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    Prologue


    The new kid was outside again.


    Shifting her weight, Hannah scratched an itch behind her knee. Despite the stifling August heat, the boy had been at it for more than an hour, shooting hoops in his driveway and now sitting on the front porch, dribbling a faded blue basketball between his open feet. It was the same thing, different day. Hannah had been watching him…okay, more like spying on him…for the last nine days, ever since he moved in, and today, just like every other day, she wanted to join him. Get to know him. Possibly, hopefully, even befriend him.


    This afternoon, the pull was extra strong.


    The boy hadn’t looked her way once, or done anything all that different, but Hannah had the profound feeling that he was sad. She was dying to know why. In Willow Creek, NC, newcomers were a rare breed, and while she was every bit as curious (read: nosy) as her gossiping neighbors, she also wanted to help.


    Somehow, she sensed he could be a kindred spirit.


    As she watched, the basketball hit the tip of the boy’s sneaker. It bounce-rolled down the porch steps, as it had done a couple times before, but this time he didn’t chase after it. Instead, he ducked his head and gripped the brim of his Tar Heels ball cap with both hands. With the way his shoulders heaved beneath the fabric of his tee, she imagined he was yelling, but her closed window blocked the sound. Then the boy plucked the cap off his head, threw it into the dirt, and dropped his head into his hands.


    Hannah was out her bedroom door before her next breath.


    Growing up in a small town wasn’t easy. Being a teenage outcast in a small town was even harder, and for Hannah Fisher, the cards had been stacked against her since birth. Bright orange-red hair that had only recently turned a semi-decent shade of strawberry-blonde was one strike. A wardrobe consisting of thrift store finds and homemade, overly modest items was another. But the debilitating stutter that had tripped her up for years was what ultimately pushed Hannah over the edge, making her a favorite target for bullying.


    Her parents, God bless them, tried to help. They loved her, they got her speech therapy, and they always made time to talk…but they didn’t understand what it was like to be different. Older than her classmates’ parents, they couldn’t fathom what it was like to live in a generation where your mistakes and verbal ticks didn’t just haunt you in the moment but were also immediately mocked on social media. Texts, tweets, and embarrassing videos lasted forever. Almost as long as southern opinions.


    In Willow Creek, people didn’t get to reinvent themselves. Judgments, once made, stuck like glue. No one seemed to care that Hannah’s stutter had improved over freshman year or that she’d found a surprising glimmer of spotlight in theater. Nope, her status as “school freak” was forever fixed.


    But not so with the new boy.


    Her newest neighbor hadn’t spent the last nine years listening to her struggle with simple words in class. He hadn’t witnessed her humiliation at the hands of girls like Lisa Michaels who found it hilarious to tease someone already on the bottom of the pile. This boy was her one shot at a fresh start. Even better, in all her days of spying, she’d yet to see him have a friend come over, either. It was possible that he was lonely, too.


    Maybe…maybe they could save each other.


    Hannah’s footsteps slowed as she neared the curb. The bright sunlight bouncing off the steaming pavement stung her eyes, and she squinted. The boy hadn’t lifted his head or given any obvious sign that he knew she was there, but she’d become a bit of an expert on him the last few days. Her gaze trailed over the rigid line of his shoulders, the hands fisted in his lap, and the sudden stillness of his feet.


    Just walk up and say hi, she ordered herself, closing her eyes as she attempted to inhale courage. Unfortunately, all she got was regular old oxygen, and it was muggy at that.


    Hi. Two small letters. Surely you can handle that, right?


    Only, experience had taught Hannah otherwise. Stressful situations tended to make her stutter worsen and reappear—and just standing in front of this boy had her sweating through the thin fabric of her shirt.


    In hindsight, she should’ve brought a glass of Mama’s sweet tea.


    No one ever said no to tea.


    Sighing, Hannah opened her eyes. It was too late to turn back now. She’d just have to dazzle him with her incredible wit and sparkling personality. Or, um, her impressive ability to chew her thumbnail and stare.


    Yeah, that ought to do it.


    Wincing slightly, Hannah crossed the street. With each step closer to the boy, she noticed something new. From her window stalking, she’d known that he was dressed in his usual uniform of jeans and a plain tee, but she hadn’t been able to make out anything more than that. Now, she saw the frayed, torn hem, the holes in his knees, and the dirty, threadbare cotton of his shirt.


    Hannah glanced at his house. The windows were dark. No car sat in the driveway or out on the street. Come to think of it, she’d never seen anyone else at the house, not even parents, other than his mom on moving day. She’d always assumed they worked late…and left early…and parked in the garage.


    Biting her lip, she turned back to him. Hmm. Maybe he was even lonelier than she’d thought.


    Padding to the bottom step of his porch, Hannah willed the boy to lift his head. Up close, his shaggy brown hair had streaks of gold running through it. The length, now that it wasn’t covered by his ball cap, was longer than she’d have guessed and in desperate need of a trim. But it looked soft. Silky. For some inexplicable reason, her heart started beating like crazy in her chest. A small gasp escaped her lips, and the boy raised his head.


    Wary green eyes so light they almost appeared gray stared back at her. His face, which Hannah had thought was cute from across the street, now caused her already racing heart to take off in a gallop.


    Holy cow. He was beautiful.


    Hannah’s mouth tumbled open. The strangest sensation swept over her skin, pebbling it despite the sticky heat. Her belly flip-flopped, and as she tried to make sense of her runaway emotions, the boy tilted his head, his guarded green-gray eyes narrowing as he studied her. Her lungs stopped working as he held her gaze, and she stood frozen for what felt like an eternity before she realized he was waiting for her to speak. That she’d just walked up and stood there on the sidewalk staring at him like some sort of mute weirdo. Or, you know, the school freak. The exact opposite of the first impression she’d been aiming for.


    Licking her dry lips, she forced her mouth into a shaky smile. “H-h-h-hello.”


    And time stopped.


    Mortification burned blazing hot across Hannah’s skin. The very earth shifted beneath her hand-me-down sneakers.


    Hi…never, ever hello. She knew that. Regardless of her new bag of linguistic tricks, one sound continued to trip her up time and time again—the “eh” sound. In defense, she’d learned to avoid it at all costs. Why, oh why, on today of all days, did her mind decide to slip? It was such a rookie mistake.


    Hot tears scalded Hannah’s eyes as hope wilted like a cotton dress in July. There went a year’s worth of hard work down the drain. One word…one small, stupid word, and she couldn’t even get that right. So much for her fresh start.


    Disgusted with herself, Hannah squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t handle seeing judgment pinch the beautiful boy’s face. Better she just walked away now, kept her mouth closed, and minimized the impact. Waving a weak hand over her shoulder, she spun around and headed for home.


    “Hey.”


    Hannah’s footsteps faltered. The broken whisper had been so soft she was almost sure she’d imagined it—but something made her glance back anyway. Their gazes locked for three long beats, long enough for her belly to dance and twitch again with energy, and as the hard lines around the boy’s mouth softened in slow degrees, an emotion that looked like longing sparked in his eyes.


    “I’m Hannah,” she whispered back.


    Internally, she performed a fist pump for how clear the words had come out. She smiled cautiously, and the boy’s lips twitched in reply. Not really into a smile—it was still too cautious and guarded to be called that—but she sensed the expression was genuine. That was even better than a smile.


    “Deacon,” he replied. The sound of his husky voice created goose bumps on her skin. Her body was reacting so strangely today. Then Deacon glanced down at the split-wood stoop, cleared his throat, and said two words that would forever change Hannah’s life. “Wanna sit?”

  


  
    Chapter One


    Packing made Hannah’s head hurt. She’d never been very good at making decisions—well, other than ones involving triangular crayons, chicken nuggets, or fun-filled bubble wands—so when it came to choosing outfits for several days and an undecided variety of events, her anxiety level shot through the roof. What if it rained? What if the humidity level rose out of control? What if she woke up incredibly bloated and irritated and decided everything looked utterly horrid?


    There were simply too many unknowns to consider.


    However, as Hannah stared at not one but three empty suitcases splayed across her childhood bed and contemplated the surreal notion of traveling the continent with country music’s hottest band for months on end, she decided she actually wasn’t anxious. Nope. That emotion had sailed, and now, she was in a full-blown tizzy. The itinerary Blue’s manager, Arabella Stone, had sent her included television appearances, stadium concerts, outdoor festivals, and even a ritzy bash at the Grand Ole Opry. How did she even begin to prepare for such a trip? Everything about it was so far out of her league, she couldn’t even see the ballpark. Would people care what the band’s nanny wore? More importantly, would Deacon?


    That, of course, was the real dilemma…hell, it was always the dilemma…and the all too familiar chuckle of a certain fiddle player floating through her bedroom window did squat to ease the nerves hopping like trapped crickets in her stomach. Unfortunately, when it came to the undisputed, unrequited love of Hannah’s life, very little ever did.


    Biting her thumbnail, she glanced at the window. Now really wasn’t the time for a break. She’d yet to make a dent in her lengthy to-do list, and those suitcases weren’t going to fill themselves. Blue’s itinerary had them meeting in Charlotte at five thirty in the morning, which meant battling with early commuter traffic coming in from Lake Norman. She had a million things to do and zero time to do it in. But in the end, heart won over logic. Hannah never claimed to be reasonable.


    Quietly, as if they’d hear her below, she padded across the hardwood floor. With each soft footfall, she recalled a similar afternoon ten years ago—an afternoon that ended up changing her life.


    Unlike that long-ago day, this window faced Hannah’s backyard as opposed to the street, but after she pulled back the billowing gingham curtain, the view below made her heart beat every bit as wild as it had back then.


    “Base!” A little boy with chocolate-brown spikes slapped a pudgy hand on the double swing. The same swing his daddy had helped Hannah’s father build in high school. “Me the winner! Me the winner!”


    Even from a floor above, Hannah could see amusement shining in Deacon’s eyes. “Wow, I see that!” Swiping a hand across his mouth, he covered a smirk and shook his head. “How did you get to be so fast?”


