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Chapter 1


Temporary Bliss


I was stirred from sleep by a hand running up my thigh. Smiling, I stretched my tight limbs and placed my palm over the wandering fingers. The hand was warm and soft, and clasped mine, cinching tight. A cool ring of hard metal dug into my skin as he held me in his firm grasp and I smiled wider, fingering the matching band on the ring finger of my hand.


I’d gotten married last night . . . in the spiritual sense, at least. A soul-filled pledge of undying devotion was enough for us right now. And really, a formal ceremony and a piece of paper wasn’t what made a marriage. It was the feeling bursting apart my chest—the overwhelming sensation that I’d been cleaved in two at birth, and, miraculously, I’d managed to find my other half. And even more miraculously, he felt the same.


Soft lips touched my shoulder, and I snuggled further into the body seeking my solace. The sheets wrapped around us were the finest linens I’d ever slept in, but their luxuriousness paled in comparison to the man beside me. With his warm legs tangled around mine, his broad chest flush against my back, and his arms circled over and under me cradling my body to his, he was far more comfortable than the overpriced bed.


Pulling the fingers laced with mine up to my lips, I kissed the promise ring on his left hand. A low chuckle escaped him, then those sensuous lips of his worked their way up my neck. Warm and content, my skin instantly pricked with goose bumps as small bolts of electricity shot right through me.


When he got to my ear, he whispered, “Mornin’, Mrs. Kyle.”


My heart was instantly thudding in my chest. I twisted in his embrace until I could see him. Eyes the color of a twilight sky stared back at me, and a small smile curved his mouth as he searched my features. His face was perfect—the angle of his jaw, the slope of his nose, the fullness of his lips. At the moment, I couldn’t recall anything quite as beautiful as the man who’d just given me his name.


“Good morning, Mr. Kyle.”


A small giggle of disbelief escaped me, and Kellan’s smile widened. The contentment in his eyes was nearly palpable. It warmed my heart that I made him feel that way. He’d had enough pain in his life; he deserved peace. It was all a little surreal to me, the depth of his love, the fact that I inspired it. Sometimes, I didn’t feel worthy of him, but I was grateful for him, every day.


“I can’t believe we just did that, Kellan.”


He cocked an eyebrow, his grin instantly mischievous. “What? Have mind-blowing sex? That really shouldn’t surprise you.” His expression softened into adoration. “Every time with you is incredible.”


Biting my lip, I forced the flush he was making me feel aside. “I wasn’t talking about that.” Reaching up with my free hand, I stroked his jaw with my finger. “I meant getting married.”


Kellan propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at me. His gaze slid down to our hands locked together, to the ring encircling his finger. The look of contentment on his face shifted to outright bliss. I’d never seen him happier. “ ’Til death do us part,” he whispered.


Running my fingers down his chest, the hills and valleys of his absurdly defined body starting to ignite mine, I murmured, “My parents won’t accept you as my husband until you walk me down the aisle, you know.”


Remembering that I’d left them a vague message on the answering machine at Kellan’s place, since they were still in town for my graduation yesterday, I frowned. They were going to be so pissed when they woke up and heard that I’d run off and gotten married without including them. Honestly, I was a little surprised that my phone hadn’t rung yet . . . or that the hotel room door hadn’t been beaten down.


Kellan laughed and repositioned our bodies so that he was lying on top of me. Giving him a soft smile, I ran my fingertips down his back. He shuddered. “And I will. . . .” Leaning down, he placed a kiss on my neck, then my collarbone. My heart sped up. “I will give them the ceremony they want. . . .” Looking up at me, he let his lips trail from my collarbone to the top of my breast. I struggled to not squirm. “I’ll give you the wedding of your dreams, Kiera.”


His lips closed over my nipple then, and all of last night’s passion flooded back to me. As satisfying as our first union as husband and wife had been, I wanted more, I wanted him again. I didn’t think I’d ever stop wanting him in every way that that implied.


Just as my fingers drifted up to thread through his hair, my breath long past casual, his lips left the erogenous zone that they’d found. I looked down at him right as he looked up at me. Crooking a grin, he kissed between my breasts, then down my belly. Just the thought of him continuing on his southern path had me instantly aching for him. His grin turned cocky, like he knew it.


“I’ll give you everything, Kiera, but, until I can do it properly . . .” His tongue dipped into my belly button before trailing down my abdomen. I groaned and closed my eyes, simultaneously shifting my hips up and pushing his head down. I heard a throaty laugh escape him as his lips traveled down my thigh. His breath hot against my skin, he finally finished his sentence, “. . . we may as well enjoy the perks.”


Then his tongue brushed over my core and I lost all pretense of control.


•   •   •


It was several hours later that we were finally dressed and ready to leave our swanky hotel room. A quick inspection of my cell phone showed me that Kellan had turned it off sometime last night. I guess that explains why we hadn’t had any interruptions. Smirking at him as he grabbed his jacket from the plush bench in front of the vanity—a bench that we’d christened last night—I turned my cell phone back on. A new voicemail alert chirped at me; I was sure there were several of them.


Considering the fact that we’d be seeing my very unhappy parental units soon, I didn’t bother listening to the voice mails. I was pretty sure I knew what they all said anyway. “What were you thinking? You can’t marry him, Kiera. Get your ass back here so we can fly you home!” Etcetera. They were going to take a while to accept this union.


They were going to take even longer to accept the fact that I was soon to be hitting the road with my new husband. Even I was still in shock. Touring around the country with Kellan had been out of the question while I was still enrolled at school, but I was a graduate now, and I was free. I could do whatever I wanted. And I wanted to be with Kellan, wherever that may be.


My dad was kind of old school—go to college, graduate, and get a good job. Kellan hadn’t even gone to college. He’d run away from home right after high school and fallen into the Los Angeles music scene with Evan, Matt, and Griffin. He’d been playing with them ever since. Dad was mystified by Kellan’s life choices. And he was going to be furious with mine.


But it was my life to live, and I was going to do what felt right. And being with Kellan felt . . . amazing. There was no place I’d rather be than by his side. I wasn’t giving up on my dreams to live vicariously through Kellan’s, though. No, I was going to strive to make my dreams come true too, and it just so happened that my dream job lined up perfectly with his.


I wanted to be a writer, and that gave me a certain amount of freedom since I could do it anywhere so long as I had a bit of privacy. That might be tricky in a tour bus full of rowdy boys, but I was certain I could carve out a few hours every day to put something meaningful down on paper. I was in the middle of writing my first book, which was autobiographical in a sense, since it was based on actual events. It was a detailed, intimate depiction of everything that had happened between Denny, Kellan, and me. The love, the lust, the betrayal—it was all in there.


Writing it was torturous, but therapeutic. Taking a step back and looking at the situation through critical eyes, it was easy to see my many mistakes. There were points when I had been whiny, clingy, petty, wishy-washy . . . downright annoying. Seeing all of my flaws laid bare was a humbling experience. The book was so personal, I almost wasn’t sure if I could let anyone else read it. Especially Kellan. But he’d asked, and I’d told him he could. I didn’t want to go back on my word, so I would just have to reassure him with each painful page that I wasn’t that weak, pathetic girl anymore. I knew what I wanted, and it was him.


Scanning the room to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything, my eyes swept over the messy bed. The rich, red comforter was a jumbled mess, and the creamy, satin sheets beneath it were twisted as well. Kellan and I had made good use of the king-sized space, rolling around over every inch of it as we’d explored each other. Our moans and cries of ecstasy were still reverberating through my head, and for the millionth time I was grateful that Kellan had agreed with my idea of renting a hotel room for our honeymoon. I couldn’t imagine doing the things we’d done last night at our place, with my parents in the next room.


Coming up behind me, Kellan wrapped his arms around my waist. I inhaled deeply, savoring the fresh, invigorating scent that was uniquely his. Kissing my ear he murmured, “We should go. I told Gavin I would have breakfast with him today, and we’re already really late. . . . It’s more like brunch now.”


Looking over my shoulder at him, I couldn’t contain my smile. Gavin Carter was Kellan’s biological father. Kellan had put off meeting the man for months; he’d been terrified to see him. But they’d finally met yesterday, and now Kellan was going to try and have a relationship with the person who’d helped create him.


Twisting in his arms, I slung mine around his neck. Running my fingers through the back of his hair, I gave him a soft kiss. “I’m sure he’ll understand that your wedding night ran a little long.”


Kellan sighed and cinched me tight to him. His body flush to mine was hard and unyielding. My fingers itched to feel the curves of his defined physique, but that always led to him exploring mine, which usually led to a long, drawn-out lovemaking session . . . and we really did have to leave. Practicing as much restraint as I could, I kept my fingers tightly tangled in his hair.


Kellan kissed my head. “I still can’t believe you’re my wife.”


Nuzzling my face against his chest, I felt like my heart was going to burst open onto the floor. God, I loved him. Desire for him started building in me as we held each other, and I again had to repress the urge to express my love for him physically. Pulling back, I frowned. “You’re right, we should go.”


Kellan smirked at my expression. “You want to have sex again, don’t you?”


Flushing, I pushed his chest away from me. “I think we broke enough records last night . . . and this morning.” I felt the heat in my cheeks and averted my eyes.


Squatting in front of me, Kellan grabbed my chin and made me look at him. “Do you want to have sex with me?” he asked, not a hint of a tease in his voice.


His question was so direct that I found it difficult to keep my eyes trained on his. I instinctively wanted to look away. I didn’t, though. I made myself stare into his dark blue depths as I whispered, “Yes.”


Kellan gave me a prideful grin. “Was that so hard to admit?” he asked, a gleam in his eyes.


I started to close my eyes, but stopped myself. He wanted me to not be embarrassed around him. And he wasn’t trying to tease me right now; he was trying to help me grow. Locking gazes with him, I nodded again. “Actually, yeah, that was a little mortifying.”


Pursing his lips, Kellan shifted away from me. “I want you to ask me to have sex with you . . . right now.”


My mouth dropped open. “Kellan . . .” Feeling self-conscious, I covered my chest with my arms. As I was still wearing the tight, slinky dress my sister, Anna, had let me borrow for my graduation ceremony, there was a lot of skin to cover up. “I’ve asked you for sex before. . . . Why are you purposely embarrassing me?”


Sighing, he leaned down again to meet my eye. “You’ve asked me in the heat of the moment, when we were heading in that direction anyway. I want you to feel comfortable enough to ask me anytime, anywhere.”


I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Anywhere?”


Kellan gave me an impish smile. “Anywhere.”


Knowing he wasn’t going to drop this, I huffed out a disgruntled breath. Dropping my hands to my sides, I counted to ten. Really, this wasn’t so hard. I should be able to ask him to have sex with me. I’ve certainly used my body to ask him on several occasions. Bluntly saying it was different, though. It made me feel a lot more vulnerable.


Lifting my chin, I confidently asked, “Kellan, will you have sex with me?” Well, I meant to say it confidently, but my voice came out high and squeaky—anything but sexy.


But by the look on Kellan’s face, you’d think I’d just given him a lap dance. His burning eyes slid down my body, igniting me. They lingered on my lips, my chest, my hips, and even though he wasn’t touching me, my body responded like he was. When his bedroom eyes finally returned to mine, he took a step forward. His hip brushed against me and I gasped. Leaning down, his breath hot against my skin, he murmured in my ear, “That is the hottest thing I’ve ever heard you say.”


