What do you think, babe?” Jimmy turned to Lena.




  “That’s disgusting. I think I’m going to throw up.” The woman swallowed hard, her face going gray. “I mean, I think I really am.”




  Huh. And also, ugh, I knew that feeling.




  “Shit.” Jimmy started rubbing her back with frantic motions.




  Without a word, I pressed my spare plastic puke bag into her hand. Solidarity among sisters, etcetera.




  “Thanks,” she said, happily too preoccupied to ask why I’d had it in my pocket in the first place.




  “She had some stomach bug before Christmas.” With his spare hand, Jimmy filled Lena’s glass with water and passed it to her. “Keeps messing with her.”




  I froze.




  “I thought it had gone,” said Lena.




  “You’re going to have to go to the doctor. Enough excuses, we’re not that busy.” Jimmy planted a soft kiss on the side of her face. “Tomorrow, yeah?”




  “Okay.”




  “Sounds wise,” said Anne, patting my rigid shoulder.




  Holy hell.




  “You’ve been sick too, Lizzy?” asked Lena.




  “You should both try some green tea with ginger in it,” a voice reported from the other side of the table.




  Female.




  Damn, it was her. His date.




  “Ginger creates warmth and helps to settle an upset stomach. What other symptoms did you have?” she asked, causing me to immediately sink down in my seat.




  Ben cleared his throat. “Sasha’s a naturopath.”




  “I thought you said she was a dancer,” said Anne, her face screwing up ever so slightly.




  “A burlesque performer,” the woman corrected. “I do both.”




  Yeah, I had nothing.




  A chair scraped against the floor, and then Sasha was standing, peering down at me. Any hopes of avoiding and/or ignoring her presence fled the scene. Bettie Page hair done a vibrant blue, very

  cool. Christ, did she have to look like she actually had a clue? A bimbo I could handle, but not this. The woman was beautiful and smart, and I was just a dumb kid who’d gone and gotten

  herself knocked up. Cue the violins.




  I smiled grimly. “Hi.”




  “Any other symptoms?” she repeated, gaze moving between me and Lena.




  “She’s been tired a lot too,” said Jimmy. “Passes out in front of the TV all the time.”




  “True.” Lena frowned.




  “Lizzy, you said you’d missed some school, didn’t you?” asked Anne.




  “Some,” I admitted, not liking the direction this grilling was taking. Time for a smooth segue. “Anyway, how are the plans for the tour going? You guys must all be so excited.

  I’d be excited. Have you started packing yet, Anne?”




  My sister just blinked at me.




  “No?” Maybe a sudden outburst of verbal diarrhea wasn’t the answer.




  “Hold up. Have you been sick, Liz?” Ben asked, his deep voice softening ever so slightly. Though maybe that was just my imagination.




  “Um . . .”




  “Maybe you got the same bug Lena’s got,” he said. “How much school have you missed?”




  My throat closed tight. I couldn’t do it. Not here and now in front of everyone. I should have fled for the Yukon rather than come here tonight. No way was I ready for this.




  “Liz?”




  “No, I’m fine,” I wheezed. “All good.”




  “Um, hello,” said Anne. “You said you’d been nauseous for the last few weeks. If I hadn’t been away I’d have dragged you to the doctor’s way

  back.”




  And thank god she’d been on her second honeymoon with Mal in Hawaii. To have found out about the bean with Anne in attendance would have been up there with watching the four horseman of

  the apocalypse riding into town. Terror, tears, chaos—all of these things and more. Definitely not my idea of a good time.




  The date, Sasha, fixed her inquiring gaze to the ever so subtly still gagging Lena.




  “Did anyone else get this?” she asked.




  “I don’t think so.” Anne looked up and down the table, taking in the various shaking of heads. “Just Lena and Lizzy.”




  “We’ve been fine,” said Ev.




  “Weird,” said Anne. “Liz and Lena haven’t been around each other since the wedding. That’s over two months ago now.”




  Murmurs of agreement.




  My heartbeat raced. Mine and the bean’s both.




  “Well, I think they should both take a pregnancy test,” announced Sasha, retaking her seat.




  A moment’s stunned silence.




  “What?” I spluttered, panic coursing through me. Not here, not now, and sure as fuck not this way. Bile burned my throat, but I swallowed it back down, fumbling for the second puke

  bag.