    Her favorite two-year-old giggled in pure toddler delight, and the smile that stretched his sweet face beamed with pride. “I not know!”


    Max climbed up on the gently rocking swing, all soft elbows and rounded knees, and Deacon’s broad shoulders shook with silent laughter. “Buddy, that was sure impressive…but I’m not sure you understand how chase works. See, you were supposed to chase me.”


    Max huffed in exasperation. “I know dat.”


    The “no duh” was all but implied.


    Hannah bit back a laugh as Max plopped his bottom onto the seat of the swing and wiggled until he found a comfortable spot. Then, from beneath enviable lashes, he gazed up at his father with hero-like affection. “Push, pwease?”


    Tenderness flooded her best friend’s face, and Hannah’s belly bottomed out.


    Her lovesick sigh? Completely involuntary.


    The truth of the matter was Deacon Latrell did things to her. All he had to do was breathe and he affected her, but the unmistakable love that shined in his eyes whenever he looked at Max, or his sweet, happy smile whenever he was with her…they were both her kryptonite.


    Deacon sauntered behind the swing, covering the distance with his long-limbed grace. It really wasn’t fair. Half the time Hannah tripped over her own two feet, yet Deacon made walking look like some sort of dance. His gait was loose and his steps fluid, disguising the weight he’d always carried on his shoulders. Then again, so much had changed in the last couple of years.


    Some days it felt like they were picking back up exactly where they’d left off before she’d left for Paris, and others, it almost felt like they were strangers. While she’d been away, her best friend had formed this entirely new life without her. Joining Blue had changed him in many ways, and fatherhood had settled over him like a well-worn coat. Deacon now had a sense of confidence and purpose, and being a daddy to Max filled a hole that basketball, Hannah’s constant encouragement, and even music never could.


    For that, she supposed, she should thank Max’s mother.


    A shiver ran through her. Nope, she wasn’t going there. Krista had taken far too much from Hannah as it was. She wasn’t about to let old memories steal today’s joy, too.


    Refocusing on her boys, Hannah watched Deacon nudge the swing higher, and a new memory took over—an afternoon when she’d been the one swinging, her best friend in the world standing behind her as he replaced their classmates’ cruel taunts with inside jokes and silly banter. Stitching her back together with each strong push.


    Back in those days, Deacon’s golden-brown hair had been shaggier, more wild and rebellious like the boy. As the wind tousled it now, Hannah had to admit his current style was just as sexy. Long on top, cropped short on the sides, Deacon’s hair shimmered in the late afternoon sun. Hannah’s fingers itched to slide through the soft strands.


    Trailing her gaze down farther, she felt a pull low in her stomach. A barely there beard showcased his sinful mouth, just enough scruff to tease her whenever he kissed her cheek. Well-worn denim hugged his long legs and narrow hips, and a plain white tee stretched across his muscular chest. Around his neck swung a lone dog tag, a graduation present Hannah had scrimped and saved to buy for him. There was so much to love about Deacon, but seeing that engraved Superman pendant, knowing that it symbolized how much their relationship meant to him, too, made Hannah fall for him even more.


    A soft grunt came from behind her, and Hannah turned her back to the window.


    “Returning from one trip,” Mama remarked, toting a piled-high laundry basket, “packing for another. Guess I should be grateful to see you at all.” She grinned as she plopped it onto the dresser. “Well, you and your frilly unmentionables. Can’t say I’ve ever seen underwear that fancy before. Certainly brightened up my laundry room, I’ll tell you that.”


    Almost afraid to look, Hannah peeked at the wicker basket. Sure enough, her more scandalous Parisian purchases sat on top of the heap, and an instant flush scorched her fair cheeks. She’d known she should’ve done her own laundry.


    Fourteen months away equaled a lot of clothes. Along with her old wardrobe, she had the new things she’d bought for the plan. Hannah had fully intended to launder them all once she returned home, but after a stop to visit Deacon in Magnolia Springs ended in a surprising new job offer, things kept popping up. Between filling in at the church daycare, gathering supplies for the tour, and being mentally frazzled from “the mission,” her mountain of laundry had slipped through the cracks. Finally, with no time left to procrastinate, she’d lugged it down this morning only to have Mama shoo her away, going on about proper fabric settings and service in love. To be honest, Hannah hadn’t put up that much of a fight. Giving in had seemed a whole lot easier.


    Now, she was paying for her laziness.


    The lingerie in question had been an impulse purchase—an impulse that had then led to an epiphany. As an au pair, she’d had one day off a week to spend as she wished, and Hannah usually spent that time taking long walks around the city. About a month before her return to the States, she’d passed a lingerie boutique, and on a wild whim, decided to step inside.


    Blush and jade. Satin and lace. Toile and mousseline…the colors, styles, and textures had been overwhelming. Trying them on, well, that had been extraordinary. The silk had felt decadent against her skin, almost forbidden, and so unlike anything she’d ever worn before. Living an ocean away from everyone and everything she’d ever known, nursing a broken heart, it had been exactly what Hannah had needed.


    Initially, she’d fled to Paris to get over Deacon, but more than that, she’d been fleeing the woman she’d sadly become. A woman who sat on the sidelines of her own life. For far too long, she’d allowed other people to dictate her happiness, and that realization, coupled with naughty lingerie and a few glasses of spectacular wine in an adorable bistro, had birthed her new mission. Hannah liked to call it, Operation Joie de Vivre…or Operation Find My Happy.


    Her mission was threefold.


    First up, no more hiding. Hannah’s bad habit of shying away from experiences simply because they made her nervous was over. Now, she would be bold. Adventurous. Outgoing. Anything from forming friendships to speaking her mind was fair game, with the number one rule being no more skulking in the shadows. Paris had awoken a desire to start truly living—and to stop putting her dreams on hold.


    Secondly, Hannah wanted to find her place in the world. The tour with Blue was a perfect opportunity to explore a new option. So far, her contract lasted only through the national leg, with the idea that they’d extend her stay through the international section once she’d gotten past a short trial period—a test she intended to pass with flying colors.


    At twenty-four, she was excited to settle into a career where she could make a real difference, and while she hoped to find that in this position, she was open to just about anything. Band nanny, au pair, or a preschool teacher, they all sounded wonderful. As long as she could make a real contribution, it would fit the bill.


    Lastly, but perhaps most importantly—


    She was putting her heart on the line, once and for all.


    Lingerie may’ve kicked off her mission, but it was the hope of Deacon that gave it life. Denying her feelings all these years hadn’t changed them. Neither had leaving the country. The only thing that would, or so she’d decided, was pushing the boundaries of their friendship. Flirting (an activity with which Hannah had zero experience) and letting Deacon know she was ready for love were all part and parcel of her new plan to get her best friend to finally see her as a woman.


    Distance had given her perspective on that embarrassing night fourteen months ago. What had seemed romantic and inevitable to her, viewing things as she did through love-tinted glasses, had been just another night for Deacon. The lit candles she’d thought set the mood were purely practical in a storm. As for the kiss she’d felt certain was imminent, well, he’d found it a better time to talk about their friendship…and how lucky Max was to have his “aunt” Hannah in his life.


    Yeah, that part still made her wince.


    It had taken a trip across an ocean to realize her mistake. In all her mooning, she’d never once given Deacon a chance to think of her differently. She never hinted at how she felt, much less told him straight out, and ran around town in shapeless tees and mom jeans—at twenty-two! No wonder he’d never fallen for her charms. She’d looked, sounded, and acted like his same old, familiar, safe childhood friend. Like a sexual nonentity.


    That was why this job was so perfect. As Blue’s nanny, she’d have ample time to show off the new Hannah. The older, better dressed, slightly more confident version. Soon, they’d be living together in a tiny house on wheels, breathing the same oxygen, with plenty of opportunities to flirt and push those boundaries. And if, after the tour was over, Deacon still didn’t feel that way about her…well, then that would suck. But at least she’d finally know. She’d no longer stay up late night after night wondering, what if.


    “Oh, to be young again,” Mama mused aloud, snapping Hannah’s attention back to the present. “It does my heart good to see you living your life, off buying nonsense undies and traveling the world.”


    Walking over, she cupped Hannah’s cheek with a weathered hand. “But I admit it makes me even happier knowing Deacon will be with you for this next adventure. The two of you are at your best whenever you’re together. Besides, that boy always did look out for you.”


    Hannah sighed. That he had. Deacon had beat up bullies, slayed dragons, and wiped away her tears for years. It was why she called him her Superman. But all that protecting had also solidly cemented her place in their friendship—a girl not quite his equal.


    “Well, he can retire the cape,” she replied, stepping back from her mother’s touch. “Living in Paris changed me, Mama. For the better. I’m not the same girl I used to be. Deacon doesn’t have to save me anymore.”


    “Hmm.” Her mother pursed her lips and considered her a moment. “The way I remember it,” she said slowly, “you two saved each other.”


    She shifted her gaze to the ribbon board, and Hannah followed the motion, scanning the series of old photos secured on her wall. A thousand perfect moments hit her at once. Deacon saying hey the day that they’d met. Him holding her hand as they walked the halls his first day of school, staring down anyone who dared look at her wrong. His strong, sure voice in her ear whenever mean girls and asshats gained laughs at her expense. Him teaching her self-defense in the backyard, “just in case.”


    Strolling over to her favorite picture, Hannah smiled at what an unlikely pair they’d made back then. Deacon in an ill-fitting leather jacket, Hannah in her Pollyanna clothes, they’d both been total misfits, only in vastly different ways. No one had seen their friendship coming. Least of all her.


    “No,” Hannah said softly, tracing a finger over the intense look captured in Deacon’s eyes. If she’d only known what a risk he’d taken inviting her to stay that first afternoon. “Deacon saved himself.”


    Gentle footsteps fell across the floor, and then Mama slid an arm around her waist. She hummed in agreement. “That boy always was a force of nature.”