My eyes fluttered closed. I felt like I was vibrating, waiting for him to touch me. Every sensitive spot on me buzzed with anticipation. All he had to do was touch his lips to mine, brush a thumb over my breast, or cup my backside, and I would explode . . . I was sure.


His lips closed over my earlobe and a low moan escaped me. “But we have to go.” With those words he grabbed my hand and yanked me forward. Startled at the sudden movement, my eyes flew open. His grin was amused as he backed toward the exit . . . and not the bed.


I frowned at him as he laughed. “I’m sorry, Kiera, but you’ll just have to be unsatisfied for a while.” Cocking his head, his smile grew wider. “That’s sort of . . . karma . . . for all the times you’ve left me aroused and alone.”


Guilt crept toward me, but I pushed it back. Our past wasn’t relevant anymore. “You’re mean,” I muttered.


He kissed my cheek. “Hmmm, maybe I am.” Stepping into me, he grabbed my backside and pulled my hips into his. Fire swept through me instantly and I groaned a little before I controlled myself. Running his nose along my jaw, he husked out, “Because I’m really looking forward to teasing you all day.”


Irritated at how turned on I was, I pushed him back. “You suck.”


He laughed as he opened the door. Grabbing my purse, I looked back at the rumpled bed that screamed A passionate romp happened here! “Wait, Kellan. Should we make the bed before we go?”


Kellan bunched his brows as he looked between my face and the twisted sheets. Shaking his head at me, he murmured, “You’re so adorable.” His loving grin turned into amusement as he looked back at the bed. “No, we’re leaving the room like it is. I want the world to know what happened here . . . on the night we consummated our marriage,” he said, returning his eyes to mine.


I sighed, moved by his words. Then he added, “Besides . . . it’s hot.”


Rolling my eyes, I followed him out of our hotel room.


The woman at the front desk kept her eyes on Kellan the entire time he checked us out. I saw her gaze flick down to his wedding ring when he handed her his credit card, but by the sparkle of interest in her eyes, I don’t think she much cared that Kellan was married.


Kellan was a breathtaking man, and gorgeous men attracted attention when they walked into a room. I was used to the reaction by now, and it didn’t really bother me anymore. Well, at least it didn’t bother me as much as it used to.


The eager hotel employee frowned as she handed Kellan his receipt. By the flash of disappointment in her eyes when Kellan thanked her without even looking at her, I think she’d been hoping he would ask her to join him upstairs. I refrained from smiling when her eyes finally shifted to me. She may have been hoping for a quick hookup with the hot man about to exit her lobby, but Kellan didn’t do hookups anymore.


Snuggling into Kellan’s side, I politely thanked her for the pleasant stay. I giggled after I said it, still a little high from my wedding night. Kellan kissed my head as he turned us toward the exit. “When we get home, I’ll call Gavin and have him come over to our house for brunch. Might as well have our two families formally meet, right?” he said.


Kellan’s smile was content and it warmed my heart. He’d referred to his father as “family.” That was a far cry from when he hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. “Yeah, sounds great.” I cringed. “My parents are going to kill me, though.” I flashed my ring. “And then kill you.”


Kellan only shrugged at my comment as he led us to his car in the parking lot. Gallantly opening my door for me, he gave me a peck on the cheek as I slid inside the Chevelle. He sprinted around to the driver’s side with a huge grin on his face. He looked so happy to finally have me as his wife, to know that I was his and I wasn’t going anywhere. I’d always hoped that the man I married would love me beyond reason, but Kellan . . . loved me beyond anything. The depth of his love sometimes overwhelmed me, but my love for him was just as powerful. He was everything to me.


As he stepped into the vehicle, I moved across the bench seat so I could be as close to him as possible. He grinned as he draped his arm over my shoulder. “Miss me?” he asked, his voice low and husky.


Nodding, I leaned up to kiss him. Kellan eagerly returned my affection, his hand coming up to cup my cheek. I lightly flicked my tongue against his and he groaned, then pushed me back. “Hey, I’m supposed to be teasing you today, not the other way around.”


He had an adorable pout on his face, and I couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped me. “Sorry, I learned from the master.”


Kellan let out a dramatic exhale and removed his arm from around my shoulder so he could start his car. “Serves me right, I suppose.” The hearty engine growled to life, and Kellan’s content expression returned.


My face was a mirror image of his as I lay my head on his shoulder. Even though the hotel receptionist had blatantly ogled my husband, even though my dad was going to try and ground me when I saw him again, and even though Kellan’s newly discovered father was going to be dropping by for a visit this afternoon, today was a perfect day; nothing was going to squelch my happiness.


We turned onto Kellan’s cramped street, and a feeling of homecoming came over me. I had enjoyed our night away, but I was glad to be back at our place. And I was really glad that I had moved back in a few weeks ago. When Kellan pulled up to his white, two-story home, a car was parked in the driveway. Kellan glanced over at the bright red sporty Jetta and frowned. Curious about who was here, I looked over as well; the car didn’t belong to anyone I knew.


Shutting off the Chevelle’s engine, Kellan muttered, “Hmmm,” and cracked his door open. I opened mine as well, wondering if maybe Gavin and his kids were here. He was visiting from out of town. Maybe he’d rented the car? Although I found it hard to believe that Gavin would show up without asking Kellan if he could come by first. Plus, he would have needed directions to Kellan’s house. And I really doubted that a rental car would have a bumper sticker on it that read: If you’re gonna ride my ass, at least pull my hair.


Knowing the driver was female and probably one of Kellan’s many, many ex-whatevers, I reluctantly followed Kellan to the front door. God, if some chick had shown up wearing only a long coat while my parents were here . . . I was going to die.


The front door was unlocked and Kellan stepped through. Reaching back for my hand, he escorted me into our entryway. Kellan’s home wasn’t the largest. From the front door you could turn right to go upstairs to the bedrooms, turn left to head into the kitchen, or go straight ahead to the living room. My parents were currently sitting on Kellan’s lumpy living room couch, a deep scowl fixed on my father’s face. My mother was trying to contain it, but I could tell she wasn’t happy either.


I wasn’t sure if their disappointment was over my impromptu elopement or if they were irritated by the person lounging on Kellan’s comfortable chair, a chair that held a large amount of sentimental value for me since Kellan had given it to me when we’d broken up. It meant a lot to me that Kellan had cared enough to think of me at a time when I really didn’t deserve his kindness. Some strange girl sitting on it sideways, dangling her high heeled legs over the armrest, made my stomach tighten.


Hearing our entrance, the girl tilted her head back so she could see the door. When Kellan got a good look at her, he muttered, “Shit,” and glanced down at me with a worried expression. The tightness in my stomach shifted to ice as I wondered who this girl was.


Clenching my hand, Kellan walked into the living room so we could greet the new arrival. When we came into her view, she looked up at Kellan and narrowed her eyes. She had long black hair with equally dark eyes. She made them seem even darker by covering her lids with smoky gray eye shadow. Her lips were painted bright red and were pursed in an irritated, but erotic, pout. She was gorgeous, but I’d been expecting that. Most of Kellan’s conquests were.


Her face full of contempt, her voice low and husky, she bit out, “Well, fuck me, Kellan Kyle.” Amused at herself, she smiled and added, “Oh, wait, you already did.” As her scowl returned, my expression darkened; I already disliked this person.


Ignoring her comment, Kellan acknowledged my parents first. “Martin, Caroline.” Then he shifted his gaze back down to the rude girl lounging on my favorite chair. “Joey.”


My brows shot up my forehead as I stared at the girl glowering at Kellan. Joey? As in, the ex-roommate Joey? The girl who had lived here just a few weeks before Denny and I had moved in . . . over two years ago? I never thought she’d come back. What the heck was she doing here now?


Face tight, Kellan echoed my thoughts, “What are you doing here?”


She hopped to her feet. Crossing her arms over her ample chest, she lifted her chin. Eyes fiery, she snarled, “Where the hell is all my stuff, Kellan?”


Kellan’s mouth dropped a little and some anger seeped into his expression. Holding my hand a little tighter, he replied, “You’ve been gone for two years. I tossed it.”


I bit my lip to stop myself from cringing. I had actually tossed her stuff. Joey had run off in a huff after Kellan had slept with her then immediately slept with someone else. He wasn’t always the sweet, loyal lover that he was now. Kellan had insisted that Joey didn’t care for him, that she was just possessive. He’d offended her by sharing his bed with another woman . . . even though she’d been sharing her bed with other men.


Denny and I had used her furniture when we’d moved in. After our bad breakup, the furniture had felt tainted to me, like the ghost of my ex-relationship had somehow infused into the dark wood. To purge the home, I’d had all of her stuff taken away. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that, since it wasn’t mine to toss, but I’d wanted it gone so Kellan and I could start fresh. I probably should have expected that decision to bite me in the ass.


Her face theatrically outraged, Joey shoved Kellan’s shoulder back. “You what? That wasn’t yours to get rid of, asshole!”


Face heated, Kellan took a step forward. “You ran out. It’s not my problem if you left everything behind!” Eyes disdainful, he scanned her face. “My house isn’t your personal storage unit.”


She scoffed and raised a hand dismissively. “Whatever, Kellan. I don’t need your temperamental crap. If you don’t have my stuff, then you can just pay me for it.” She smirked. “Fifteen hundred should cover everything.”


I made a strangled noise and Joey twisted her head to glare at me. “Who the hell are you?” She raised an eyebrow. “Kellan’s flavor of the hour?”


My dad rose to his feet, his cheeks flaming bright red. “I don’t know who you are, missy, but you cannot talk to my daughter that way!”


I was worried that my father might have a heart attack, he seemed so angry, but his rage was nothing compared to Kellan’s. Dropping my hand, he stepped up to Joey and stared her down. “Be very careful, Josephine. That’s my wife you’re talking to.”


Joey looked intimidated by Kellan for a moment and backed up a step. Then his words hit her. Her dark eyes bugged out and she openly gaped at me. Then she started laughing. “Oh my God, are you serious? You, the biggest man whore I know, actually got married? What a joke.”


Kellan crossed his arms over his chest while my dad sighed and sank back down to the couch. He really wasn’t pleased about this whole marriage thing. I thought I heard my mom sniffle, but I was too focused on Joey to look. My own temper was quickly rising, ready for this intrusive little bitch to leave.


Kellan was too. Indicating the door, he told her, “Fine. I’ll get you fifteen hundred for the furniture. Now get the hell out.”


Joey shook her head. “Oh, I don’t think so . . . not anymore, Kellan.”


He cocked his head, not understanding. I didn’t either. Hands balled into fists, I stormed up to her. “You heard him! You’ll get your money.” I shooed her off with a hand. “Now go back to whatever hole you crawled out of.”


Joey drilled daggers into me with her eyes. She kept her gaze on me, but spoke to Kellan. “I have something of yours that I’m returning”—she looked up at him—“since I have no use for it.” Kellan bunched his brows and Joey smirked at his confused expression. “And if you want it back . . . sweetheart . . . then you’ll double my price.”


“You’re nuts, lady!” I snapped.