  Ben’s brow wrinkled and there were startled coughs and gasps from others.




  But before anyone could comment, a strange screechy noise came from Lena.




  “No,” she cried, voice very high and very determined. “No, I am not. You take that back.”




  The back-rubbing by Jimmy went berserk. “Baby, calm down.”




  She didn’t. Instead, she pointed a shaking finger at the now very unwelcome stranger in our midst. “You have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about. I don’t know,

  maybe you’ve taken a hit to the head from one of those big fancy dancing fans lately or something. Whatever. But you . . . you couldn’t be more wrong.”




  “Okay, let’s calm down a little.” Ben raised his hands in protest.




  Sasha kept quiet.




  “Lizzy?” My sister’s fingers dug into my shoulder, bruisingly tight. “There’s no chance, right? I mean, you know better than that. You wouldn’t be so

  stupid.”




  My mouth opened, but nothing came out.




  Suddenly, Lena clutched at her belly. “Jimmy, in your car outside my sister’s wedding. We didn’t use anything.”




  “I know,” he said quietly, perfect face white as snow. “Time we fucked against the door, night before you left. We forgot then too.”




  “Yeah.”




  “Your tits have been really sensitive.” With one hand, Jimmy scrubbed at his mouth. “And you were complaining your dress wouldn’t do up the other day.”




  “I thought it was just pie.”




  They both stared at one another while everyone looked on. I was pretty damn certain they’d long since forgotten they had an audience for all these intimate details. As dinner entertainment

  went, this had turned into one hell of a drama, and oh god, the horror of it. My head started to turn in dizzy circles.




  “Lizzy?” Anne asked again.




  Okay, this wasn’t good. I really and truly shouldn’t have come. But how the hell was I to know Ben would bring along a gynecological psychic? The edges of my vision blurred, my lungs

  working overtime. I couldn’t get enough air. Not to sound paranoid, but I bet that Sasha bitch had stolen it all. Never mind. The important thing was not to panic.




  Maybe I should jump out a window.




  “Liz,” a voice said. A different one this time, deep and strong.




  However I’d imagined me and Ben having this talk, it was nothing like this. Not tonight, before I’d even processed it myself. Time to go.




  “Lizzy?”




  Also, wow, if this was the result of having great sex then I was so never going there again. Not even for mediocre sex. Nothing. I might even rule out masturbation, just in case. You

  couldn’t be too careful. Random attack sperm could be anywhere, just waiting to get a girl into trouble.




  I stumbled to my feet, sweaty hands on the table to steady myself. “I should go.”




  “Hey.” A big hand cupped my chin. Lines had appeared between Ben’s brows, beside his mouth. But you could only see the hint of them behind his beard, the implication. The man

  was not happy, and fair enough. “It’s okay, Liz. We’ll get this sorted—”




  “I’m pregnant.”




  A pause. “What?”




  “I’m pregnant, Ben.”




  The ensuing silence echoed in my ears, an endless gray noise like something out of a horror movie.




  Ben stood bent over the table, breathing heavy. I guess I’d looked to him for strength, but now he seemed every bit as strung out as me.




  “You’re pregnant?” Anne’s voice cut the silence. “Lizzy, look at me.”




  I did, though it wasn’t easy. My chin didn’t seem inclined to go in the desired direction, and who could blame it?




  “Yes,” I said. “I am.”




  She went horribly still.




  “I’m sorry.”




  “How could you? Oh god.” For a moment she squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. “And why were you telling him?”




  “Good question.” Ever so slowly, Mal rose from his seat and started walking down the other side of the table. “Why’d she tell you, Benny?”




  “Liz and I need to talk.” Ben’s gaze skipped to Mal, his hand falling from my face. “Man.”




  “You didn’t,” said Mal, his voice low and lethal as the tension in the room took an entirely new turn for the worse.




  “Calm down.”




  “Told you stay away from her. Didn’t I? She’s my girl’s kid sister for Christ’s sake.”




  Ben stood tall. “I can explain.”




  “Shit,” muttered David.




  “No. No, you can’t, Benny. I fucking asked you to leave her alone, bro. You promised me she’d be off-limits.”




  Past Ben, David Ferris got to his feet, as did Jimmy at the end of the table. It was all happening so fast.




  Ben’s date, Sasha, the burlesque dancer with the blue hair, seemed to finally understand the shit storm she’d unleashed with her most excellent announcement. Perhaps she wasn’t

  so psychic after all. “We should leave. Ben?”