    “Still is,” she replied, resting her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I used to pray that some of that bravery would rub off on me,” she confided, chuckling at her own past ridiculousness. “Or soak in through osmosis.”


    Mama hummed again, a sound that conveyed disagreement. Her mother could have an entire conversation in hums. Hannah lifted her head, and she pinned her with a knowing look. “I reckon it did.”


    Stepping forward, she slipped the picture Hannah had traced from the ribbon board and then walked over to the bed, placing the old photo in an open suitcase. When Mama lifted her eyes again, they were glazed with moisture. “Your daddy and I are so proud of you, baby girl. Never, ever doubt how strong you are. How strong you’ve always been.”


    Matching tears welled in Hannah’s eyes, and she dove forward, covering the distance between them and burying her face in her mother’s neck. The scent of rosewater filled her head, comforting her, and as she realized it’d be months before she breathed it in again, she inhaled deep, already missing home.


    Could Mama be right? Was she brave? If she were, Hannah certainly never felt like it. So many nights she’d spent lying out on the roof beside Deacon, wishing on falling stars that never came true…or at least, so she’d thought. Now with her mother’s words ringing in her ears, she realized that she had left the comfort of home to live abroad, and was now embarking on an adventure with an international music sensation. Furthermore, she had a plan to win over Deacon’s heart and finally put herself out there.


    What do you know? Maybe there was a bit of courage buried in her after all.


    A muffled beep echoed up the stairs, followed by her daddy’s voice calling out, “Sweetheart?”


    Mama sniffled. Leaning back, she gently ran her fingers through Hannah’s loosened curls and then hollered back, “Be right down, Bill!” loudly enough to wake the dead.


    Grace and fire, that was Mama.


    Hannah grinned, and her mother squeezed her hand. “Pot roast and mashed potatoes sound okay?”


    Dear Lord, her knees went weak. Parisian food might be amazing, but it didn’t hold a candle to her mama’s home cooking. Paired with a tall glass of her delicious sweet tea? “That sounds incredible.”


    Mama winked. “It’ll be ready in ten minutes.”


    Once her mother was headed downstairs, Hannah turned back to the bed, her spirits renewed. Grabbing a favorite scarf, she gently wrapped the old photo of her and Deacon and placed it back in the suitcase before dumping her entire wardrobe from the laundry basket, sans lingerie, on top. Easy enough. She placed her new silk purchases in the smaller carry-on, then, with a nod at her handiwork, decided only a few essentials were left.


    Singing a silly ditty about meat and potatoes, and the need for a double portion, Hannah waltzed to the dresser. She grabbed a couple of extra pairs of jeans and her favorite fuzzy sweater, and when she bumped the drawer closed with her hip, she spotted a swash of green silk lying on the ground.


    “Hmm. Must’ve fallen out of the basket.”


    She set the jeans and sweater on her bureau, then bent and scooped up the garment. Holding it out, a grin swept her mouth as she thought back to the day she’d bought the dainty nightie trimmed in luscious lace. It had felt so gloriously wicked.


    A gruff exhale came at her back. “Dear God, woman, tell me you’re not bringing that.”


    …


    Good Lord. Cherry was trying to kill him.


    Right there, in his best friend’s childhood bedroom, Deacon was having a heart attack. Gripping his chest, he swallowed thickly and tried to force his gaze away from the scrap of silk and lace held high between Hannah’s fingers—but his eyes refused to budge.


    Visuals fired in his mind, enticing images that he had zero business picturing. Visions of Hannah sauntering toward him, her sea-green eyes filled with heat as her long red hair bounced around her creamy shoulders. Her slender body draped in that wisp of high-cut silk. Lace playing peek-a-boo with what lay underneath.


    Biting back a curse, Deacon pinched the bridge of his nose. When the bite of pain didn’t stop the blood rushing south, he started reciting last year’s Tar Heels statistics, figuring cold, hard facts would knock some sense into him, but even the glow of last year’s championship win didn’t stem the tide.


    He was going to perdition.


    “As a matter of fact, I am.”


    Deacon blinked, wondering if he’d spoken his thoughts aloud. “You’re what?”


    “Bringing this on the road,” she clarified, brandishing the nightie with a huff. “In fact, I’m bringing them all.” She motioned toward the bed where, indeed, a plethora of options were piled high in an open suitcase, available in a rainbow of colors, too. Awesome.


    “They make me feel sexy,” Hannah went on, shocking him even more. “And…and I’m a woman, so I should feel that way. Cosmo says feeling sexy leads to acting sexy, which makes men think about sex.”


    At that, Deacon’s eyes snapped back to hers, and he watched as the pale skin of Cherry’s throat turned pink. The familiar sight of her sweet and innocent blush—the reason, along with her red hair, that he’d christened her with the nickname years ago—reminded him that it was, in fact, his best friend talking. But the words coming out of her mouth didn’t compute.


    Hannah bit her thumbnail and rocked back on her heels. “Does um…does it make you think about sex?”


    Deacon nearly choked on his spit. No way was he answering that one.


    What had gotten into her? Ever since she arrived on his Magnolia Springs doorstep a month ago, Hannah had been acting differently. Almost unpredictable, which was unsettling, since he looked to her to be his constant. Paris seemed to have altered her in hundreds of tiny ways he was only starting to get a glimpse of—and now she wanted to talk about sex? There weren’t enough basketball statistics in the world.


    He held his palms skyward. “I plead the fifth.”


    Hannah frowned, which only confused him more, and shoved the silk and lace temptation in her carry-on with the others. So, so many others.


    Bouncing his gaze to the floor, Deacon grit his teeth.


    It’d been too long since he’d taken a woman to bed. That explained the inappropriate images in his head. When was the last time he’d even seen a woman in lingerie, or a sexy pair of panties discarded on his floor? A year? If the band wasn’t rehearsing for the fall tour, then he was hurrying home to be with Max—throwing together dinner, giving his son a bath, and crashing into bed before waking up to do it all over again. Casual hookups didn’t fit into that.


    Unfortunately, his monk lifestyle now had him reacting to his friend like a dog in heat.


    Linking his hands behind his neck, Deacon exhaled in frustrated self-disgust, and Hannah tossed him a look over her shoulder.


    “Oh, please,” she said with a snort. “Don’t act like you’re scandalized by women’s panties. I’d bet the pairs tossed your way since you joined Blue could fill a Victoria’s Secret.”


    Amused at how very wrong she was, he raised an eyebrow and leaned his hip against the doorjamb. “Exactly what part of single dad and fiddle player slash keyboardist do you think warrants panty dropping, Cherry?”


    She shrugged with a distracted smile, an expression he’d seen a thousand times, and he figured that was the end of that. Good. Maybe there was more of the old Hannah in there, after all. But then her chin lifted, even as her blush spread up her throat, and Deacon braced himself for impact.


    “Maybe the uh…musician with talented fingers part,” she murmured, glancing up through thick eyelashes and biting her plump lower lip.


    Holy hell. His mouth fell open. For a second, Deacon considered the possibility that he was in the middle of a bizarre dream, or even had fallen into a parallel universe—but everything around him screamed Hannah. The antique ballerina jewelry box, the ribbon board filled with old photos, and the tall vase of fresh freesia. This was her room, and Deacon was almost positive he was awake. Which meant this conversation really was happening.


    Also, she really was trying to kill him.


    Looking closer at Hannah, he realized it wasn’t just her attitude that had changed. Her whole appearance was different. Her curls were loose and soft around her face, her makeup more noticeable, and her clothes actually fit her body. She looked more like a woman and less like the childhood friend he’d always known.


    That unsettling sensation twisted his gut again.


    Deciding to play off her comment like a joke—mostly because he hoped like mad that was exactly what it was—Deacon chuckled, somewhat uncomfortably. “Watch it now, or you’ll make me blush.”


    Hannah scoffed again as she placed a sweater into her suitcase. “You’ve had girls eating out of your hand since preschool. I’d bet my last tub of Ben and Jerry’s that you’ve never blushed a day in your life, Deke Latrell.”


    Well, she’s not wrong, he thought with a smirk. Girls, like basketball and music, had always come easy to him. There were three areas where Deacon almost felt he had some level of control. A sliver of belonging. Of course, he knew better than to trust that feeling, but it was still nice.


    “Tell you what,” he said, pushing off the wall. “Once we get on the road tomorrow, you and I are sitting down and going over everything that happened in Paris. Skip the highlight reels this time. I want every detail, every conversation, every thought that went through that pretty little head of yours, because I’m getting the feeling you’ve left a few things out.”


    A small grin curved her mouth, and she pushed aside a suitcase as she sat on the edge of the bed. Tucking her chin like she did whenever she was embarrassed, she murmured, “Well…maybe a few things.”


    The glint of happiness he caught in her eyes eased the pressure in his chest.


    Goodness, he’d missed her. FaceTime had been a poor-rear substitute, and the time difference between them had straight up sucked. Everything they talked about had inevitably happened hours before, and it drove him crazy not being able to share life with her as it happened. She’d missed his audition for Blue. He’d missed whatever led to her new look. Now he was learning he’d missed even more than that—apparently, a few things.


    Deacon’s smile fell as his curiosity took over. What sort of things? Had she met someone over there? Was that the real reason behind her new attitude and appearance?


    As he sat down beside her, she shifted toward him on the mattress, and Deacon imagined her sharing that same sweet smile with another man. Making him laugh with her silly random songs. Heat raced through his body.


    It wasn’t jealousy spiking his blood—at least not in the traditional sense. Deacon wanted Hannah to be happy, but while she’d gone out with a few guys in college, she’d never found anyone really worth her time. He didn’t think she’d seen anyone past a couple dates. Selfishly, he hadn’t minded that fact because it let him keep her to himself…until that selfishness sent her running, that is.


    But Hannah hadn’t mentioned dating in Paris. Then again, he hadn’t asked, either. Honestly, he hadn’t wanted to know. He’d spent half their friendship protecting her from jerks, and the other dreading the day she met someone who wasn’t a jerk.