Joey ignored me, turning her eyes to Kellan. Then she leaned over and grabbed her bag off the chair, her short skirt exposing almost all of her thigh. Opening the bag, she pulled out a tiny, rectangular media card, the kind that fits into digital cameras, camcorders, and some cell phones. Kellan’s eyes widened when he saw it. He snapped his eyes to hers, and before I could ask what the hell was going on, he quickly told her, “Fine, I’ll give you three thousand.”


Throwing me a victorious smile, Joey handed Kellan the SD card. My mind was spinning over just what was on that card that Kellan was willing to pay so much money for. The fire in my belly shifted to nausea. Kellan clenched his hand around it, then pointed at the door. “I’ll get it to you tomorrow.”


Joey patted his cheek. “You better . . . ’cause I will make your life a living hell if you don’t.” She glanced back at me with a wicked grin.


Kellan closed his eyes. “Get the hell out of my house, Joey.” Reopening them, he added, “And don’t ever come back here.”


Waggling her fingers at my parents, Joey sauntered to the front door. No one moved or spoke as she left the house. When the sound of her car starting filtered in through the door, Kellan finally seemed to relax. Turning to my parents, he discreetly tucked the card he was holding into his pocket.


“I’m sorry about that. I hope she didn’t give you too much trouble while we were gone.”


My dad’s posture turned rigid as he looked up at Kellan. I could have sworn his graying hair was getting grayer by the second. “I’m more concerned about what the two of you were doing last night than your tawdry friend.” Cheeks flushed, he looked between my new husband and me. “What’s this about you running off and getting married?” He focused his warm brown eyes on me. “Have you lost your mind, Kiera?”


Mom sniffled again, and Dad patted her hand. I wanted to sit and talk with them about last night, but I was still shell-shocked. What the hell did Kellan have in his pocket? And why was it worth three grand to him?


As Dad patted the couch insistently, Kellan looked back at me. His face was a mixture of amusement, resignation . . . and fear. I wasn’t sure if he was doing it purposely, but he’d angled his hips in such a way that I couldn’t see his card-holding pocket anymore. I still knew that damn thing was in there, though.


Kellan indicated that I should sit in the empty space beside my father, then pointed at the front door. “I’ll be right back. I want to go check on my car, make sure Joey didn’t mess with it.” Giving me a tight smile, he added, “If she keyed my baby, you may need to restrain me, ’cause I might kill her.” He laughed as he started to move toward the door.


My words stopped him cold. “What’s on the SD card?”


The amused smile instantly left Kellan’s face. Swallowing, he shook his head. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it, Kiera.”


Ignoring my parents for a moment, I stepped close to Kellan. I tried to reach around him, to grab his pocket, but he nimbly stepped away from me. Trying very hard to control the anger roiling my stomach, I repeated, “What’s on the card?”


Seeing that I wasn’t going to back down, Kellan leaned in and whispered, “Can we talk about this later . . . in private?”


I wanted to nod my head and sit down to explain my “symbolic” marriage to my worried parents, but I couldn’t get the smirk on Joey’s face out of my mind. Aware that I sounded like a broken record, but not able to stop myself, I asked again, “What’s on the card?”


Irritated at me now, Kellan narrowed his eyes and snapped, “What do you think it is, Kiera? We filmed ourselves screwing!” Instant remorse crossed his face once he realized what he’d just crassly told me. Kellan sometimes lost the filter on his mouth when he got annoyed, and Joey confronting him had put him on edge. I guess my incessant questions pushed him over it.


My mouth dropped open and I felt like he’d just doused me with ice water. I knew that’s what he was going to say, I really did, but hearing him confess it hurt. My whole body felt cracked, torn. Eyes quickly watering, I murmured, “You made a sex tape with her?”


My mom cleared her throat and shifted on the couch. That’s when I suddenly remembered that Kellan and I weren’t alone. No, I stupidly hadn’t been able to wait until we were in private to start this conversation. I really wished I’d been able to squelch my curiosity. I’d give anything to not know that my new husband had a documentary of him banging another girl in his pocket. And I’d really give anything for my parents to not know that too.


Seeing my pain, Kellan came toward me, arms extended. “Kiera, I can explain.”


I held my palms up to him as tears dropped to my cheeks. I didn’t want an explanation right now. I just wanted to be alone. Turning from him and my parents, I darted up the stairs. I heard Kellan asking me to wait and my mom calling my name, but I ignored them. Slamming the bedroom door behind me, I tossed my shoes across the room, collapsed onto my bed, and let the tears flow freely.


So much for nothing ruining my happiness.




Chapter 2


Falling in Love


Once the tears were expelled I felt better about the situation. I knew I was overreacting; it wasn’t as if Kellan had just made the tape recently or anything. The shock of it had thrown me, was all. And the disgust. I couldn’t stand the idea of another woman’s hands on him, regardless of when it had happened. Having the memories of hearing him please other girls while I was across the hall was bad enough. The idea of watching it made me want to throw up. In fact, I held my hand over my mouth just in case.


When my sobs subsided, I heard murmuring downstairs. Dad was probably giving Kellan a piece of his mind. Knowing I needed to get over this, I tried to think of anything but Joey’s yellow high heels wrapped around Kellan’s torso. It was really difficult to push that image from my head, though.


Needing some help from the present, I slipped off my promise ring and stared at the tiny diamonds lining the sides. As I studied each diamond, I recalled all of the romantic and touching things that he had said to me and no one else.


I’d rather hold a beautiful girl than be all bruised tomorrow. I need to be close to you. Every girl is you to me. You’re all I see . . . you’re all I want. We could be amazing together. You wreck me. Stay. Stay with me. Work it out with me. Just don’t leave me . . . please. I’m sure that I want my life to always have you in it. We’re married . . . you’re my wife. I love you.


By the time I heard a light rap on the door, my emotions and my stomach had leveled. I actually felt a little silly about the whole thing. Kellan cracked open the door but didn’t enter the room. “Kiera . . . can I come in?”


Rolling over to face the door, I wiped my eyes dry and readjusted my short dress. “Yeah,” I croaked out, my voice scratchy.


The door didn’t open right away, and I frowned at the closed wood. After another pause, Kellan asked, “You’re not gonna . . . throw anything at me, are you?”


A chuckle escaped me, and hearing it, Kellan pushed the door open. I smiled up at his worried expression and shook my head. “No, it’s safe.”


Kellan quietly closed the door behind him, then walked over to the bed. His eyes locked onto the ring in my hand that I was still fingering. His steps slowed and his eyes glassed over. Not able to pull his gaze from my jewelry, he whispered, “Are you leaving me?”


As I searched his troubled face, I considered what my fidgeting probably looked like to him. I’d gotten upset, dramatically run away from him, and then he’d found me holding my wedding ring like I didn’t want to wear it anymore. I immediately slid it back onto my finger. His eyes, still heavy with unshed tears, lifted to mine. My heart broke as I held my arms open for him. “No, of course I’m not leaving you.”


He still seemed unsure, so I sat up on my knees and grabbed his T-shirt. Pulling him into me, I flung my arms around his neck. He instantly relaxed as he wrapped his arms around me. Inhaling his scent, I whispered in his ear, “I was remembering all of the reasons why I love you so much. I was appreciating everything you do, and everything you are. I was falling in love with you, all over again.”


Kellan pulled back, amazement on his face. “You find out, the day after we get married, that I have a sex tape with another girl . . . and that makes you fall in love with me again?” He felt my forehead, like he was sure I was ill.


I laughed again and pulled him onto the bed with me. “Well, no, the tape doesn’t thrill me, but”—resting my head on his shoulder, I stared up into his deep blue eyes—“there is so much about you that does, and I won’t let this one thing ruin it . . . ruin us.”


Kellan smiled and kissed my forehead. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”


Nestling into the crook of his arm, I tangled my legs with his and rested my cheek on his chest, right over the spot where my name was etched on his skin. “Probably, but I’ll never get tired of hearing you say it.”


Fisting his shirt in my hands, I took a moment to enjoy his comfort. His deep voice rumbled in my ear as he broke the silence. “I’m really sorry, Kiera. I never meant for you to find out about that.”


I glanced at his hip, wondering if he still had the card in his pocket, then peeked up at his apologetic face. “I don’t want you to hide things just because you think the truth will make me unhappy. We’ve gotten into trouble too many times that way already.”


Kellan nodded, his eyes contemplative. “You’re right. And I think I would have told you eventually . . . although, definitely not the morning after our wedding night. But, to be honest, I kind of forgot about the tape with Joey.” His pursed his lips, clearly unhappy that Joey had un-fortuitously shown up and reminded him.


Fixing my gaze on his strong, clean-shaven jaw, I asked, “How do you forget making a sex tape with your roommate? I would have thought something like that stood out.”


Kellan tensed underneath me, and I shifted my focus to his eyes. Before I could ask the question that was filling me with dread, Kellan sighed and shook his head. “I really am sorry, Kiera. She asked . . . I didn’t care. I didn’t really say no to a whole lot back then and she—” He clamped his mouth shut and closed his eyes. When he reopened them, he whispered, “I wasn’t thinking about the future, about what I was leaving behind . . . and I’m sorry.”


Getting a really bad feeling, I sat up. “That’s not the only tape you made, is it?”


Kellan cringed, and I immediately had my answer. “I’m so sorry, Kiera,” he whispered again.


Crossing my arms over my chest, I shook my head in disbelief. “Oh my God . . . I married Ron Jeremy.”


Kellan struggled to keep his expression neutral, but he couldn’t for very long. I smacked his shoulder when he laughed out loud. Grabbing my hands, he sat up and pulled my arms around his waist. Pulling me into his chest, he soothingly rubbed my back. My brief spark of anger died as he held me. Then a feeling of melancholy washed over me.


“They’ll never all stay hidden, Kellan. Not once your band hits the airwaves. Not once your name is well-known. Once people know they can make money off of you”—I peeked up at his face—“those tapes will be everywhere.”


His smile a sad one, he nodded. “I know . . . and I can’t apologize enough.”


Examining his expression, sympathy welled in me. “It’s not my body being peddled, Kellan. You don’t need to apologize for something you did years ago. I just . . . I feel bad that your intimate life is going to be so . . . public.”


Kellan shrugged. “I don’t care about that.” He cupped my cheek. “I just don’t want it to hurt you.”


Leaning into his hand, I let out a long exhale. “Well, at least I’ll be prepared for it.” I smirked at him. “And it’s not like I’m ever going to watch them.” Kellan laughed, and I shook my head and closed my eyes. It stung a little that the world would eventually see my husband in all of his glory, but it didn’t really matter. He wasn’t that man anymore. He was my man.


Opening my eyes, I gazed at his concerned face. Wanting to ease his fear that I would reject him for this, I playfully muttered, “You’re such a whore.”


Shaking his head at me, he pulled me back down to the bed with him. After a moment, I remembered that we both had things to do today, people waiting for us. Just when I stirred, to remind Kellan that he needed to call Gavin, our bedroom door was tapped on. My mother’s concerned voice asked, “Kiera, honey, is everything okay?”


Kellan stirred beneath me, moving me aside so he could stand up. Wishing I could pull him back into my arms, I sat up and adjusted my tight dress. “Yeah, come on in.”


As she walked into the room, she glanced at Kellan with mixed emotions. I could tell she wasn’t thrilled about what she’d heard downstairs. Mom liked Kellan a great deal, but she was just as protective as Dad, and Kellan made her nervous. Attractiveness, fame, youth, and monogamy didn’t usually mix well. Even though she tried her best to have faith in my beau, she was certain he’d eventually stray from me.