  He didn’t even look at her, his gaze glued to Mal.




  “You’re like a brother to me, Benny. One of my closest friends. But she’s my little sister now. Tell me you didn’t go there.”




  “Mal, man—”




  “Not after you gave me your word. You wouldn’t do that, not to me.”




  “Dude, calm down,” said David, moving up to try and get between the two. “Let’s talk about this.”




  Ben was almost a head taller than Mal, definitely bigger, stronger. It didn’t matter. With a battle cry, Mal launched himself at the man. They fell together onto the floor, rolling and

  wrestling, fists flying. It was a mess. I jumped to my feet, mouth hanging open. Someone screamed, a woman. The rich copper scent of blood hit the air and the urge to hurl was almost overwhelming,

  but there wasn’t time for that.




  “No!” I yelled. “Don’t, please.”




  I’d done this, so it was up to me to fix it. I got a knee up on the table before hands grasped my arms, holding me back no matter how I fought.




  “Mal, no!”




  David and Jimmy tore Mal off of Ben, dragging the struggling man back across the room.




  “I’m going to fucking kill you,” Mal hollered, his face a mixture of reds from fury and blood. “Let me go!”




  More blood dripped from beneath Ben’s nose, trailing down his chin. But he made no move to stop it. Slowly, the big man got to his feet, and the look on his face tore me in two.




  “You said you wouldn’t chase after her.”




  “He didn’t,” I shouted, still standing on one foot with a knee on the table and Anne’s hand on my arm. “He didn’t want anything to do with me. I chased after

  him. It was all me. I’m sorry.”




  Silence fell and I was surrounded by stunned faces. And a couple of still-bleeding ones.




  “I practically stalked him. He never stood a chance.”




  “What?” Mal scowled, one eyelid swelling at an alarming rate.




  “It’s my fault, not Ben’s. I’m the one who did it.”




  “Liz.” With a heavy sigh, Ben hung his head.




  The fingers on my arm gave a small tug. I turned to face my sister.




  “Explain this to me.”




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  FOUR MONTHS AGO




  Good girls don’t fall for rock stars. It just isn’t done.




  “Pumpkin! PUUUMP-KIN!”




  “Oh god.” My sister, the aforementioned Pumpkin, giggled.




  I just gaped. It seemed to be my go-to look of the day.




  Lord knows, I’d been wearing it ever since letting myself into Anne’s apartment this morning. Because I lived on campus, we’d starting doing brunch every Sunday morning since

  moving to Portland a few years back. It was our sisterly thing. But instead of standing ready to serve the bacon and eggs this morning, I’d found, Anne was fast asleep on top of a tattooed

  stud on the sofa. Both of them mostly clothed, thank god.




  But, wow, what a revelation. I mean, I didn’t even know Anne dated. I’d thought me dragging her along to the occasional party on campus was the sum total of her social life.




  “C’mon, woman,” said Mal, her brand-spanking-new boyfriend. “We can’t be late to practice or Davie’ll get his panties in a wad. You have no idea what drama

  queens guitarists can be. I swear, last week he threw a total hissy fit just ’cause he broke a string. Started screaming and throwing shit at people. True story.”




  “That is not a true story,” admonished Anne, shaking her head. “David is a perfectly nice guy. Stop trying to scare Lizzy.”




  “No-o-o.” Mal gave her big innocent puppy eyes, even going so far as to bat his eyelashes. “You think I would lie to Lizzy, my sweet little future sister-in-law?”




  Anne just shook her head. “Are we going in or what?”




  “Can’t believe you doubted me, Pumpkin.”




  We followed the manic blond drummer into a big old building down by the river. As good a place for a loud rock band to practice as any. The only neighbors were industrial buildings, abandoned

  for the weekend. Inside wasn’t any warmer, but at least we were out of the bone-chilling October wind. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my gray woolen coat, nervous now that we were

  actually about to meet them. My sole interactions with the rich and famous started this morning with Mal. If the rest of the band was anything like him, I’d never keep up.




  “As if anyone could doubt me. That hurt bad,” he said. “Apologize.”




  “Sorry.”




  Mal smacked a noisy kiss on her cheek. “You’re forgiven. Later.”