    With a woman as kind and giving as Hannah, it was only a matter of time until she met the one, which was why her coming on tour with him was so important. This was his chance to make things right between them. To store up more memories, to laugh and play music, and get back to being Superman and Cherry.


    Deacon traced the familiar, reassuring features of her face with his eyes and asked, “What would I do without you?”


    Hannah slid him her patented look that said he was being ridiculous. “Well, first off, you’ll never find out because I’m never leaving you.” She shoved his shoulder with a grin, but a quiet voice reminded him, she already did. “And secondly, you’d be just fine. Look what happened when I was four thousand miles away and you nailed your Blue audition. You certainly didn’t need me around for that, now, did you?”


    Her eyebrows tugged downward, as if she honestly believed that were true, and he bent low so he could look into her eyes. “If you hadn’t taught me to play ‘Chopsticks’ in high school, there’d be no Blue.”


    “Right,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Because it was totally my mad teaching skills that made that happen, and nothing at all to do with you being a natural musician. When are you finally going to see what everyone else sees, huh? You’re talented, Deacon. I knew you were gifted the moment your fingers first touched the keys.”


    The way her eyes lit up at the memory of them sitting together in front of her mama’s old piano made something in his chest ache. Hannah looked at him like he was special, like he meant something… He never knew what to do with that.


    “You also made your granddaddy’s fiddle sing the first day you picked it up. I, on the other hand, make it sound like two cats fighting to the death.” She scrunched her nose, and a reluctant smile tugged at his lips.


    He took her hand and told her honestly, “You’re the one who brought music into my life, Cherry. If it weren’t for you, I’d just be some loser playing basketball alone.”


    She shook her head with a tender smile, playing off her goodness like she always did. Refusing to admit she saw him through rose-colored glasses. Since the day they’d met, Hannah had seen him for what he could be, rather than what he was—a screwup whose own parents didn’t want him. Even back then, he’d known he didn’t deserve her kindness, but he’d taken it anyway. Hannah Fisher had been his angel then, and now she was saving him again.


    “But what I meant was, what would I do without you for the tour? If you hadn’t stepped up when the other nanny fell through, I wouldn’t be headed off to play rock star tomorrow. It’s because of you I get to live my dream.”


    The reality was, without childcare, Deacon wouldn’t have been able to go on the road and likely wouldn’t have a career. As it was, his contract was only good until the end of their current tour—a headache he’d make sure to solve over the next few months. But even if he had family who would’ve volunteered to watch his rambunctious two-year-old, Deacon wouldn’t have left him. That boy was all he had.


    No doubt reading his mind, Hannah linked their fingers together and squeezed. “We’re family, Deacon. I’m here for you anytime you need me. Always. You know that.”


    He did know. Hannah was everything honest and pure in his world. Her goodness fought back the demons of his past. It was wrong, how much he relied on her, but he couldn’t help it. She made him better.


    Brushing a wayward curl behind her ear, Deacon told her, “And you can count on me.” His fingertips skimmed across the soft skin of her cheek as he cupped her face in his hand, the same way he always did when he comforted her, and their eyes locked. “No matter what.”


    Hannah closed her eyes, leaning into his touch, and the strange sensation that stole over him when he first walked into her bedroom swirled under his skin. He swallowed hard, and for some reason, found his gaze falling to her parted lips. A wayward thought floated through his head, wondering what they tasted like.


    It was enough to have him instantly draw back his hand.


    What was happening? Apparently, Hannah wasn’t the only one acting differently, because his own brain had gone rogue, forgetting that this wasn’t a woman to lust after. This was Hannah, his Hannah. Even if he was attracted to her—which he wasn’t, because she was his friend…his best friend—he’d never act on it.


    Love and romance weren’t in the cards for him. In his world, the people he loved either rejected, forgot, or gave up on him. The one and only exception to that rule seemed to be Hannah and her parents, because he’d yet to chase them away. He planned on keeping it that way for as long as he could.


    “I should go.” Clearing his throat, Deacon wiped his palm against the rough denim on his thigh. “When I came up here, Max was playing cowboy with your dad. Knowing him, I better make sure the living room’s safe.”


    On cue, a crash sounded below. Luckily, it was followed by his son’s high-pitched giggles and Bill’s deep chuckle, which meant the damage couldn’t be all that bad, but Deacon pushed to his feet anyway. “See you down there?”


    Hannah grazed her hand along her gingham bedspread, eyes down and her shoulders rounded. “Yup. Just, uh…need to finish packing.” Slowly, she raised her head and gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ll be down in a bit.”


    He hesitated at the door. Somehow, over the last few minutes, an uncomfortable distance had sprung up between them. They were finally back in the same space, the same dang zip code, and things were suddenly getting screwed up. He blamed himself.


    Rubbing a hand over the scruff at his jaw, Deacon searched for something…anything…that could make things right again. Put that easy smile back on her face and their friendship back on track. Strangely enough, his gaze fell on the lingerie still visible in her suitcase.


    “You know, I’m no Cosmo or anything,” he told her, taking a small step toward the hallway, “but I find flannel underwear very sexy.” He rapped his knuckles on the wall with a solid nod. “Thermal’s pretty hot, too.”


    Hannah tilted her head, completely baffled. “Thermal?”


    It’d been a long shot. A definite Hail Mary. But as he watched her mouth form the word “thermal” with such a look of confusion, his lips twitched…and when the soft skin between her eyebrows scrunched, and those sweet, innocent eyes met his again, he couldn’t hold back the smile. He chuckled devilishly, and Hannah’s face pinched in a fierce scowl before she twisted around and grabbed a pillow from the bed.


    “It gets cold in Maine,” he teased, ducking into the hall seconds before the pillow hit the wall where his head had been. “I’m just looking out for you. Don’t want you freezing on tour!”


    “You’re not funny!” she hollered, but the laughter in her voice gave her away.


    Deacon smiled to himself and hollered back, “Of course I’m funny. Everybody thinks so!”


    No one thought so, which explained the second round of giggles coming from the bedroom. If anything, people complained he was too serious, which was why he and Hannah made such a good team. She made him lighten up, gave him a reason to smile, and he watched out for her. Always.


    Headed for the stairs, he took them two at a time as Hannah’s colorful commentary on his lack of humor and thermal’s rustic appeal trailed behind him. There was a definite bounce in his step. Things almost felt normal again. Once they got on the bus, and they got used to being around each other after so long apart, they’d find their way back. They had too much history between them not to.


    “Now if I can never again picture her naked,” he muttered to himself, “we’ll be all set.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Breathe, girl. Just remember to breathe.


    Spellbound, Hannah stood frozen, arms extended in the air to tighten her ponytail, as a long line of cars, trucks, and buses pulled into the empty Food Lion parking lot. Seconds earlier, the area had been sleepy, the only noise being a few chirping birds and the lovable sounds of Max pretending to be a horse. Now, a cacophony of muffled music, muted voices, and idling engines shattered the relative silence, and the butterflies in Hannah’s stomach responded in dance.


    This was really happening.


    Sure, she’d met the entire band back when she visited Magnolia Springs. They’d attended a Fourth of July party together, shared a few laughs, and even gone out to dinner one night, but she’d been so completely fixated on kicking off Operation Joie de Vivre and being near Deacon again that she’d sort of bypassed the whole freaked-out fangirling stage. That so wasn’t the case now. No, starstruck was hitting with a vengeance, right along with its good friends, struck mute and basket case. A trifecta of awesomeness.


    Could anyone blame her? These men were country royalty. Their songs were on her iPhone. “Rain Dance” used to be her ringtone. And now, she was going to be their nanny? What if she screwed everything up? Deacon had faith in her and vouched for her way with kids, and Blue’s manager, Arabella, had followed up that endorsement with a thorough background check and phone interview, but still.


    Whose life was this?


    “Yours, silly.”


    Hannah peered up in wonder, and Deacon tapped her on the nose. “You asked whose life this was. It’s yours, Cherry. Actually, no, it’s ours.” The enormous smile that spread across his face stole the breath straight from her lungs. “Crazy, right?”


    All she could do was nod. Oh, it was crazy, all right, but the truly bizarre thing was how much hope that one simple word had given her. Ours. If only Deacon knew how badly she wanted things to be theirs—a future, a family, and someday, when the tour was over and they got settled, even a home. She wanted to share a last name and help him raise Max. Not as an honorary aunt, but as a real mother. The kind he deserved to have.


    Glancing at the little boy currently perched on her father’s shoulders, Hannah smiled wistfully. Living a life filled with ours had been her dream for as long as she could remember, and with any luck, by the time they circled back around to Charlotte in a couple months, she and Deacon would finally be on their way to making it a reality.


    A slamming door snapped Hannah out of her love daze. Blinking her eyes, she focused back on the amassing crowd and felt the butterflies twitch again. Goodness, she’d really had no clue how many people—and the sheer amount of equipment—a tour required. The parking lot was filled with bodies and activity. A quick glance at her parents showed they were every bit as awed. Her daddy’s eyes shone with pride, and her mama couldn’t seem to stop squeezing Deacon’s hand.


    If the stubborn man would only open his eyes, he’d see how much he was loved. By all of them.


    As the assorted crew began hauling gear, shifting things from one place to another, Hannah chomped on her thumbnail. Sherry Blue, Tyler’s wife, smiled and held up a hand, signaling she would soon be coming over, and potential openings flitted through Hannah’s mind. Of course, there were the old standbys that always worked: hi, nice to see you again; love that shirt. Occasionally, a joke would even work. It was all about finding the right approach for the person. Unfortunately, she didn’t know enough about Sherry to guess.


    Hannah blew out a breath. She was overthinking things, as usual, but planning what she wanted to say was a technique she’d learned in high school. Nowadays, Hannah’s stutter rarely made an appearance. She’d all but nipped it in the bud. But it was possible, in moments of high stress, for it to creep up…and rubbing elbows with world-famous celebrities and their uber-cool, edgy brides definitely registered as stressful. But at least if the worst should happen, Hannah had another trick in her arsenal.