But she didn’t know Kellan like I did. And I was sure he wouldn’t. He’d had that life already, and he was looking for something more. He was looking for a lifetime . . . with me.


I threw on a bright smile as she walked toward me. Kellan looked between us, then leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I’m going to go call Gavin . . . and check on my car. I’ll see you in a minute.” I nodded at him and kissed his fingers before he left.


Mom watched him go, then sat on the bed with me. She didn’t ask me anything, but her earlier question was still clear in her green eyes. Putting a hand on her knee, I repeated my earlier answer. “I’m fine, Mom, really.”


She seemed baffled by my response. “How can you be fine with him and that girl . . .?”


She didn’t finish her question and I shrugged. “It was ages ago, long before he met me. That tape doesn’t have anything to do with me, and now that the shock of it has worn off . . . I’m fine.”


Mom wore a look of confusion, and I laughed a little as I laid my head on her shoulder. “He’s not that guy anymore and . . .” I paused, my own failings suddenly hitting me. “I can’t hold his past against him.”


Hearing my tone, Mom pulled back so that I had to look at her. “What about your past?” She scanned my face. “Do you want to tell me what really happened with you and Denny, honey?”


I blinked, taken aback. Mom and Dad had both accepted it when I’d told them that Denny had left me for a job in his home country. But Mom was observant, concerned, and curious, and had no doubt melded together guilty looks and hushed comments to form a Denny-Kellan-Kiera puzzle that was much bigger than the tiny piece that I’d admitted to her. I was sure she suspected the truth. Feeling my eyes well, I started to shake my head. No, I didn’t want to tell her how horrible a human being I was, that she’d raised that sort of girl, that I was even more flawed than the man who’d made a sex tape with his ex-roommate. I would prefer it if she continued to think of me as sweet and innocent. But then . . . I would be a liar if I let her keep thinking that way.


Hanging my head, I whispered, “I had an affair with Kellan. Denny found out and . . . left me.” Guilty tears coursed down my cheeks. Peeking up at her, I choked out, “I’m so sorry, Mom.”


Her eyes were glossy as she watched my pain. I waited for her biting words of condemnation, but they didn’t come. Instead, she tossed her arms around me and hugged me tight. That only made me cry harder. Resting my cheek on her shoulder, I let go of the dam holding back my remorse. I sobbed in her arms as she soothingly cooed in my ear and rubbed my back.


My tears subsiding, I lifted my head. “Do you hate me?” My throat closed up with my words.


Mom dried my tears with her thumb. A soft smile on her lips, she shook her head. “No, of course I don’t hate you.”


I shook my head at her. “Aren’t you going to yell? Tell me how awful I am?”


I started to lower my head and she grabbed my chin. She held my gaze for long seconds before answering. “There’s nothing I could say to you that would punish you more than you’ve already punished yourself.” She shook her head, her long brown locks swishing around her shoulders. “Now, if you had no regret, then your father and I would take turns tearing you a new one.” She smiled wider and cupped my cheek. “But this is obviously something that has torn you up inside, and I can’t imagine that you would ever do this to yourself again.”


I violently shook my head. No, I didn’t want to ever go through that torture again. She grinned at me as she dropped her hand. “I’m actually more upset that you got married behind my back.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she pursed her lips and raised an eyebrow. “You want to explain that?”


I sighed, knowing I wouldn’t get out of this one quite so easily.


It took me a while, but I finally convinced Mom that I’d really only gotten engaged last night. Kellan and I considered our moment at the bar a marriage, but I knew the outside world wouldn’t see it that way, and it definitely wasn’t a legally binding ceremony. My message to Mom and Dad had been pretty short, with no explanations. I’d basically only told them that Kellan and I had gotten married and I wouldn’t be home until the morning. It really was a miracle that Dad hadn’t sent S.W.A.T. out after me.


Once Mom understood what we’d done, she laughed in relief. “Oh good, I was afraid you’d taken the red eye to Vegas and had some Elvis impersonator marry you.” She shook her head as she grabbed my hand to examine my promise ring wedding band. “That’s not a proper way to start a life together . . . if you’re sure you want to spend the rest of your life with him?”


I nodded emphatically. That was one thing I was absolutely certain of.


A deep resolution marked Mom’s features, then she smiled. “I guess we better get started on planning this wedding, then?” Her eyes brightening even more, she clasped her hands together. “We could do it in December, after Anna has her baby . . . oh, or in the spring, when everything is in bloom?”


My mind spun as Mom started ticking off things we would need to do between now and the wedding date. She would surely pick out for me: my dress, my bridesmaid dresses, a guest list, invitations, flowers, music, the venue, a caterer, the wedding cake, tuxes . . .


The list went on and on and I put my hands over hers to stop her from continuing to ramble. “Mom, I don’t need anything fancy.” I smiled in a lovesick way. “Kellan and I are already married. We just need to make it legal.”


Mom gave me a blank look, then asked, “Do you want to have it here in Seattle, or back home in Athens? Because all of our family is back there, and making them fly out to you wouldn’t be very nice.”


I sighed. Mom wasn’t going to let this one go. I was going to be dolled up and paraded down a rose-lined aisle whether I wanted it or not. It twisted my stomach into knots just thinking about it.


Wanting to change the focus, I murmured, “I should go talk to Dad, calm him down.” He was probably still a little thrown by the whole sex-tape thing, as well as the marriage thing. Poor Dad. Today was just not his day.


I decided to change into some comfortable clothes before I faced my father. This dress tended to hike up my thighs, and I didn’t want to be constantly readjusting it as he scolded me. It also didn’t allow for a bra thanks to its square, super-low-cut neckline; a perk on my wedding night, but not so great for a one-on-one with Pops.


Mom was perky as she watched me throw on some jeans and a T-shirt; she was still planning the wedding details, going on and on about the ideal floral arrangement. Once dressed, I headed downstairs. Mom’s description of my wedding ceremony never ceased, and her words filtered into my head with each step I took. As I plodded down the steps, I pictured myself walking down the aisle to my husband. When I reached the bottom step, Kellan was standing by the windows, nodding at my father with a solemn expression on his face. I imagined Kellan in a tux and me in a satin gown. In my mind, he was stunning, as usual, and I, for once, was beautiful. The thought of the room full of people made me a little nauseous, so I instead imagined that Kellan and I were alone. Butterflies started to tickle my stomach as the wedding march played in my head.


Kellan looked over at me and cracked a smile. I was pretty sure he wasn’t having the same vision I was having, but the expression on his gorgeous face was filled with just as much love and wonder as mine. Flushing with the anticipation of how wonderful our wedding ceremony could be, I walked over to Kellan and wrapped my arms around his waist. Grinning down at me, he enclosed me in his arms and kissed my head. We were dopily staring at each other when my dad cleared his throat.


I snapped out of my romantic vision as I looked over at him. His brow scrunched in confusion, he asked, “Everything . . . okay?”


I smiled and nodded, and Dad sighed, clearly not understanding how I’d gone from one extreme to another in a span of twenty minutes. I giggled as I let go of Kellan and gave my dad a hug. Mood swings were just a fact of life around Kellan. He could lift me up or crash me to the ground. While I sometimes enjoyed the swings, finding balance with him was something I really wanted. We would need that calm if we were going to maintain a long-term relationship. And marriage was pretty long-term. For me, at least.


When I pulled back to look at Dad, he looked over my shoulder at Kellan. I clearly saw the division in his heart. Dad wanted me to be happy, but he wasn’t thrilled about me being with a rock star. A rock star with a sex tape in his pocket. Leaning in, he said, “Kellan told me about your . . . marriage . . . at the bar.” He frowned and glanced at Kellan. “Are you sure about this, Kiera?”


Smiling bright, I kissed my dad on the cheek. “Absolutely, Dad.”


My response didn’t brighten Dad’s features any. In fact, he seemed to age right before my eyes. Seeing the sullenness in his frown lines, I clutched his arms. “Did Kellan tell you his father was going to come by for brunch?” Looking back at Kellan, I asked, “Did you get a hold of him?”


Kellan lifted the cell phone in his hand. “Just got off. He’ll be here in a half hour.” Kellan’s deep blue eyes sparkled with joy. Positive feelings for a family member were a new emotion for him, and he’d been reluctant to let himself feel it. I think a part of him was still hesitant, like he was bracing himself for the inevitable emotional implosion that was coming. But, for the moment, he was being optimistic about it.


Still beaming, Kellan pointed at the front door. “My car’s fine, too.” I laughed at his relieved expression. He probably would have tracked Joey down if she’d damaged his baby.


While we waited for Kellan’s family to arrive, Mom asked me about color themes for the wedding; the daggers coming from Dad lengthened with each question she asked. Kellan held my hand with an amused smile on his face as he listened to my mom. I was sure he would agree to whatever outlandish ceremony she proposed. He didn’t mind being the focal point of everyone’s attention, and he certainly didn’t mind watching me be at the center of it either. He was constantly pushing me to be more confident and outgoing. While embarrassing, I loved that Kellan cared enough about me to gently encourage me to grow.


Gavin rang Kellan’s doorbell right on time. Exhaling a slow, controlled breath, Kellan stood and wiped his palms on his jeans. I didn’t see a bulge in his pocket when his hand brushed over it, and I thought maybe Kellan had thrown his sex tape away. I hoped so. I didn’t ever want to see him being with another woman, but I knew, if I came across it, the curiosity would kill me. It was possible that it would drive me crazy enough that I would watch it. And there are some things you can’t ever unsee. Kellan making his ex-fling squeal was not something I wanted burned into my brain. Just imagining it was bad enough.


Kellan was visibly edgy as he walked to his front door. It was adorable; he so very rarely got nervous. But seeing his father was a really big deal to him. I wasn’t sure exactly what he was feeling, but if it were me, it would be a mixture of excitement, apprehension, and terror. So much can go wrong when you hold your heart out to another person, especially one who is related to you. Kellan was being immensely brave right now, and I couldn’t have been more proud of him.


Like he was mentally fortifying himself, Kellan let out another short burst of air as he arrived at the door. Slapping on his effortless grin, he pulled the heavy wood inward. I stood from the couch as Kellan’s father came into view. Gavin was so much like Kellan that their lineage was undeniable. Same build, same height, same shade of sandy brown hair, same deep, midnight blue eyes, same strong, right-angle jaw. Looking at the two of them side by side was like being given a glimpse into Kellan’s future. And from all I could see . . . Kellan was going to age very, very well. Gavin was hopelessly attractive.


From beside me, I heard my mother mutter, “Oh . . . my . . .”


Mom and I exchanged knowing glances as Kellan and his father shook hands. Elation on his face, Kellan gestured inside his house. “I’m glad you’re here. Come on in.”


Gavin nodded and stepped inside. Right behind him were his two children—Kellan’s half siblings. I waved at Kellan’s sister, Hailey. Giggling, she waved back at me. Hailey was close to my age, maybe a year or so younger. She had also inherited her father’s deep blue eyes, but, surrounded in natural light, I could now see that her light brown hair was a just a touch blonder than the boys’. Close on her heels was Kellan’s little brother, Riley. Cute as a button, Riley looked to be around ten years old, just a couple of years shy from the age Kellan was when he’d first experimented with the opposite sex. I really hoped Riley hadn’t yet; he was far too young. With eyes the color of a spring morning, Riley looked up at Kellan with awe on his face. Obviously, Riley already idolized his rock-star big brother.