  Stretching his fingers and rotating his wrists, the man bounded off toward the stage assembled at one end. Instruments, amps, and other sound gear covered it and the surrounding area, with

  roadies and sound techs busy amid it all.




  It was fascinating, this, him, and my whole damn morning. Mal and Anne seemed so in tune with each other. Perhaps Anne and I had been a touch too hasty in our dismissal of romantic love and

  affection. So it hadn’t worked out for our parents. Hell, those two had pretty much made a mockery of commitment and marriage. Mal and Anne might yet make a far better case study.




  Fascinating.




  “He’s borderline insane by the way,” I said quietly. “So manic.”




  “Yeah. Isn’t he great?” She grinned.




  I nodded, because anyone who could make her smile so bright clearly must be. The light of hope in her eyes, the happiness, it was beautiful.




  And the man in question? None other than Malcolm Ericson, drummer for worldwide renowned rock group Stage Dive, had somehow shacked up with my sister. My quiet, calm,

  color-within-the-lines-or-else sister. Anne was being vague about the details, but the facts remained the same. Her new boyfriend stunned me stupid. Perhaps someone had slipped something into my

  coffee back on campus. It would certainly explain all of the crazy.




  “Can’t believe you told him about me crushing on him when I was a kid.” Ever so gently, Anne elbowed me in the side.




  I grunted in pain.




  “Thanks for that,” she said.




  “You’re welcome. What else are sisters for?”




  We wandered toward the couple of women sitting on storage boxes at the back of the hall. So cool, getting to see the band practice. Anne had truly been the psycho fan, plastering her bedroom

  wall with posters of Stage Dive. Mostly of Mal, making today’s dating revelation all the more holy hell. But if anyone deserved some amazing, mind-blowing good to come their way, it was my

  sister. I couldn’t begin to tell you how much she’d given up to get us this far.




  The blond woman smiled in greeting as we got closer, but the curvy brunette just kept playing with her cell.




  “Hello, fellow Stage Dive groupies and hanger-onners. How is your Sunday morning?” the blonde asked.




  “Good,” said Anne. “How are you feeling, Mrs. Ferris?”




  “I am feeling very, very married, thank you for asking. How are you and Mal doing?”




  “Ah, good. All good.” Anne joined them, sitting on one of the boxes. “This is my sister, Lizzy. She goes to school at PSU. Lizzy this is Ev, David’s wife, and Lena,

  Jimmy’s . . .”




  “Assistant. Hi.” Lena gave me a small smile and chin tip.




  “Hi.” I waved.




  “Nice to meet you,” said Ev. “Anne, quickly before they start playing. Tell me the story of you and Malcolm. I still haven’t heard how you got together, exactly. But

  Lauren mentioned he basically invaded your apartment.”




  Back at her apartment, I’d overheard an odd argument between her and Mal. Something about them having an “agreement.” When I questioned her she’d basically told me to

  butt out, in her own sweet way. I could only take her word that all was well, and try not to worry. Still, the question and Anne’s reaction to it interested me greatly. I ever so subtly

  shuffled a little closer.




  The whites of Anne’s eyes flashed. “Ah, well, we met at your place the other night and hit it off.”




  “That’s it?” asked Ev.




  “Yes, that’s pretty much it.” Anne’s smile wavered only slightly. “What is this, Ev, a grilling?”




  “Yes, this is a grilling. Give me more information, please?”




  “He’s really great and yes, he kind of moved himself in with me. But I love having him there. He’s wonderful, you know?”




  So they weren’t going to get any more out of her than I had. No big surprise. Anne tended to be tight lipped, a private person.




  The girls kept on talking.




  Up on the stage only the band members now remained, the rest moving off to the side to play with various bits of equipment. They stood gathered around Mal and his drum kit, deep in conversation.

  So this must be the band. Jeans and T-shirts seemed to be the go-to, scruffy cool hairdos and lots of tats. One of them stood a good half a head taller than the rest, and the rest were not tiny.

  This guy must be a giant. And it’ll sound crazy, but there was just something about the way he stood, the solidity of him. Mountains had never seemed so strong and imposing. Big boots several

  feet apart and a hand wrapped high around the neck of his bass guitar as if he might swing it club style at any moment to subdue some stray bear. The thick width of his shoulders and the ink on his

  muscular arms made my fingers itch with the need to explore. It couldn’t have been healthy, but I’m pretty damn sure my heart skipped a beat. Every inch of me vibrated with some sort of

  hyper, crazy sexual tension courtesy of his presence. Never before had just the sight of a man made me go so gaga.