    “Bloody ’ell.”


    Hannah winced. Ouch. Out of all the accents Deacon could’ve used, British was by far his worst.


    “No needs to be nervous, luv,” he continued, smirking at her grimace. “These blokes are me friends. They’ll love ya every bit as much as I do. I guarantees it.”


    Despite the verbal assault, it was tempting—so very, very tempting—for Hannah to ask, and just how much do you love me? yet somehow she bit her tongue. Instead, she replied in the Queen’s proper English, “Bugger-all, my ears are bleeding!”


    Deacon grinned down at her, and Hannah rested her chin on his arm, gazing up as she teased, “That, sir, was a horrid, muddled mix of a dozen different dialects—including pirate. As always, your skill with language leaves me amazed.”


    Deacon laughed, and her belly flipped again, this time for a whole new reason.


    Strange accents were like their secret friendship code. They were another tool she’d learned to help control her stutter, and while she’d originally thought her teacher was insane to suggest it, it worked. Using voices and playing with different accents got Hannah out of her own head. It let her be someone else for a short while. Deacon, of course, added his own twist, purposefully murdering whatever accent he attempted in an effort to distract and make Hannah laugh, but the result was still the same: nervousness obliterated.


    “You’re right.” She breathed out, watching as Tyler, Nate, Miles, and Charlie joined up and began heading their way. “Everyone was wonderful when I met them last month. But, Deke, these people are famous! I’m a goofball who watches Wonder Pets and sings made-up songs about inanimate objects. What if they hate me?”


    Deacon cupped her face between his hands and pressed a soft kiss against Hannah’s forehead. The scruff on his chin tickled her skin and she closed her eyes, unable to help the sigh that escaped her lips. Tingles danced from the crown of her head to the base of her spine, and all she wanted to do was curl up in his safe, comfortable arms and stay there forever.


    Leaning back with an amused smirk, he mused, “Last time I checked, I was in Blue, too, which by your definition, also makes me sort of famous. In that case, I guess my opinion should count for something, and I happen to love those silly songs. And Turtle Tuck is my spirit animal. If that makes you a goofball, sweetheart, then that means I’m one, too.”


    Deacon wrapped his arms around her shoulders, jostling her from side to side, and Hannah sighed. He didn’t get it. Deacon was already in. He’d auditioned, wowed the band with his incredible talent, and Blue was lucky to have him. She, on the other hand, was simply the nanny and tagalong friend.


    “Besides, you’re impossible to hate, Cherry. Your heart’s too pure. If anyone takes the time to genuinely get to know you, I promise you, they fall in love with you every time.”


    Hannah’s heart stuttered in her chest. Deacon pressed another swift kiss to her forehead, winked, then stepped away to welcome the band. “Hey, man!”


    Hannah hung back, watching the reunion from a few steps away as hope swirled in her chest. Every time? Did that mean he had fallen in love with her, too?


    Slow your horses, girl, her brain whispered. Don’t put words into his mouth.


    The truth of the matter was, Deacon most likely meant “love” in the sweet, innocent, sisterly affection sort of way…not the mushy, romantic, I-want-to-father-your-future-children way that Hannah so desperately craved. But, still, it was a start.


    With a decided bounce in her step and optimism in her lungs, Hannah took a few steps nearer the group that now included her parents. As she walked, Hannah scanned the eager, happy faces, then stopped when she noticed beads of sweat dotting her best friend’s hairline. Deacon shifted his feet, then shoved his hands deep into his pockets. It took a moment to register, and when it did, Hannah’s heart clenched. Deacon was nervous.


    Even before championship basketball games in high school, Deacon never broke a sweat. In fact, he thrived on adrenaline. That he was sweating now revealed just how much this moment meant to him. How much he cared what her parents thought about his new life, how much he needed their approval. It made Hannah fall for him that much deeper.


    “Lois, Bill,” Deacon said, meeting each of their eyes before nodding toward his front man. “This is Tyler Blue, our fearless leader. Ty, these are Hannah’s parents. They’re like my family.”


    Daddy reached out to shake his hand. “We are his family,” he corrected, “and it’s a pleasure to meet you, son.”


    With a glance at Deacon, Tyler said, “The pleasure’s mine, Bill. Deke tells me you’re a Tar Heels man. I’m a big fan myself—as long as they’re not playing LSU.” The men exchanged chuckles, and Tyler looked to her mama. “And Lois, I’m still dreaming about the box of cookies you sent our way earlier this year. Deacon shared a few before hiding the rest from us. Best cookies I ever ate. Just don’t tell my chef sister-in-law.” He grinned. “It’s an honor to meet you both.”


    Charlie stepped forward next, followed by Miles and Nate, each shaking her daddy’s hand and accepting hugs from her mama. They all seemed a little taken aback by Mama’s open affection, but being true southern gentlemen, they went right along with it.


    Nate, the obvious flirt of the group, even took it a step further, kissing the back of her hand (charming a blush out of her) before slapping Deacon on the back. “Did Deke here ever tell you about his fumbled audition?”


    As the tips of her best friend’s ears turned bright red, almost rivaling her mama’s cheeks, the band members took turns razzing him about forgotten lyrics, clearly all in good fun, and Hannah shook her head in amazement.


    Deacon truly belonged here. Standing toe-to-toe with international celebrities, swapping stories and laughs, he fit. This was his world now. As much as that thrilled her…and it genuinely did…it also threw a monkey wrench into her mission.


    Deacon had been right earlier; the entire band was famous. Tyler was the lead singer, and obviously the band shared his last name, but each member was as well known as the next. The guys did publicity together, they graced magazine covers as a group, and each one had their own harem of fangirls. As the newest member, Deacon’s star was still rising, having only replaced the former fiddle player/keyboardist a year ago, but with a new album and tour to promote, his entire world was about to change.


    Was there room for Hannah in his new world?


    Was her plan doomed for failure before it even began?


    No. Hannah shut down the reckless train of thought with a shake of her head. Pessimism had no place in her mission. Sure, there were a few unexpected potholes, but she’d navigate around them. She had two whole months to prove how well she’d always fit into Deacon’s world, right there by his side.


    As luck would have it, the Steel Drum tour circled back to Charlotte the first weekend in November. That date, as any true Willow Creek native would tell you, coincided with the annual Harvest Festival. Families flocked to the carnival where they ate their weight in fried dough and spent small fortunes on rides and games, but it was Saturday night that held magic.


    The Harvest Moon Dance was the social event of the year, better than Valentine’s Day and prom rolled into one, and from the age of thirteen, girls dreamed of being asked. Hannah had gone tons of times. One year, she’d helped build sets, and another, she handed out refreshments. One year she even assisted the photographer. But what she’d never done, and what she’d always secretly longed to do, was walk through the doors as a guest. As half of a couple in love.


    This year? Hannah was determined to make her dream a reality.


    Deacon spun around, eyes narrowed with worry as he searched the lot, and when he found her standing behind him, a relieved smile curved his lips. Hannah easily returned it.


    Two months, she repeated to herself. Sixty days.


    A lot could happen in sixty days. On The Bachelor and The Bachelorette, entire relationships were formed and proposals handed out in that amount of time. Surely Hannah could rewrite history and change how Deacon saw her, right?


    Yes, she’d royally botched things up in her bedroom, flaunting panties and talking about sex like some sort of nutcase. She’d been flustered and unprepared, and as a result, she’d probably come on too strong—but next time she’d think quicker on her feet.


    Even better, despite yesterday’s crash and burn, there had been a moment…a brief handful of seconds when they’d both been sitting on the bed…where she could’ve sworn the air between them had shifted.


    True, she’d thought that once before—the night that had sent her fleeing to Paris in embarrassment—and she’d been wrong. But that was before she’d truly put herself out there. She’d barely attempted to flirt (and those attempts had sucked), then skipped town at the first sign of failure, without even telling Deacon how she felt.


    In hindsight, she wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d smelled like spit-up. Back then, she’d spent half her time covered in formula or baby food from her daycare job, and never once had she worn makeup or even tried to look feminine. Could she blame him for not seeing her as a woman ready and worthy of his love?


    Now things were different. Thanks to a suitcase filled with silken bravery and a year’s worth of Cosmo inspiration, Hannah felt confident and courageous. Or as close as she’d ever get, anyway. Armed with her new life’s mission, she was ready to tackle whatever setbacks came her way, and this time, she wasn’t conceding defeat until Deacon saw her as the woman she was and asked her to the dance.


    Two months to make Deacon fall madly in love with her?


    Hannah blew out a shaky breath. “Piece of cake.”


    …


    Deacon didn’t believe in luck. In fact, he didn’t believe in fate, falling stars, or wishing wells, either. In his opinion, life was what you made of it, and the only reason he had anything good in his was because he worked dang hard to keep it there. Complacency and entitlement weren’t luxuries a guy like him could afford, so when Tyler clapped his hands together and asked if he’d be ready to board in fifteen minutes, Deacon nodded eagerly. “Yes, sir.”


    Ask anyone in Willow Creek, or back in Greensboro where he’d grown up, and they’d quickly tell you the name Latrell didn’t stand for much. Deacon’s father was a high school dropout who ran off after he was born, and his mother had checked out the day after that. Sure, she’d hung around physically. She’d even shown her face a time or two at school, and at one of Deacon’s varsity basketball games. But mentally, emotionally, and in every other way that truly counted when it came to being a parent, she’d been as absent as his dad. Evidently, boozing had been more important than parenting.


    Fortunately, he’d found the Fishers, and because of Bill, Lois, and Hannah, Max would grow up knowing the true meaning of love and family. But there was one thing Deacon’s biological parents had given him worth keeping—the solid fact that nothing in life was guaranteed. Not love, not food, and certainly not money.


    From a young age, Deacon had learned that if and when something good ever fell into his lap, it was his job to keep it there. To earn it and prove that he deserved it. That’s exactly what he’d set out to do the day Hannah crossed the street and said hello, and ever since then, she’d never once had to wonder if he’d be loyal. Her parents had never had to guess if he was grateful for their help. Deacon showed it to them through his actions.