Kellan rumpled Riley’s hair as he walked through the door. Once the trio was inside, Kellan indicated his small living room. “Please, have a seat.”


I stepped away from the couch so Kellan’s father could sit there. My parents stood so they could shake Gavin’s hand. My dad gave him a firm, hearty handshake. My mother tittered, then tried to cover it by clearing her throat. Dad was frowning as he watched his wife shake hands with the older version of Kellan. He wisely moved over so that he was sitting by Gavin on the couch and my mother wasn’t.


Riley plopped down on the floor, stretching out his legs as he looked around Kellan’s home. I’d recently enlisted my best friend Jenny’s help in painting the living room. It had been a drab, off-white color for as long as I had been here. She helped me paint it a warm, beige color with a deep, red focal wall. Along the corners of the red wall, Jenny had used her artistic ability to freehand music notes. She had also painted lyrics from one of Kellan’s songs. In big, bold letters above the sliding glass door, it said: Every single day I’ll keep you with me, no matter how far from me you are. Kellan thought it was a little pretentious to have his own words on his own walls, but I thought it was beautiful and wouldn’t let him paint over it. It was my home now too.


Coming up beside me, Hailey wrapped her arms around me. By the delight on her face, it was clear to see that she loved me by Kellan’s recommendation alone. I found it almost laughable now that I’d once suspected Kellan of cheating on me with her. But he had been pretty secretive about discovering his birth father and hiding it from everyone, including me. I think most girlfriends would have leapt to the same conclusion I had.


I thought Kellan’s face might split apart, his grin was so big. As his eyes settled over his parent having a conversation with my parents, he smacked his hands together. “Well, I’ll get started on brunch, since it’s getting close to lunch time.” Laughing a little, he held his palms up to his father. “I’m sorry I was so late in calling you.”


Gavin’s deep blue eyes took in his son, then swung my way. As I felt my cheeks heat under his gaze, it was easy to imagine how this man had seduced a married woman. Sure, it was an awful situation—just as awful as the situation I’d found myself in a couple of years ago—but it was easy to see why it had happened. Gavin’s face was not one that many women would say no to. I was instantly grateful that Dad was acting like a buffer between Gavin and Mom. Not that Gavin was going to hit on my mom while he was here, and not that my mom would go there, but still . . .


A warm smile lifted Gavin’s lips as he nodded at me. “Yes, I hear you got married last night. Congratulations.”


My cheeks felt even hotter as Hailey squeezed me tight and squealed. “You’re part of the family now, Kiera! Like it or not!”


My dad sighed.


Walking over to me, Kellan extracted me from his sister and gave me a soft kiss. His eyes drank me in like he’d never seen me before. The way he looked at me made my knees wobble, my heartbeat spike, my breath quicken. He was amazing.


“Like it or not,” he murmured before kissing me again.


Feeling sappy and romantic, I breathed, “Like.”


My dad sighed again.


Wrapping an arm around my shoulders, Kellan faced our families. “We’ll be in the kitchen. Do you guys need anything?”


Grinning as she stared at Gavin, my mother muttered, “No, we’re just fine here.” Dad peeked over at her and leaned forward just a bit, blocking her view of Kellan’s father.


Oblivious, Gavin shook his head. “We’re fine, thank you, son.”


Kellan was chuckling when we walked around the corner into the kitchen. Leaning down to my ear he whispered, “He called me ‘son.’ ”


I smiled up at him, ecstatic for the bond that was growing between him and his father. Kellan stopped us in front of his refrigerator, and the smile fell off his face. His perfectly soft lips pulled down into a frown. “What the hell do I make them to eat?” He peered down at me, his face a mixture of panic and concern. “I’m not the greatest cook.”


Releasing me, Kellan pulled open the refrigerator door and aimlessly looked inside. Trying to think of any meals I’d made that were half-decent, I tossed out, “I can make eggs?”


Kellan’s bright smile returned as he found a carton in the fridge. “Yeah, okay . . . that will work.” Handing me the carton, he closed his eyes for a second. “Please tell me we have bacon.” I was just about to tell him that I’d picked some up the other day, when he opened the freezer door and spotted it. His face flooding with relief, he exhaled, “Thank God.”


Amused at his nerves, I set the eggs on the counter and cupped his cheeks. “Hey, relax. They’re here for you, not the food.”


Kellan let out a long, cleansing breath. “Yeah, I know. I just . . . I don’t want to mess this up.” Shaking his head, he looked down at the floor. “I mess up everything, Kiera.”


My stomach tightening at the painful look on his face, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled his body into mine. “No, you don’t.” With a serious expression, I pulled back to look him in the eye. “You haven’t messed us up.”


His lips twisted into amusement, like he was sure that wasn’t true. It wasn’t true, though. Our dark parts couldn’t be contributed solely to him. No, our troubles had been a group effort.


His voice soft, he pointed to the cupboard under his sink. “No? I just threw away a sex tape, Kiera.”


My stomach did a strange sort of twist. I was thrilled it wasn’t still in his pocket, and horrified to know exactly where it was. Making myself smile in as natural a way as possible, I released myself from Kellan. Grabbing a pan for the eggs, I told him, “Exactly. You threw it away.” Finding a fork in the drawer, I playfully poked him in the chest with it. “Now, if you had stashed it in a drawer to watch later, then you’d be an asshole.”


Kellan chuckled at me as he swatted my bottom with the freezing cold package of bacon.


Just as I was cringing away from him, his sister walked around the corner. “Who’s an asshole?”


Rubbing my backside, I automatically pointed at Kellan. He frowned, then shrugged. “Me . . . apparently.”


Hailey gave him a wide grin as she pulled up a kitchen chair. Sitting in it backwards, she watched us try and prepare a decent meal. Kellan thawed the bacon in the microwave while I made a pot of coffee. The surging gurgle of freshly brewing java mixed with the pop and hiss of greasy fat as Kellan’s bacon slices went into the frying pan. I got started on the eggs, cracking several into a pan, then waiting a few minutes for the white part to turn a solid color. When they looked ready, I attempted to flip them over. Kellan peered into my pan as I broke the yolk on yet another egg. “Uh, I think they have to sit longer,” he murmured.


Glancing over at his pan of sizzling meat, I noticed an unappealing dark smoke filling the air. Pointing at it, I retorted, “And I think you’re burning the bacon.”


He immediately went back to his own cooking while Hailey laughed out loud. “Good God, how have you two survived this long?”


Standing up, she walked over to where Kellan and I were butchering breakfast. “I got it from here. You guys just go relax somewhere.”


Kellan gave her an apologetic smile. “Thanks . . . sis.”


She smiled back at him after flawlessly flipping an egg. “Not a problem, big brother.”


I couldn’t help but note the similarities in their smiles as they stared at one another. It warmed me that Kellan’s grin seemed to be genetic. Maybe he would pass that unbelievable smile on to our children? When we had children. Many years from now.


Kellan slung his arm over my shoulder and let out a happy sigh. Looking down at me, he shook his head. “I’ve been cooking for myself for years. I don’t know why I can’t this morning.”


Grinning wide, I patted his stomach. “Welcome to the wonderful side effect of a really bad case of nerves, Kellan Kyle.”


He frowned at my assessment. “I’m not nervous.”


Hailey paused in her cooking to look back at him. “You’re joking, right? I can practically smell the fear coming off of you.” Amused at herself, she giggled.


Kellan’s frown deepened. “I’m so glad I have siblings now.”


Loving the playful banter between brother and sister, I wrapped my arms tighter around Kellan. Hailey was right about his nerves, wrong about his scent. He smelled just as fabulous as he always did. That marvelous aroma that was his and his alone filled my senses as I leaned against him. He smelled better than the coffee and the bacon.


Riley came into the room a few minutes later, an excited expression on his face. “Kellan, can you show me your guitar?”


Kellan smiled down at him. “Sure.” He patted Riley’s shoulder, then kissed my head. “I’ll be right back.”


I watched his backside as he left the room, feeling perfectly content. Then Hailey said something that cracked my contentment a little bit. Eyeing her little brother in the room with us, she asked, “Did Kellan really . . . make a tape?” Her eyebrows lifted meaningfully.


Hating that she’d overheard that, I cringed. Seeing my reaction, Hailey’s eyes immediately widened and she returned her attention to the meal she was preparing. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sure you don’t want to talk about . . . that.” She looked a little embarrassed.


Riley, not really understanding what she was talking about, looked confused. “He’s made lots of tapes, Hail.” He looked up at me, pure innocence in his eyes. “There are tons of videos online.”


I blushed and bit my lip. “Yeah, that’s right . . . lots of tapes are out there.” I sighed, knowing how true that statement was.


Hailey grimaced and mouthed, “Sorry.”


I nodded at her. There was no point in worrying about all the footage of Kellan that was probably going to be leaked one day. It didn’t matter. I could deal with it. The price was worth it. I could probably handle much worse to be with him. Not that I wanted to—but, push come to shove, I would take whatever crap came my way if it meant I got to be his wife.


Kellan came back into the room a few minutes later, the neck of his guitar in his hand. He was on a break from recording his album in L.A., and like always, he’d lugged his favorite instrument home with him. It was almost like a security blanket for Kellan, one he couldn’t seem to part with for very long.


I smiled at him as he sat Riley in a kitchen chair and then gave him the cherished instrument. I thought Riley might pass out; he was so excited to hold it. There was a gleam in Kellan’s eye as he watched the boy’s exuberance, as if Riley reminded him of himself. I left the two to their bonding and tried to help Hailey with brunch. I found a fresh honeydew melon in the fridge and started slicing it into bite-size pieces as a disharmonious twang filled the air.


Kellan helped Riley adjust his technique, and as I listened to his instructions, I was reminded of Kellan’s first attempt to help me play his guitar. The memory of his hands over mine and his breath in my ear made me smile. At the time, I’d felt really guilty over how much I’d enjoyed it. In truth, I did still feel guilty over it. I probably always would. What we’d done was wrong, and I knew it. I’d dressed up our flirting as nothing more than innocent caresses, but it had never been innocent. I’d wanted him, and he’d wanted me. I’d loved him, and he’d loved me. Nothing about what we’d done was right. But the memory still made me grin.


Over the sounds of Riley’s strumming and bacon sizzling, I heard Gavin and my parents talking. Surprisingly, I heard my dad let out a mighty laugh. Gavin must be just as charming as his son—something else that ran in the gene pool. Lord help the female population if Kellan and I have a boy one day, I thought.


When the food was almost done, Gavin appeared in the archway that separated the dining room from the living room. He beamed as he looked over his three children. When he met my eye, I gave him a wide smile, happy that he was getting to experience the second chance with Kellan that he’d begged for. I knew all about the blessing of second chances, since Kellan had given me one as well. I nodded at Gavin as he sat in a chair next to Riley.


Riley glanced over at him. “Did you hear that, Dad? I finally got that section right!”


Gavin’s prideful smile shifted to his youngest son. “Excellent! You’re on your road to stardom already.” His eyes shifted to Kellan. “Same as your big brother.”