  I couldn’t look away.




  The band meeting broke apart and he took several steps backward. Someone counted them in and boom! The first deep, heavy notes of his bass guitar slammed into me, rattling my bones. It

  left no corner of me unaffected. The song he played was like a spell, sinking deep, taking me over. My belief in love or lust or whatever this feeling was suddenly became assured. The sense of

  connection seemed so real. I hadn’t had many definites in my life. But him, us, whatever this was, it was one. It had to be.




  Finally, he turned in my direction, his gaze on his instrument, a short beard hiding half his face. Wonder if he’d be willing to shave it? He wore a faded red tee and dark blue jeans, as

  per the band uniform. As he played he’d rock back and forth on his heels, nodding or smiling every now and then at the singer, guitarist, or whoever.




  And I’m certain each and every one of them performed like the prime specimens of rock ’n’ roll musicianship that they were. None of them mattered, though. Just him.




  Of course, I knew who he was. Ben Nicholson, the bass player for Stage Dive. But his presence in music videos or Anne’s extensive collection of posters had never affected me like this. To

  be here, seeing him in the flesh, was a different experience altogether. My blood ran hot and my mind emptied. My body, though—it was as if it went on red alert, tuned in to every little move

  he made.




  The man was magic. He made me feel.




  Maybe love, marriage, and commitment weren’t all some archaic social construct designed to give our young the best chance of survival. Maybe there was more to it. I don’t know.

  Whatever this emotion was, however, I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anything.




  The music went on and on, and I stood staring, lost.




  Hours later they finally stopped playing. Roadies flooded the stage, relieving the guys of their instruments, slapping them on the back and chatting. Everyone knew their jobs

  to perfection and it was fascinating to watch. Soon the four men approached us, looking thoroughly bedraggled. Sweat dripped off their hair, running down their tired but smiling faces. My walking

  male fantasy had an energy drink attached to his lips, the liquid in the bottle disappearing at lightning speed as he chugged it down. The closer he got and the more I saw, the more my body wanted.

  The way his T-shirt clung to him, dark from perspiration, made me start panting. The salty scent of sweat coming from his body got me sky-high. I’d sincerely love to explore what else he

  enjoyed doing that involved getting overheated.




  Hells yes, sign me up for some of that.




  Up this close, I could see the start of little lines beside his dark eyes. So he was a bit older than me. He couldn’t be more than thirty or so, surely, and what was ten years between soul

  mates? And yes, I knew I was getting a bit overexcited. I just couldn’t help it; the way he made me feel didn’t come in halves. There could be no moderation.




  I didn’t tune in to the talk, just him. The rest of the world could disappear for good. I’d happily stand and stare at Ben Nicholson for hours. Days. Weeks.




  One of those big hands ran over his short hair and I swear my sex wept in gratitude at the sight. I was out of control. If he fondled his beard I might faint.




  “I’m starving,” he said, his deep voice in every way a perfect, wonderful thing. “We finding somewhere to eat and drink?”




  “Yes.”




  Dark eyes turned my way, looking down, noticing me for the first time. Oh lord, it was like an epiphany, being held in his gaze. It was starlight and moonbeams and all that fantastical

  ridiculous stuff I’d spent the last seven years mocking care of my parent’s example. This man’s existence gave it all back to me—hope, love, things like that. He made me a

  true believer once more.




  Then he gave me a slow looking over. I stood still, grinning, waiting, and inviting his perusal. Fair was fair, I’d been ogling him for hours. And while I might not be putting any

  supermodels out of a job anytime soon (average height, not much up front, but curvy in the back—just like my sister), he’d be hard pressed to find a girl who could beat me for open and

  eager enthusiasm. I might only come up to his shoulder, but god damn would I make bending down worth his while.




  Slowly, a smile curved his lips, making my heart jump with glee. The man reduced me to the state of a starstruck teenager. Yes to anything and everything that might possibly cross his mind.




  “Well, okay then,” he said.




  “Don’t you have to get back to school, Liz?” someone asked. Anne. Right. Whatever.




  Man, he was divine. Maybe god existed after all. There might be a few more topics besides love that I’d need to reassess. What a day of revelations.