    Now, another boon had fallen into his lap, an incredible opportunity with an internationally successful country band. It wasn’t set in stone, of course. His contract was specific to the last year of recording the album and the subsequent tour, which meant he had six months to prove himself irreplaceable to both the band and the CEO of Belle Meade Records, Arabella’s father.


    As he stood in the grocery store parking lot watching his two worlds combine, a familiar prompt shot through Deacon’s mind: Boy, you better get to work.


    “Gid-up, horsey!”


    The rhythmic slap of feet on pavement pulled Deacon away from his thoughts. Over in the shaded section of the lot, his little mini-me galloped in a circle without a care in the world. “Gid-up! Woo!”


    Max was a blur of limbs and teeth as he spun around, the smile on his face stretched so wide it should hurt. He dashed across four parking spaces, no doubt seeing some Old West town in his mind, and as he held one arm extended for invisible reins, the other twirled an imaginary lasso over his head. Two months ago, he’d watched Toy Story for the very first time and, needless to say, Woody was his favorite character.


    Deacon grinned. Seeing his son happy and healthy was worth every drop of future sweat this opportunity would demand. Being a part of Blue meant changing his family tree, and because of it, Max would never know what it was like to struggle. He wouldn’t wonder where his next meal would come from, or if there’d be a roof over his head in the morning. He could just be a kid. Silly, carefree, and secure. He’d have the childhood Deacon himself had never had.


    As long as his dad didn’t do anything to screw it up.


    Max trotted over and came to a sudden stop. Tilting his head, he gave Deacon a mischievous smirk before sticking his tongue into the pocket of a chubby cheek and squinting one eye.


    Dang. That looked suspicious.


    Circling his imaginary rope around his head, he aimed for Deacon’s legs, and then flung out his arm and yelled, “Gotcha!”


    Deacon made a show of pressing his legs together and wobbling. “I surrender, sheriff!” He raised his palms in the air. “I surrender, I surrender. Please don’t hurt me.”


    Max snickered, bouncing up and down like a proud kangaroo, and Deacon shook his head with a laugh. The kid had more energy than a carton of Red Bull. Bending down, he scooped his wiggling son into his arms. “Having fun, buddy?”


    “Yup!” A matching set of dimples popped in his cheeks. “Mes a cowboy!”


    “The best cowboy I’ve ever seen,” he replied. “Sheriff Woody would be impressed.” He tickled Max’s stomach, addicted to the sound of his giggles, and as the boy squirmed in his arms, he got a better look at his face and he groaned. “Buddy, we’ve been here a half hour and we’re on a cement parking lot. How did you get so filthy?”


    Blades of grass littered his chocolate-brown spikes, a twig was stuck to his shirt, and dirt was smudged across his forehead. Max shrugged. “Not know.”


    Deacon chuckled. What did Charlie call his son, a pint-sized tornado? He had to admit, he was right on the money. “You excited to get on the bus soon?”


    Max nodded eagerly. That, at least, was an improvement. When they’d sat him down last night, trying to explain all the fun they’d be having living on a moving house for the next few months, Max had been less than thrilled. He hated long car rides—or anything that required him to stay still for very long—but thankfully, Hannah had held a trick up her sleeve. She’d promised a special surprise when they got on board, just for him and Tyler’s daughter, Lizzie, and that had been all Max needed to hear.


    Pointing straight ahead, he now declared, “My bus!”


    Deacon followed the pudgy finger toward the Steel Drum caravan, and a knot of anxiety twisted his gut. It was larger than he’d expected. He’d tried to play it cool in front of Hannah and her parents when the entourage pulled into the lot, but until that moment, the tour hadn’t been real. It’d been some far-off, surreal possibility that loomed in the future.


    Now, it had actual wheels.


    Deacon only joined the band last year. In that time, Blue had recorded an album, rehearsed like crazy, and performed on various talk shows promoting the tour, but it hadn’t reached that stage yet. The stage where the crowds were huge, the pressure was constant, and tens of thousands of fans would soon be screaming their names and watching his every move.


    When you performed live, so much could go wrong. You could miss a cue, fumble a chord, or trip over an amp. Too much was riding on him getting this right, and whether he was used to hard work or not, Deacon’s track record wasn’t the best. He still made mistakes—plenty of them. But this wasn’t something he could afford to screw up.


    Max wiggled in his arms again, swinging his hand to the right. “My Hannah.”


    Like a soothing balm, the anxiety twisting Deacon’s gut loosened. Thank goodness Hannah was back. She was his center of gravity, the calm in his storm. With her by his side, on tour with them, he could handle anything.


    Fixing his gaze ahead, Deacon watched her lift a hand to her mouth, curl it into a fist instead, and then fling it behind her back before she could bite it. But he’d caught it. He wished she could see herself the way he did. The way he always had. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Tyler and the guys would love her and ask her to stay on for the international leg of the tour. How could they not?


    One by one, his friends proved him right, taking turns officially welcoming her to the Blue family. As they each scooped her into a hug, Lois and Bill stood by her side smiling with pride.


    Another puzzle piece clicked into place.


    Then Nate stepped forward. With a covert look at Deacon over his shoulder, he leaned down and swept Hannah into his arms. The back of Deacon’s teeth clicked.


    After she’d accepted the nanny job back in Magnolia Springs, Nate had asked him if Hannah was single. Blame it on the fact that she’d been gone for fourteen months and had suddenly reappeared without warning on his doorstep two days prior, but Deacon had nearly taken his new friend’s head off. Yeah, he wanted Hannah to be happy and knew she’d settle down eventually, but she was too good, too innocent, too sweet to get mixed up with country music’s biggest playboy.


    Of course, warning Nate off only opened him up for this.


    Holding Hannah close, Nate rocked her from side to side, his thick arms banded around her for way longer than was necessary. Over his shoulder, a confused wrinkle formed between Hannah’s brows, but then he set her down and squeezed her arm with sisterly affection. Walking away, back toward the buses, Nate shot him a smirk.


    Under his breath, Deacon muttered, “My Hannah.”


    Too late, he realized his mistake.


    Max stilled in his arms, a scary phenomenon on its own when dealing with a two-year-old, pint-sized tornado, and then his son’s face morphed into an angry scowl. Max was still working on the concept of sharing. So far, it wasn’t going that hot.


    Fighting a smile, and hoping like mad to avoid a mini tantrum, Deacon adjusted his grip. “Hey, buddy, remember how I said Hannah was Daddy’s best friend?”


    Max nodded hesitantly but side-eyed him, too, like he wasn’t sure where this was going. That made two of them.


    “Well, Daddy missed her a whole lot while she was gone,” he explained, “and I’m really happy she’s coming on tour with us. I want to spend as much time with her as I possibly can. But because you’re my little man and I love you so much, I’m willing to share her with you.” Leaning forward, he lowered his voice like he was confiding a secret. “Only you, though.” He hesitated and then added, “Well, and Lizzie, too.”


    That was the magic word.


    Instantly, Max’s face brightened and he squirmed to get down. Laughing, Deacon pressed a swift kiss on his son’s dimpled cheek and set him on the ground, Max’s feet already running in midair. “Lizzie! Lizzie!”


    At least avoiding tantrums would be a whole lot easier with Tyler’s daughter around these next few months.


    As Max sprinted across the lot, the entire band turned to watch. Lizzie jumped in Sherry’s arms and began chanting, “Ma! Ma!” while clapping her tiny hands. That’d be one-year-old speak for Max.


    Twenty-two months apart, the children had bonded the second they met. Lizzie followed wherever Max went, first scooting around in his shadow and now toddling after him, and the little sweetheart brought out a calmer side to Max. He was still a handful, of course. He was a Latrell, after all. But thanks to Lizzie, he was a slightly more sedate handful.


    Tyler frowned as his baby daughter gazed up at Max with puppy love affection, and Deacon lifted his shoulders as if to say, what can you do? To his delight, the lead singer’s scowl only deepened. Raising a boy was so much easier.


    A soft laugh came from beside him, and Lois slipped her hand around Deacon’s arm. Together, they watched the children converse in their secret, squealing language. When Max pressed a palm to his open mouth and blew Lizzie a kiss, Hannah’s mother chortled.


    “Woo, boy! Already breaking hearts. That apple sure didn’t fall far.”


    Deacon feigned shock. “Ms. Fisher, are you implying I’m a flirt?”


    Lois harrumphed. “There was no implying about it. I came right out and said it. My boy, you’ve been a charmer all your life, and that beautiful son of yours is following right along in his daddy’s footsteps.”


    His entire body tensed. Though it was moderately better than taking after his mother—the egg donor who’d jumped ship after Max was born—the last thing Deacon wanted was for his son to be like him, or to make the same mistakes he’d made. Heck, he was the reason Max didn’t have two parents like his friends did. Krista never forgave him for getting her pregnant and ruining her life, and she never let him forget it, either.


    No, Deacon wanted Max to be the good guy, the hero of the story. To be worthy of the princess in his life.


    Aloud, he said, “Don’t let Max hear you say that. He told me last week that cowboys don’t play music, they ride horses, and the fiddle hurts his ears.” Deacon shrugged. “Since he likes throwing things, I grabbed a mini Nerf basketball goal for the bus. Maybe that’ll take.”


    “Training him early,” Bill cut in, appearing beside them with an approving nod. “I like it. We’ll make a Tar Heel out of him yet.”


    Deacon laughed, and Bill opened his arms. Lois walked right into them, pressed her head against her husband’s chest, and sank into his hold. Just for a second, Deacon envied them.


    What would it be like, to have what they had? Someone to lean on, someone to hold and care for who was truly yours. The love the Fishers shared was palpable. It always had been. Before they’d come into his life, Deacon hadn’t known a love like that existed, but the two of them were a unit. Together with Hannah, they watched out for and cared for one another, unconditionally and without reservation.