Riley returned to the instrument, but Gavin kept his eyes locked on Kellan. Lowering his voice, I heard him ask, “Can I speak with you a moment?”


Kellan’s expression instantly turned guarded, but he nodded and indicated the hallway. Kellan gave me a kiss on the cheek as he walked by, then he disappeared with his father around the corner. I looked back at Hailey, but she only shrugged; she didn’t know what Gavin wanted to tell him.


Finished with the melon, I hurriedly plopped the pieces into a bowl, then wiped the juice off of my hands with a towel. Curious, I left the kitchen and followed them.


Kellan and his father were just around the corner, near the doorway that held the laundry room and the downstairs bathroom. Standing close to Kellan, I heard Gavin say, “I didn’t want to discuss this in front of Hailey and Riley, but—” He stopped talking when he noticed me. Kellan glanced up and gave me a brief smile, so I felt okay to walk over to him. Gavin looked unsure if he should speak with me nearby, but Kellan nodded at him to continue. “Um, well, Martin and Caroline told me about your visitor earlier. They said she was . . . sort of blackmailing you?”


Kellan sighed while my cheeks heated. Gavin looked between the two of us. “Is everything okay?”


Kellan grit his jaw and tightened his fists; his knuckles turned white. “Yeah, it’s fine. This . . . is nothing. I’ll take care of it before I leave tomorrow.”


My heart dropped that Kellan was leaving so soon. I couldn’t join him just yet. My parents were still in town for a few more days, and I had a job that I needed to quit. Pete had been good to me, so I wanted to do it right this time and give him a full two weeks’ notice. I also had promised my flighty sister that I would go to her next doctor’s appointment with her. So unfortunately, Kellan was returning to Los Angeles without me. But first, he was going to have to meet up with that . . . woman. Bitch.




Chapter 3


Honesty


Gavin and his children stayed at our house all afternoon. We spent the bulk of the sunny day playing board games in the living room; Hailey cleaned up in Monopoly, my dad kicked everyone’s butt at Scrabble, and Kellan and I dominated at Pictionary, which sort of surprised me since I had no talent in drawing. Kellan was just an exceptionally good guesser.


By the time evening rolled around, Kellan seemed perfectly at ease with his newfound family, and the earlier incident with Joey was pushed to the back of everyone’s minds. That was when my burgeoning-with-life sister showed up, baby-daddy in tow.


Without any sort of warning, Kellan’s front door burst open and slammed back against the wall. I jumped off my seat, my heart thudding in my chest. Everyone’s attention snapped to the entryway. I was positive that we were being attacked, and that a swarm of policemen were about to blaze into the room, weapons drawn.


Standing, Kellan protectively stepped in front of me. That’s when Kellan’s blond jackass of a bassist sauntered through the door. Relaxing when he realized who was here, Kellan glowered at his band mate. “Griffin? You ever heard of knocking?”


Griffin sniffed and tucked his chin-length hair behind his ears. “We’re family, dude, I don’t need to knock.”


I sighed, not sure if Kellan could argue that point or not—not since Griffin had impregnated my sister. He really was family now. Lord help me.


Kellan opened his mouth to try and argue anyway, but Anna stepped through the door after Griffin and soundly smacked him across the back of the head. “Neanderthal,” she muttered.


Mom and Dad rose from the couch to greet Anna. Dad’s expression darkened as he examined his grandchild’s father. By the way Dad looked at Griffin, I was sure that Kellan was suddenly perfect in comparison, the “golden” son-in-law who could do no wrong.


Recovering from the shock of Griffin’s surprise entrance, I joined my parents in greeting my sister. Anna was one of the most beautiful women I knew. Her face dropped men to their knees; her body made boys follow her around like lovesick puppies. Even pregnant, her curvy figure still drew men’s eyes. She had impossibly silky hair that rippled when she walked and eyes that were so green it was almost hard to stop staring into them. She was a knockout, and growing up with her perfection hadn’t always been easy. But I was starting to be more comfortable in my own skin, and for once her absurd good looks didn’t send a zing of jealousy up my spine. No, all I felt when I hugged her tight was happiness to see her. Even if she had brought the Neanderthal with her.


“Hey, sis.” As I pulled back, my eyes roved over the clingy maternity top she was wearing. I wasn’t sure how my sister had managed to find such provocative pregnancy clothes, but nearly everything she owned was designed to show off her ample cleavage. Griffin must be in hog heaven. God, I really hated having thoughts like that.


Anna was in the adorably cute stage of pregnancy, just rolling into her fourth month. She wasn’t throwing up nearly as much anymore, and her energy level was returning. Not that you would know that by the way she waddled when she walked; Anna played up her condition whenever she got the chance. But I knew she was more active than she let on. I was pretty sure her evening with Griffin had been particularly athletic.


Anna looked over to where Gavin and his children were politely waiting. Her brow scrunched in a way that only made her more attractive. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize you had company.”


Kellan met her eyes. “It’s all right. Come on in.”


Dad walked Anna into the living room, holding her by the arm like she would fall if he didn’t help her. Kellan gave her a brief hug and then introduced her to his family. “Hey, Anna, I didn’t get a chance to introduce you last night. This is Gavin, my . . . biological father.” Scratching his head, he shrugged.


A flash of pride went through me that Kellan had admitted such a profoundly personal thing so easily. He was really getting comfortable with the idea of having a parent in the world again.


Anna’s eyes grew just a bit at Kellan’s admission. She hadn’t known about Kellan’s sordid past. As Anna shook Gavin’s hand, Kellan introduced her to his half siblings. Her wide eyes opened even more with each addition to his family. Gavin made a space for Anna on the couch, and Dad helped her sit down.


Standing, one arm hooked over Hailey’s shoulder, Kellan told Anna, “Gavin, Riley, and Hails are visiting from back east. Pennsylvania.” His focus shifted to Gavin. “Do I have any other family there?”


Gavin smiled; the grin was eerily similar to Kellan’s. “My brother and his family live there, and my parents as well.”


Hailey elbowed Kellan in the ribs. “You’ll love Grandma, Kellan. She’s feisty.”


His face wondrous, Kellan looked over at me. “I have grandparents, Kiera.” He looked back to Hailey. “I’ve never had living grandparents, or an uncle either, actually.” He chuckled, amused and amazed by the information. My heart swelled as Kellan’s family just kept getting bigger and bigger.


Griffin, absorbing the conversation but not understanding any of it, looked around the room. “Wait. Dude, I thought your dad was dead. Who the hell are these people?”


Everyone ignored him.


Anna’s gaze lingered on Gavin just as much as Mom’s did. Griffin, either oblivious or indifferent, didn’t notice. Then again, he was still trying to puzzle out who Gavin was. A pleasant smile on her lips, Anna asked, “So, Gavin, is your wife here as well?”


Gavin looked down at his children sitting on the floor finishing out a board game. “No, I’m not . . . I’m not married.” He looked back to Anna, a sad smile on his lips. “Widower . . . since Riley was two.” Hailey glanced up at her dad, her expression equally glum.


Anna’s small smile fell. “Oh, I’m sorry.”


There was a moment of silence as everyone reflected on Gavin’s statement. Griffin broke it by walking over to Kellan and whispering, “Dude, seriously, who are these people?”


Chuckling, Kellan socked Griffin in the shoulder. “Come on, I’ll get you a beer and draw you a diagram.” Laughter eased the tension in the room as Kellan led his bassist into the kitchen to tell him the truth about his origins. Griffin would be the first band member to officially know that Kellan’s deceased father wasn’t actually his father. Hopefully the imbecile could grasp the concept.


By the time everyone parted ways, it was late into the night, nearly morning. Anna and Griffin headed off to her apartment to make the most of their limited time together. Gavin and his children went back to their hotel; they had a flight in the morning. My parents shuffled off to the guest room to spend yet another night on my old, lumpy futon. Dad sighed when Kellan and I waved good night from the doorway of our bedroom.


Reluctant to waste what little time we had left together sleeping, Kellan and I stayed up the remainder of the night. Still dressed, we cuddled together in bed and talked until the gray, early morning light filtered through the window. Kellan stroked my hair as I rested my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat and his soothing voice. The comfort I felt in his arms was palpable. His embrace cocooned me in a warmth that would hold back the deadliest ice storm, I was sure.


Wishing he didn’t have to leave me in a few hours, I clenched his shirt and hugged him tight. He stopped speaking and kissed my hair. After a moment of silence, he whispered, “Kiera?”


I peeked up at his face. His eyes were dark in the faded light, but glowed with happiness. A small smile curving his lips, he asked, “Will you marry me?”


My heart raced against my ribcage as I sat up on my elbows. “What?”


His smile widened. “Will you marry me?”


I glanced at the ring on my left hand, then the ring on his. “Didn’t we already get married?”


Kellan’s chest under my arms rumbled as his amusement bubbled up in a deep laugh. “Yes, but I just realized that I never actually proposed to you.” Sighing, he brought his finger up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. When he was finished, he stroked my cheek. “And you deserve a proper proposal.”


After he said that, his face shifted into an expression of contemplation. Before I could answer his question, he gently pushed my body away from him. I tried to pull him back, to eagerly tell him yes, but he slid out from under me and stood up. Walking around to the other side of the bed, he stared at me for several long seconds. Just as I was about to ask him what he was doing, he let out a slow, controlled breath, and slowly sank to one knee.


I’m not sure why, but just watching him move to the floor made a sob rise up my throat. My vision hazed and I swiped my fingers under my eyes to clear away the tears. I wanted to see every part of this.


His eyes glossy in the dim light, Kellan stared up at me. “Kiera Michelle Allen, will you do me the absolute honor of being my wife? Will you marry me?”


I was nodding long before he finished speaking. Reaching down, I grabbed his face. “Yes, of course, yes.” I kissed him over and over as I pulled him back into my arms.


His body settled over mine and we kissed, laughed, and even cried a little, until the faded morning light turned into brightly streaming rays of sunshine. I heard my father exiting the spare bedroom that had once been the room I’d shared with Denny. Kellan and I paused in kissing each other to stare at our closed bedroom door.


Dad took an inordinately long time about it, but he eventually shuffled downstairs to make some coffee. An ecstatic grin on his face, Kellan looked back at me. Lacing our fingers together, he whispered, “Why do I feel like I should be hiding in the closet?”


He ground his hips into mine and leaned down to kiss my neck. I closed my eyes and angled my head, perfectly content. Kellan’s attentions started waking my body up. I wrapped my legs around his, wondering just how quiet Kellan and I could be. Silent sex with him was difficult, but not impossible. As his lips wandered farther down my neck, I murmured, “Mmm . . . because you’re a villainous boy who is only using me to satisfy his baser instincts.”


Kellan pulled back from kissing me. “Is that really what your dad thinks of me?”


Caught off guard by his abrupt change of pace, I blinked and stammered, “Uh, I don’t . . . no . . . I don’t think so.”


Kellan shifted to the side of me, and I twisted my body to face him. “Yeah, he does. He thinks all I want from you is sex, and that I have a different version of you in every city that I visit.”


I pursed my lips, trying to think of some tiny falsehood in Kellan’s assessment. Unfortunately, I was pretty sure that was the bulk of Dad’s problem with Kellan. He just didn’t trust him, not with his lifestyle. I shrugged. “I’m sure he doesn’t think it’s every city.”