  “No, I’m fine.”




  “I thought you had an assignment to do?” My sister’s voice tightened in a way which normally sent red sirens screaming through me. But try as she might, I would not be

  swayed.




  “Nope.”




  “Lizzy,” she grated out.




  “Ladies, ladies,” said Mal. “We got a problem here?”




  There were no problems anywhere. Not so long as Ben’s gaze stayed fixed on me, making my world turn round. My smile grew shaky as our lustful staring contest continued. Then the man

  smirked playfully and butterflies went berserk in my belly. Damn him, I would not look away. I could and would win.




  But suddenly there was a distinct disturbance in the happy. Some woman was wound around Mal, giggling and cooing and carrying on. And the problem was, that woman was not my sister. Instead, Anne

  stood watching the scene with her face pale and her mouth set in a grim, resigned line.




  Like fuck.




  All thoughts of Ben faded from my mind like I was waking from a dream. Sisterly duties called to me loud and proud.




  “Hey, Mal,” I said, trying for happy-go-lucky and probably failing miserably. “Should we invite Anne’s friend Reece along to eat? He often does stuff with us on

  Sundays.”




  Reece was her boss and sometime crush. At least until Mal had come along. I most certainly wasn’t above using petty jealousy to further the cause.




  Anne’s brows drew tight. “I think Reece said he’d be busy.”




  I gave her my best guileless look. “No. Really? Why don’t you give him a call and check, Anne?”




  “Maybe another—”




  “Fuck no, Lizzy. I mean, I don’t think there’ll be room.” The moron rock star looked around, finally noticing the assorted embarrassed faces (his friends’) and the

  outright murderous face (mine) of those assembled.




  The ho batted her eyelashes at him. “Is something wrong?”




  “It’s cool,” said Anne. “Why don’t you go for a drink with your friend and catch up?”




  “I thought we were gonna do something.” And Mal might be beyond pretty, but he sure as hell wasn’t the smartest drumstick.




  “Yeah, but . . .”




  “I’m sorry, you are?” the ho asked in her high girly voice.




  Ev cleared her throat and announced in a no-nonsense manner, “Ainslie, this is Mal’s new girlfriend, Anne. Anne, this is Ainslie.”




  “Girlfriend?” Ainslie laughed, and I pretty much definitely really now did want to kill her. Slowly. Painfully. You get the gist.




  “I was just saying hi to a friend,” said Mal, carrying on with the male obliviousness. “What’s the big deal?”




  “There isn’t one. It’s fine.”




  “Yeah, there obviously is or you wouldn’t be looking at me like that.”




  “You need to not talk to me in that tone of voice,” Anne bit out. “Especially not in front of other people. Go out with your friend, have a nice time. We can discuss this

  later.”




  “We can, huh?”




  “Yes.”




  His mouth curled into a farce of a smile. “Fuck it.”




  Everyone kind of looked at everyone else, but Anne just stood there. Her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides, same as mine. God damn it, this couldn’t be happening, not to Anne,

  not now. Just for once let the world play fair.




  Soon enough the angry crashing of drums filled the hall, however. It was over. Let the animal pound on his skins.




  It seemed no one had anything more to say.




  Almost.




  “Crap, I forgot!” Rather dramatically, Ev grabbed at her head. “We women all have to go meet Lauren. Girls’ night out.”




  Her husband, the guitarist, just gave her a blank look. “You do?”




  “Yep. We’re starting early.”




  And hallelujah.




  Anything to get Anne out of this god-awful situation with some of her pride intact sounded good to me. I ignored any inner conflict. Yes, the thought of giving up my chance with Ben hurt.

  I’m pretty sure my heart and vagina would never forgive me. But Anne looked devastated, her hands trembling. I grabbed her arm and towed her toward the door. A muscle-bound dude done out in

  all black, who just had to be security, met us beside a shiny new Escalade. We all bundled in with minimal small talk. Everything inside was leather. Seriously, the car was one sweet ride. Not

  sweet enough to get the sour out of my mouth over Mal’s defection, however.




  “I don’t understand.” I turned to face Anne, sitting so eerily still in the backseat. Every inch of her was wound tight and inward, her shoulders rounded and hands clasped in

  her lap. It was like she was just waiting for another attack, for more hurt. I hated that. If Mal Ericson had kicked a puppy I couldn’t be more pissed.
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