    What made it even stranger was that they extended that affection to him.


    Since the day Hannah had brought him home, they had been his surrogate family. Lois listened, she hugged, and her gentle spirit had tamed some of his anger back in high school. Bill had taught him what it meant to be a man, and later on, how to be a father. After Hannah left for Paris, he’d even become a friend. Their weekly check-ins were often the glue that held Deacon together, and he’d looked forward to the Sunday night phone calls where Bill slipped in nuggets of wisdom between complaints about the Tar Heels’ or Panthers’ clock management.


    A few feet away, the first bus roared to life. As Hannah walked over to join them, Lois’s warm eyes grew misty.


    “Guess it’s about that time,” Deacon murmured.


    Bill pressed a kiss to his wife’s hair, and she stepped out of his arms. “I gave that nice Arabella girl a cooler full of casseroles, and there’s also a box of cookies and homemade granola with your things. It’s up to you if you want to share with the others,” she whispered conspiratorially. “That should get the two of you started, but if you ever have an address I can ship to, I’ll send more boxes overnight.”


    Hannah sighed and shook her head in amusement. “We’ll be fine, Mama. Believe it or not, I know my way around a kitchen. You taught me everything you know.”


    “Almost everything,” Lois corrected with a wink. “I’ve got to keep some recipes secret or I’ll never see the two of you. Always so busy, exploring and jet-setting. Which explains why you’re both so thin.”


    With a disapproving tsk, she threw her hands in the air, and Deacon and Hannah shared a look. Here came the lecture.


    “Paris and New Orleans,” she began. “You two realize you’ve lived in food capitals of the world, yet you’re both skin and bones. Hannah, you have two little ones to keep up with, and Deacon”—she swung her slate-blue eyes in his direction—“you’ll be performing every night. How can you do that if you don’t keep up your strength?” She clucked her tongue. “Wasting away won’t do the band or Max any good.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” they both murmured, sneaking another glance and fighting back smiles.


    “Relax, honey. They’ll be fine. They have each other.” Another bus cranked to life, and Bill extended a hand toward Deacon. “Watch out for my girl, huh?”


    “Yes, sir.” As the man tugged him into a one-armed hug, the pressure in Deacon’s throat grew tight. He coughed to clear it, then turned to Hannah and caught her grumbling to the sky. He bit back a laugh.


    If there was one thing his best friend hated, it was appearing helpless. Even back in high school, when she’d genuinely needed his help dealing with the jerks in their class, she had never wanted him to think she was weak. In a way, he understood. She was a fighter, and it was one of the things he adored about her. But what Hannah never understood was that he hadn’t protected her because he didn’t think she could do it herself. He’d protected her because he wanted to. Because it had made him feel worthwhile to look after the first person who’d ever truly believed in him.


    Lois stepped up, cradling Hannah’s cheek and reaching for Deacon’s hand. “Take care of each other.” She stared pointedly at Hannah before turning to him with a smile. “Max, too. Call us as often as you can and take lots of pictures. I want to feel like I was with you in every city.”


    She yanked them both into a fierce double hug and didn’t let go until Bill tugged her away with a gruff laugh. “Stop blubbering, woman. You’re killing the man’s street cred.”


    “Like I have any to begin with.” Forcing a laugh, Deacon dragged a hand across his face. Why was this so hard? He’d said good-bye before. Plenty of times, if you counted his dad leaving, Krista fleeing, Hannah traveling, and when he himself moved to Louisiana. Yet somehow, things felt different this time. Like something important was ending, and a new beginning had arrived.


    Falling in step beside Hannah, Deacon walked the Fishers to their car. They got in, and immediately Lois rolled down the window, telling them again how much she loved them. Loved. It was still so crazy to hear.


    The engine turned over and Hannah sniffled. Like muscle memory, Deacon pulled her in front of him, her back to his chest, and wrapped his arms around her. Needing comfort almost as much as he wanted to comfort her. As she snuggled closer, he kissed the top of her head, and the sweet candy-coated scent of her soap flooded his nose. They stood like that while her parents drove away, watching the fading red taillights until they rounded the corner. Being there for each other and breathing the same air. It was a luxury he hadn’t had while she’d been in Paris.


    Hannah latched onto his forearms and laid her head back against him, releasing a heavy sigh. As the tension left her shoulders, a sudden rush of warmth flooded Deacon’s chest.


    He’d missed this. The way his world slowed down when Hannah was around. How she gave him a sense of purpose in the quiet. In twenty-five years, there were only ever two things he was proud of in his life: being a father to his son, and being Hannah’s friend. The two of them believed in him, and having them both on tour, Deacon felt invincible.


    That extended contract was his.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Hannah bobbed her head and swung her hips. “Muffins are health-y,” she sang out as she stirred the batter of delicious goodness in her favorite mixing bowl. “Muffins are yumm-y. That’s why muffins rock-my-world.”


    Peering over her shoulder, she winked at Max and Lizzie, who wore a matching set of grins at the kitchenette table, and then she really got into it. Humming the impromptu tune, she added a little shoulder shimmy and a quick dip, much to the toddlers’ delight.


    “Muffins are health-y,” she repeated, this time with a falsetto. “Muffins are yumm-y. That’s why muffins rock-my-world.”


    The children giggled and clapped their tiny hands, and Hannah executed a bow. Thank goodness the tour bus was pretty much empty. In her experience, adults rarely appreciated her bouts of silly dances and made-up songs. Mostly, they stared at her with questioning looks on their faces as if trying to place her home planet—or worse, they offered forced smiles.


    But kids, man. Kids spoke her language.


    Scooping the goopy batter into the prepared muffin pans, she told the children, “These will be ready in about twenty minutes, which gives us just enough time to watch Little Einsteins!”


    Max whooped with a fist high in the air, and sweet Lizzie gave her a gummy smile, both of which probably had more to do with her overly enthusiastic voice than it did with her programming choice, but she grabbed the remote anyway. In general, Hannah wasn’t the biggest fan of children’s television—the twaddle tended to outweigh the good—and she preferred the kids in her care to use their imaginations or play outside. But the three of them were stuck on a bus for the foreseeable future, there were a few good options out there, and Little Einsteins happened to be one she genuinely enjoyed. Heck, she was known to watch it a time or two when children weren’t even around.


    Which probably explains why I’m still single, she thought with a chuckle.


    Oh, well. If a love of animated singing children and strange-colored pets who live in a house filled with talking objects were the reason Hannah was unlucky in love, then consider her a young Old Maid. The truth was, she actually liked who she was these days, and it’d taken her far too long to get to this point. Being inauthentic would be a step backward. Besides, was it really too much to ask for a man to fall in love with her and her quirks?


    A certain long-limbed, brooding fiddle player, for example?


    Hannah sighed and finished filling the second pan. Once the dough was piled high, she popped the treats in the oven and licked the sticky blueberry mixture from her fingertips. It tasted like childhood, like her mama’s kitchen, and Hannah glanced at the empty bunks, wishing she could send a batch over to Deacon on the other bus. Blueberry muffins were a favorite of his, too, and it couldn’t hurt to remind him of their connection.


    Unfortunately, after the crew had finished loading the luggage onboard, and before they took off for Providence, Arabella had called a band meeting. There wouldn’t be time for one once they arrived, and they’d be driving the rest of today. Tomorrow’s schedule was tight, too, with an early morning sound check, followed by media interviews, a meet and greet with fans, and of course, their first performance, so it made sense to spend the travel time this afternoon going over logistics, the set list, and maybe even do a few acoustic run-throughs. Obviously, they couldn’t do that here, on the bus affectionately dubbed “Kid Central.” But Hannah had hoped to get a jump start on Operation Joie de Vivre.


    In sync with her thoughts, the peppy theme song rolled through the speakers, “We’re going on a mission… Start the countdown!”


    Hannah grinned and snuck a peek at her charges. Max and Lizzie were cuddled in front of the television, beneath a makeshift blanket fort, and art supplies lay scattered on the table. With the smell of blueberry muffins in the air, the bus already felt like home.


    Placing the dirty dishes in the sink, Hannah turned on the faucet and began cleaning up. She wiggled her hips, the little ditty from earlier firmly entrenched in her brain. “That’s why muffins rock-my-world.”


    “I know I’m always down for a good muffin.”


    Water sprayed Hannah in the face as she jumped up and lost her grip on the spigot. Sputtering, she slapped the water off and grabbed for a tea towel as Sherry looked on with amusement from the hallway.


    Smiling, the other woman ruffled her daughter’s hair and moseyed over to where Hannah stood. “Something smells delicious,” she said, bending down to peer into the oven. “And since I woke up hearing a song about muffins, I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess that’s what this is.”


    Hannah groaned. “You heard that? I’m sorry if we were too loud. I really thought the door to the back bedroom would muffle us more.”


    “Oh, it did,” Sherry replied, standing tall with a wink. “But I’m a pregnant lady and you’re making something scrumptious. There’s no way this baby was letting me sleep through that. Now, scoot.” She bumped Hannah over with her hip and flipped the faucet back on. “You cook, I clean. That’s how I roll. Ask my sister, I can’t cook for garbage, but dishes? They may not be my specialty, but at least we know I can’t burn them.”


    She grinned over her shoulder as Hannah fidgeted with her shirtsleeve, unsure of what to do with herself. Luckily, Sherry had no such hang-ups. She squirted soap on a sponge and set to work, talking all the while.


    “I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate you coming out on tour with us,” Sherry told her. “This pregnancy is kicking my butt. I swear, I don’t remember being this tired with Lizzie, but now it’s like all I want to do is sleep. Sleep and eat. I told Tyler earlier that I felt bad, us taking the master bedroom and leaving you and Deacon in the roosts with the kids, but at least I won’t be in your way when I crash out.”


    Hannah nodded, still feeling awful for waking up a pregnant lady, and Sherry tilted her head back. “Seriously, stop it. If you made a batch of muffins and withheld them from me, then you could be apologetic, but for whipping up a snack? If anything, I should be thanking you. Trust me, no one wants to hang around me if I go too long between meals. You might lose a finger.”