Kellan frowned, then hopped out of bed again. Sitting up, I let out an exasperated grunt. “Now what are you doing?”


Kellan walked over to his dresser and started stripping. My objection left my lips as his boxers hit the floor. Kellan watched me watching him with a smirk. Slipping on fresh underwear and jeans, he rummaged for a shirt as I blatantly stared. As enticing as his bare body was, there was something overly erotic about him standing there with his jeans unfastened. Especially with the intriguing lines of definition on his perfectly sculpted abdomen stretching and flexing as he moved. I really wanted that body lying on top of me again.


Amused by my intense inspection, Kellan found a shirt he liked and slipped it over his head. I smiled as that fabulous body was encased in deep red cotton. Even dressed, he was stunning. Zipping up his pants, Kellan shook his head as he walked over to me.


“You do know that if I stared at you the way you stare at me, I would get yelled at.”


I gave him a light kiss when he leaned down to me. “I would never yell . . . but yes, I know.” His face was a mixture of amusement and irritation when he pulled away. Giggling, I told him, “Life is full of unfairness.” I frowned. “Like you leaving me right now. Where are you going?”


Kellan smiled as he ran his fingers through his hair, effortlessly arranging the longer layers into an irresistible mess of bed-head. “I’m going to go show your dad that there is more to me than he thinks. My only interest isn’t sleeping with his daughter.” He winked, then turned to leave. Hand on his doorknob, he twisted back. “Although, that really is what I would like to be doing right now.” His eyes trailed down my body, igniting me. Kellan sighed as I squirmed under his scrutiny. Meeting my eyes, he added, “See the sacrifices I make for you?”


He smirked and left the room before I could comment.


I thought of joining Kellan and my father, but decided against it. Dad needed to get to know Kellan one-on-one if he was ever going to bond with him. And besides, I didn’t want to distract Kellan with my sexy allure. Yeah, right, sexy. Smiling at my own ridiculousness, I hopped out of bed. Kellan was the alluring one in the relationship, which was a perk for me. I was . . . the lucky one.


I bumped into Mom in the hallway as I made my way to the bathroom. Kellan’s place was a little on the small side. The upstairs only consisted of two modest bedrooms with a bathroom tucked in between them. Running into people in the hallway was almost unavoidable. It was how I’d first officially met Kellan.


Mom smiled as she listened to her husband having a civil conversation with mine. I gave her a brief hug as I listened as well. Dad was asking Kellan if he could really make any money off his band “thing.” As Kellan started to explain that he would probably make out “okay,” Mom focused her attention on me. “We should hit some wedding boutiques while I’m in town. Find you a dress before I head back home.”


I cringed at the idea. “Mom, I really don’t need a big production. I just want to keep it simple.”


Mom swished her hand. “Even simple, you’ll still need a dress.”


I contained the sigh of defeat stirring in my lungs. I really couldn’t argue with that. “Okay, sure thing.”


Before she could comment further, I popped into the bathroom and quickly locked the door behind me. I just knew that ninety percent of my wedding would be mapped out before Mom left. Who knew she was so obsessed with weddings? We’d certainly never discussed it before this. It just hadn’t really come up when I was with Denny.


Maybe Mom saw the connection between Kellan and I, and knew, just like I did, that I’d found the one. My soul. My better half. My reason for being. Nothing in this life would ever fill me with as much joy and peace as Kellan did. I really didn’t know what I would do without him.


When I came out of the bathroom after my obscenely long shower, Kellan was back in our bedroom, but he’d changed into his track pants and he was lacing up his running shoes. My expression must have been an odd one, for he did a double take when he noticed me. Of course, that could have been because all I was wearing was a thin, white towel that barely covered my body. I really needed to do laundry.


An amused smile on his lips, he finished tying his shoes.


“What?” I asked, closing the door behind me.


Kellan shook his head, his grin growing. “Nothing.” I started to again ask what was entertaining him so much, but he finished with his shoes and stood up. “I’m going to go for a quick run.”


“All right.” Wondering if my dad had been hard on him in my absence, I added, “Everything okay?”


His deep blue eyes drifted down my nearly naked body. I was instantly aware of the fact that I wasn’t wearing any underwear. When his eyes returned to mine, there was a definite edge of heat in them. “Everything’s fine. Just need to do a little maintenance.” Switching his expression to a casual smile, he ran his hand up his shirt and patted his rock hard abs. Lucky hand. Walking over to me, he withdrew his hand from under his shirt, then reached down to pinch my butt. “Wouldn’t want to get all flabby now that I’m married.”


I giggled and batted his hand away when it started drifting up my towel. Slinking my arms around his neck, I let myself get a little lost in his physical perfection. “I’d rather have you flabby than gone.”


Kellan held me close to him; he looked a little lost himself as he gazed at me. “I just need . . .” He paused for a second and then told me, “I need a little fresh air.” He gave me a quick kiss and seemed perfectly at ease, but I swear he’d just altered what he was going to say to me. Or maybe I was just being paranoid. Our relationship hadn’t always been the most honest one. But we’d sworn that we were going to hold nothing back from each other anymore, and I trusted him.


Nodding, I released him. His smile never faltered, but I thought the light in his eyes dimmed a little as he turned away from me. Opening my dresser, I watched Kellan as he started to open the door. He stopped before he did, though. Laying his head against the door jamb, he muttered, “Damn it, I can’t do this.”


Ignoring my clothes, I twisted to him. “Kellan?” Was I right just now? Had he lied to me?


Inhaling a deep breath, Kellan stared at me in silence for several long moments. The tension in the room tripled as each second ticked by. The cool air washed over my damp skin, chilling me, and each drop of water that fell from my hair felt like an icicle piercing my body. I started to shake as my nerves amplified the sensation.


Seeing my fear, Kellan took a step toward me. “You said complete and total honesty, right?”


I nodded, not able to talk yet. Kellan looked away. His mind was clearly spinning over some problem. I just didn’t know what it was. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I managed to ask, “What is it?”


He looked back at me. “I’m sorry. I purposely misled you right now. I’m not leaving the house because I want to exercise, or because I want air. I need to do something . . . and I need to do it alone.”


The ice settling over my skin instantly burst into flames; I swore I could hear the sizzle. “You . . . lied to me? About what? What exactly do you need to do alone?”


Kellan cringed and held his hands up. “See, I wanted to avoid this reaction, that’s why I lied. But we’re trying to do the honesty thing, so I changed my mind and decided to tell you the truth. So don’t get mad.”


So hot with anger that I felt like my hair was going to dry by itself in the next five seconds, I bit out, “But you haven’t told me the truth. You haven’t told me anything. You’re being vague and mysterious . . . and I don’t like that.”


Kellan closed his eyes. “It would have been easier to just keep walking.” I started tapping my foot, and Kellan slowly reopened his eyes. “Joey called while you were in the shower. I’m going to go meet with her, and I want you to stay here with your parents.”


My jaw dropped. “No! I don’t want you to meet her without me. I’m coming with you!”


Kellan shook his head. “I don’t want you anywhere near her. I want you to stay here.” His tone was firm, commanding. It really pissed me off.


“You’re not the boss of me. If I want to go—” Sighing, Kellan turned away from me. I grabbed his elbow and swung him around to face me. “Hey, I wasn’t done talking to you.”


Mouth set in a firm line, Kellan retorted with, “I know I’m not the boss of you, Kiera. I got that loud and clear when Denny walked back into your life and you didn’t say a word to me. But you’re not the boss of me either, and if I want to do this on my own, then I will.”


With that, he turned and left. And I let him.


Tears were stinging my eyes as I sat on the bed. Absolute honesty wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.


I fumed for a long time after he left. My dad tried to make me feel better by telling me that maybe Kellan wasn’t the right person for me. He stopped talking when my cold glare turned deadly. My mom was suspiciously quiet as she flipped through a wedding magazine; I had no idea where she got the magazine, but by the delight on her face as she scanned the pages, and her silence at my obvious displeasure, it was clear she was hoping Kellan and I would patch things up soon. And I wanted to. I didn’t like being angry with him. I didn’t like it when we snipped at each other.


I knew disagreements were inevitable, though. It was finding a way through the disagreements that made a relationship work, or broke it apart completely. Kellan and I had fought many times before, but it seemed like most of our fights were over the big stuff. We hadn’t had the tiny spats. Not really. This was all sort of new for us, and I really didn’t know how to handle it.


All I kept thinking about while he was gone was what he might say or do with Joey. Well, no, I didn’t really think he’d do anything with her. He loved me, considered us married. He wouldn’t break that for some floozy he’d had sex with years ago.


So was I scared over what he’d say? Well, no, I pretty much knew what he’d say. He’d call her names, tell her she was a huge mistake, and throw a wad of money at her, hoping to shut her up. I smiled at the image of him all ticked off. He was absurdly attractive when he was angry.


My tiny smile thawed my nerves. No, I wasn’t worried or concerned about Kellan in all of this. It was the unknown element. It was Joey. I didn’t know what she would do or say to him, and that made me anxious. And that’s exactly the reason Kellan didn’t want me to go. He did know her, used to live with her. He knew she had a fiery temperament. He was trying to protect me by meeting her alone, and I’d bitten his head off for it.


My anger faded as I considered Kellan’s view of the situation. He must be embarrassed. Not for the tape, but for the way it was exposed—in front of my parents and me. He wanted Joey appeased so she’d move on. He must have known that bringing me along would only drag out the process, or possibly even halt it all together. Surely Joey would say or do something that would offend me, and I’d end up going off on the woman. Kellan was probably right about having me stay behind. If I were him, I think I would have wanted me to stay behind too.


When Kellan finally came home about an hour and a half later, my anger had vanished. Everyone looked over at Kellan when he entered the house. He inhaled a deep breath as he shut the door. He cast me nervous glances, not ever fully turning to look at me. His hair was dripping with sweat and his arms glistened. I figured he’d decided to go for a hard run after all. Maybe he’d needed it after dealing with that trollop.


Knowing I needed to apologize, I set down the notebook that I’d been writing in and cautiously made my way over to him. He looked away from me and murmured something about needing a shower before heading out to the airport. A slice of pain went through me at the thought of him leaving, but right now, his avoidance was concerning me more. As I walked into the entryway, he turned and bounded up the stairs.


“Kellan?”


He disappeared around a corner, but tossed out, “I’ll be right back . . . just need to clean up.”


I tried not to interpret that in any way other than honesty; he was sweaty and wanted to be fresh for his trip. Briefly glancing back at my parents, I followed Kellan up the stairs. He was examining himself in the bathroom mirror when I caught up to him.


“Kellan?” I asked again.


He looked over at me and I gasped. In the mirror I could see an angry red line of torn and bloodied skin. It started at his cheek and stretched down to his jaw. That’s why he wouldn’t look at me downstairs—that bitch had attacked him.


“She hit you?” My heart surged as I rushed up to him.


Kellan glanced at his injury in the mirror, then sighed when he realized I could see it in the reflection. “I’m fine, Kiera.”


Grabbing his face, I carefully twisted his head to examine the wound more closely. “She drew blood. That bitch drew blood!”


“It’s fine.” He smirked. “It’s not the first time a woman has cut me.”


I ignored his provocative reference to our steamy tryst in an espresso stand, my eyes watery. His smile slipped away from him as he examined my face as surely as I was examining his. “Things . . . didn’t go very well. Maybe you should have tagged along after all.”


I cupped his uninjured cheek. “Maybe it’s better that I didn’t. I probably would have gotten arrested for assault.”


A faint smile lifted Kellan’s lips, but it quickly faded. “I’m sorry I was sort of an ass to you. I just didn’t want you involved in her ugliness.”


I stroked his moist skin with my thumb. “I’m not involved with her, I’m involved with you, and I wanted to be there to support you.”


Kellan looked down, his face a mixture of appreciation and concern. “I know. I just . . . I know her, and I knew how she’d be.” He glanced up at me. “Especially now that she knows what you mean to me. I wanted to protect you.”


I gave his chin a light kiss; his skin was slightly salty. “I’m not weak. I can handle it.”


Kellan’s smile was peaceful as he sat on the bathroom counter. “I know you’re not weak. I think I’m the weak one. I needed to know you were safe, protected. I didn’t want you to have to hear . . .” His voice trailed off as he let his thought die. “This was all about me, Kiera . . . and I’m sorry.”


I could easily imagine just what Joey would have said to me—every intimacy she would have described, every bad behavior she’d witnessed from Kellan. She would have tried to drive a wedge between us, just because she hadn’t been able to turn Kellan into one of her boy toys. It only reaffirmed to me just how dangerous jealousy could be.


Straightening my shoulders, I laced my arms around Kellan’s neck. “You can stop apologizing, you know. I forgave you a while ago.”


His smile broad, Kellan wrapped his arms around my waist. The jagged line along his jaw didn’t look quite as bad with his eyes glowing with happiness. “Yeah?”


Stepping closer to him, I shrugged a shoulder. “Of course. You and I aren’t always going to agree; we’re not always going to get along.” Careful to avoid his cut, I grabbed both of his warm cheeks. “And . . . I am so proud of you for telling me the truth when you really wanted to lie. That means more to me than . . . well, that means everything.” My throat closed up on me, and I had to swallow to relieve the pressure.


Kellan’s eyes searched mine as he nodded in my hands. Moisture pricked my eyes as I thought of the many lies that had speckled our relationship. Honesty, while painful at times, was the best thing we could do for each other.


Before the emotion of the moment could sweep me away, I made my mood brighten and asked him, “Do you want to tell me what happened?”


Kellan gave me a long, drawn-out sigh, reminding me that neither one of us slept last night. I stifled a yawn after that realization. “She wanted to meet here at the house, but I told her I’d meet her around the corner. I wanted to beat her there so she didn’t show up here anyway, so I didn’t have time to go to a bank. I didn’t have enough cash, and she freaked out when I wrote her a check for the rest. I offered to drive with her to a bank, but she smacked me, and I told her to fuck off. I went for a run after that to blow off some steam.” Bitch. He rolled his eyes while I narrowed mine. “She’s a touch crazy. I don’t know how I ever lived with her.”


I was more wondering how he’d ever slept with her. But he was already irritated, so I didn’t say it. Kissing my head, he murmured, “I just want to shower now, get ready to go.”


I stepped back so Kellan could step away from the sink. I hated that he was leaving today and I wasn’t. I wished he could stay. I wished I could leave. But wishing doesn’t change anything, and we would both have to be patient. Kellan turned on the water as I shut the bathroom door. I took over his spot on the counter and watched him adjusting the temperature of the shower. Hopefully the hot water had refilled since my epically long shower earlier.


When the water was perfect, Kellan took off his shoes, socks, and T-shirt; the damp shirt clung to his skin as he removed it. Once it was visible, my eyes fixated on the tattoo over his heart. It was a good thing Joey hadn’t seen my name etched into his skin. Kellan might have received more than a bloody line across his face. But Kellan didn’t often show his tattoo to the world. It was ours, private. I would really miss seeing the scripted letters when he was gone. Just one of a thousand things I would miss.


Kellan’s fingers paused on his track pants. Roused from my melancholy thoughts, I glanced up at his face. He was frowning. “Am I making a mistake?” he whispered over the sound of the shower.


With no frame of reference, I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Seeing my lost expression, Kellan clarified. “Making an album, going on tour . . . am I making a mistake?” The room filled with steam as I hopped off of the counter. Kellan grabbed my hand when I stepped in front of him. “All I want is a quiet life with you,” he continued. “What I just signed up for . . . isn’t exactly a quiet life.”


Wondering how to comfort him—when I often thought the same thing—I reached up and ran my thumb over his healing wound. “Kellan, your life will never be quiet, no matter what you do.” He laughed at my reference, the confusion on his face lifting. I placed my hand on his chest and looked him square in the eye. “You belong on a stage. It’s what you were born to do.”


Even though it was contradictory to the peace and quiet we both wanted, I knew without a doubt that my statement was true. Kellan was doing what he was supposed to be doing. He was living out his destiny. But that didn’t have to mean that we would give up on a peaceful life together. It just meant we had to be flexible. Giving him a soft kiss, I murmured, “We will just have to find moments of quiet in the chaos, and we’re pretty good at that.”


Kellan returned my soft kiss. “Yeah . . . we are.” Tilting his head toward the shower, he raised an eyebrow in question. I knew what he was asking: Want to join me? A large part of me wanted to say yes, but we had important things to do today, and I had two ever-watchful parents downstairs that we were trying to impress with our restraint. And I was pretty sure there wasn’t near enough hot water left in the tank.


Shaking my head, I gave him a final kiss, then gathered up his laundry. He frowned at me, then shucked off the rest of his clothes and put them in my arms. “Thank you for the pep talk,” he said, leaning over to kiss my cheek.


I tried to keep my eyes on his face, I really did, but I couldn’t resist a peek or two at his body. “You’re welcome.”


My cheeks flushed as I watched him step into the shower. He swished the curtain into place and started humming a song. I paused with my hand on the doorknob, listening to him; I could listen to him all day. Suddenly, he sucked in a sharp breath and swore. I glanced back at his shadow through the pale curtain. “You okay?”


He stuck his head out; his messy head of hair was completely slicked back and looked darker than it usually did, almost as dark as Denny’s. “Yeah . . . damn scratch stings.”


I wanted to frown at the pain that bitch had given him, but the petulant look on his face was so adorable that I ended up giggling instead. He wasn’t amused by that and ducked back into the shower. “I could set some bandages out for you if you like?” I asked, a merry lilt to my tone.


Kellan let out a loud exhale. “I’m good, thanks.”


“Big baby,” I mumbled, opening the door.


Mom was coming up the stairs when I emerged into the hallway. Her face brightened as she saw me. Her long, elegant finger pointed to a section of the glossy magazine that she had in her hands. “I just found the most beautiful bouquet in the world. You have to take a look at this.”


Arms full of Kellan’s sweaty clothes, I tossed on a smile. “Sure, Mom . . . no problem. Let me just get these in the laundry first.”


She nodded enthusiastically as she followed me into the bedroom.


When were she and Dad leaving again?




Chapter 4


Goodbye for Now


I was in the guest room with my mom when Kellan finished in the shower. She was explaining the pros and cons of having an all-white bouquet. Mom was so absorbed in her debate, she didn’t notice Kellan walking into our bedroom with only a tiny towel around his waist. Then again, seeing him wouldn’t have changed the conversation any.


For a moment, I wondered if I should ask Kellan to come in here so he could give his opinion on the floral arrangement. I didn’t, though. For one thing, he needed to get ready to go. And secondly, I didn’t think Mom really cared about his opinion. She certainly hadn’t asked him anything about it so far. For some reason, all of the wedding details were being heaped solely on me, like only I had a say.


That wasn’t true, though. I didn’t have a say. I’d told Mom multiple times that I wanted a simple, short, private ceremony . . . if I had to have one at all. My impromptu marriage at Pete’s was perfect, and I was fine with going to the courthouse to casually sign the papers that would make it official. Then we could have a small, quiet reception with a few friends and family. Mom wouldn’t hear it, though. She was deadset on a gigantic shindig.


Kellan came into the guest room when he was dressed. He was reading something on his phone and grinning ear to ear. Mom stopped telling me that wildflowers weren’t really classy enough for a wedding and looked up at Kellan. The scratch from Joey looked better now that his skin was clean and full of moisture. The red line was unmistakable, though, and Mom looked over at me after spotting it.


Ignoring her silent question, I asked Kellan, “What is it?”


His smile still huge, Kellan tucked his phone in his pocket. “That was Gavin. His plane is just about ready to take off. He wanted to thank me for meeting with him . . . finally, and let me know that I could visit him anytime I wanted.” He let out a small laugh and looked at the floor. “He said he . . . he loves me.”


Kellan peeked up at me and his brows were furrowed, like he couldn’t comprehend why anyone on this earth would love him, especially a parent. Being loved was still a new experience for him. Or at least, accepting the fact that he was loved was new. Kellan had known love—his band certainly loved him, Denny loved him—but Kellan’s view of himself was so skewed for so long, he hadn’t recognized the love right in front of him. It took me entering his life and turning it upside down for him to see it, for him to really feel it. But a lifetime of feeling unwanted was hard to shake, and he still struggled with it on occasion.


Standing, I wrapped my arms around his waist. “Of course he loves you. You’re his son.”


The small smile slipping off of his face, he whispered, “That doesn’t mean anything.”


My heart breaking, I brushed a damp strand of hair off of his forehead. Leaning up, I murmured into his ear, “I will always love you, Kellan. Your heart is safe with me.”


Kellan pulled me into a hug and let out a long, shaky breath as he held me. “Promise?” he whispered.


I squeezed him just a little bit tighter. “I promise.” Pulling back, I rested my forehead against his. “Not loving you isn’t possible. Trust me, I tried.” Kellan smirked, then gave me a soft kiss. Our tender moment was interrupted by someone clearing their throat. Kellan and I both glanced over at my dad standing in the doorway, watching us.


“Something going on?” he asked, trying to keep his voice casual. But I could hear an undertone of disgruntlement.


Kellan let go of me and shook his head. Answering Dad, he locked gazes with me; the midnight blue depths were warm and untroubled. “Everything’s fine . . . just getting ready to leave.”


Dad brightened and clapped him on the back. “Well then, anything I can help you with?”


Kellan chuckled at his answer as he kissed my head. “No, I’m good, thank you.”


He clapped Dad’s shoulder as he walked around him and back into our room. I raised my hands at my father in disbelief. Seemingly perplexed, Dad glanced back at Mom. “What? I can’t offer to help my future son-in-law?”


•   •   •


Sooner than I would have liked, the four of us were driving to Pete’s bar. The band was meeting there for their send-off. Kellan refused to let me see him off at the airport anymore. He said watching the plane pull away with him inside was too dramatic.


Kellan sighed as he shut off the engine to his beloved Chevelle. He even gave the steering wheel a loving caress before glancing up at me. Eyes narrowing, he handed me the keys with clear reluctance on his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it. “I know. Be good to her, use the best gas, go slow. I got it.” I snatched the keys out of his fingers, and Kellan frowned.


He cracked open his door. “We’ll have to see about garaging her when you come join me. I don’t want to leave her alone in the driveway for that long.”


I cringed at his comment and looked back at my dad. I hadn’t told him I was leaving Seattle. Dad’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Join him? Join him where?” he asked me.


I quickly opened my door. “I’ll fill you in later, Dad.”
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