    Hannah laughed. “Well, I guess in that case, you’re welcome. Who am I to come between a hungry mama and a craving?”


    “Exactly,” Sherry said with a grin. “And later on, when I knock out again, feel free to be as loud as you want. I sleep like the dead. Unless food’s involved, once my head hits the pillow even Nate couldn’t wake me up.”


    A memory of the high-energy drummer running around with the kids during their Fourth of July party flashed in her mind. At the time, Deacon had described it as typical Nate, which Hannah soon discovered to be accurate. The man was restless, a flirt, and a total prankster, not to mention charming to boot. He’d certainly make life on the road less boring—but secretly, she was glad he was sleeping on the other bus, along with Miles, Charlie, and Arabella. Even though Nate was harmless, she never knew how to respond to his antics. She’d always been rather awkward with attention.


    Grabbing a towel to dry the dishes, Hannah said, “Better not let him hear you say that. From what I’ve gathered, Nate would consider it a challenge.”


    Sherry barked out a laugh. “Don’t I know it!” She shook her head, but fondness lit her eyes. “That boy is one hot mess, but mark my words, Hannah. His day is coming. There’s a woman out there who’s gonna tame the wild beast, and I for one can’t wait to watch him tumble.”


    Hannah chuckled, imagining the kind of woman who could accomplish such a feat, and they fell into silence, washing and drying the dishes with the sounds of running water and Little Einsteins filling the quiet. Unlike so many other times in her life when she’d run out of things to say, this silence was comfortable. For once, she wasn’t thinking about what she’d say next, or worrying about her nervous stutter. Sherry exuded warmth. The last threads of anxiety that had gripped Hannah’s chest slowly faded away.


    When the dishes were done, they turned to face the kids and a soft smile found Sherry’s lips. “That was a great idea, by the way, bringing things to decorate their roosts. I never would’ve thought of that.”


    The love in the woman’s eyes as she watched her daughter was unmistakable, and Hannah felt a twinge of envy. “For the most part, Lizzie will sleep in the back with us,” Sherry continued. “At least until the baby comes.” She rubbed a hand against her swollen belly. “But I love that she has her own space, too, you know?”


    “It’ll be good for whenever she needs quiet time away,” Hannah agreed. “And this way she can have her own special space for nap time. I figured a few posters, comfy pillows, and soft blankets might make the bus feel like it’s really theirs and help with the transition.” When the woman’s eyes widened with admiration, Hannah looked away. “I sort of stole the idea from a celebrity tour bus special on CMT.”


    Sherry linked her elbow through Hannah’s. “Girl, I say own your genius. It doesn’t matter who inspired it, you’re the one who made my baby smile.” She raised her chin toward the children. “Max, too. In my book, that’s what counts.”


    A rush of excitement buzzed through Hannah’s body at the woman’s kind words. For the first time in a long time, she felt like she might actually belong.


    Ten years ago, she’d forced her friendship on Deacon and was lucky enough that he decided to keep her around. Crystal, her mentor at the church preschool and surprisingly enough, a former classmate, also became a friend after working side by side for years—but the two women never hung around outside of work, or called each other just because. In fact, the only friend she’d really ever had other than Deacon had been Krista—Deacon’s ex and Max’s mother. Look how that had turned out.


    But Sherry Blue was different. She’d sensed it back in Louisiana, and today merely confirmed it. She and Arabella both were sweet and genuine. They didn’t seem the type to get secretly jealous, or scheme to find holes in Hannah’s confidence. They were good people. It made her that much happier to know that Deacon had them in his corner, too.


    The oven timer dinged and Hannah grabbed a trivet. She set the muffins on the counter to cool, and turned back to find Sherry studying her with a puzzled look on her face. The television program behind them ended, and after a moment, the other woman called out, “Lizzie, Max? Why don’t you two go add the finishing touches to your bunks? Your daddies will be so surprised tonight.”


    Those were the magic words. Max’s eyes lit up like Santa himself just waltzed in the room, and he immediately hopped down from the table, eager to do anything that’d make Deacon proud. As for Lizzie, Sherry helped her bouncing daughter down and then up into her roost, giving the little girl a sheet of glow-in-the-dark stars and a couple stuffed animals. Then she circled back toward Hannah.


    “That should keep them busy for a bit,” she said, slipping onto one side of the vacated kitchen bench and tapping the table in front of the other side. “Come sit a minute. I want to get to know you better.”


    “Um. Okay…” Feeling a twinge of her previous nervousness creep back, Hannah forced a smile and slid onto the bench. She tucked her hands under her thighs. “What do you want to know?”


    Sherry’s smile widened. “Honestly? Everything, but that’s only because I’m nosy. Heads up, I can be like a dog with a bone, wanting to know what makes everyone tick and how things work, but I won’t scare you away with all that just yet.” She winked and then leaned forward on the seat. “What I’m really curious about, though, is you and Deacon.”


    Hannah’s jaw went slack. “What do you mean…me and Deacon?”


    “Well, if I had to narrow it down, I guess how long you two have known each other,” she replied. “You’ve gotta know he acts differently around you. Heck, before you visited us for the Fourth, I wasn’t sure Deacon even had friends or family back home. He’s an awesome guy, don’t get me wrong, it’s just that he never talks about his personal life. He works his tail off and then scoots out to be with his son. Then you showed up and it got my Spidey senses all tingly.”


    Hannah dropped her eyes to the tabletop. “Deacon’s a pretty private guy,” she murmured.


    Honestly, it wasn’t as if she’d expected him to blab their business to his new friends. That wasn’t Deacon’s style. But she’d be lying if she said it wouldn’t have been nice if he’d at least mentioned her name. “I’m not surprised he didn’t tell you about me.”


    “Garbage, that came out wrong.” Sherry blew a raspberry. “Listen, I’m not shocked he didn’t talk my ear off, either. Guys, especially music men, don’t do that unless they’re forced to do so, at least in my experience. Tyler would rather have a root canal than go around swapping stories. What I meant to say was, it wasn’t strange that he didn’t mention you, but more the way he reacted when you were there.”


    That caught Hannah’s attention. How had Deacon reacted? She racked her brain, wondering if she’d missed any signs, or a clue that something had shifted between them, but she came up with zilch.


    Sherry made a face as she drummed her black-painted fingernails on the table. “I guess what I’m really wondering is…were the two of you ever, like, together?”


    Hannah didn’t need a mirror to know her face was bright red. In an instant. A curse of her Irish heritage. Opening her mouth, she went for a denial, and ended up instead with a squeak.


    Sherry slumped. “I’ve been reading too many romances again, haven’t I?” With a sigh, she said, “Hey, I know it’s none of my business. Obviously, this is your personal life and you don’t have to tell me squat. It’s just that Deacon’s so different with you. His eyes light up and he smiles. Like, actually smiles, you know? With teeth and everything.”


    An expression of deep affection washed over her face, and it was obvious she considered Deacon a friend. “Ty told me I needed to stay out of it, but he’s a guy. He doesn’t get it. I’m in love with the idea of love, and I want everyone to be as blissfully happy as I am. I can’t help myself.” She lifted a shoulder and smiled unapologetically, leaning forward again as she asked, “So…were you?”


    A strange fluttering began low in Hannah’s belly. Embarrassment, hope, and confusion bubbled beneath the surface, but she shook her head. “Uh, no.” She glanced out the window. “Deacon and I have only ever been friends. Best friends,” she clarified. “For ten years now.”


    “Seriously? But you’re so cute together. He’s sweet with you, and you seem so devoted to him. I could’ve sworn something was there. Are you sure?” Sherry fell back into her seat with a deflated slump. “I wanted you two to be my new pet project.”


    Hannah knew she shouldn’t ask. It was best for everyone involved to simply move on past this subject and let it go—before she revealed too much of her feelings and embarrassed herself more than she already had. But, she simply had to know.


    “Pet project?”


    Sherry rolled her eyes. “Nothing weird or tawdry,” she replied, whisking her hand in the air. “Like I said, I’m all about the love. My friend Angelle calls me a modern-day Cupid with hips.” She glanced down and patted her side. “Super-sized hips lately. But I guess I’ve lost my sixth sense, huh? Used to be, I could spot a potential love match at sixty paces.”


    Here it was, a moment of truth. Hannah could carry on as she started, take the safe route and drop it, perhaps ask about the pregnancy or the band’s tour schedule…or she could push forward. Try something new. The old Hannah wouldn’t have hesitated. Only one other person ever knew how she felt about Deacon, and the day after she’d confessed the truth, that friend had gone after him for herself.


    But this was Hannah 2.0. She was on a mission, and she’d vowed to stop shying away from things that scared her. That included trusting people and making friends. Plus, Sherry was into matchmaking and already said they were cute together. Maybe she could eventually offer Hannah a few tips? Lord knew she could use them.


    Before she could overthink it, she blurted out, “Not exactly.”


    Sherry’s eyebrows shot up, and Hannah swallowed the lump in her throat.


    Well, there was no turning back now.


    “It’s true we weren’t ever together…like that. Deacon moved next door the summer before our sophomore year of high school, and I wasn’t exactly Miss Popularity back then. Or ever,” she added with a laugh. “I was desperate for someone to talk to, someone who hadn’t grown up hearing me literally stutter through life, and Deacon was like an answer to a prayer. He didn’t judge me or laugh at me. He protected me and made me feel special. It’d be hard not to develop at least a little crush.”


    Hannah smiled awkwardly, covering the understatement of the century, while Sherry squished her eyebrows together. Her head tilted in befuddlement. Then, she widened her eyes.


    “You had a stutter?” The second the words left her mouth, she winced. “Garbage, I’m sorry. That was completely tactless. It’s just that I’m surprised. You seriously can’t tell at all.”


    Hannah grinned, waving away the other woman’s concern. “I’m glad you can’t tell. I worked my butt off to overcome it, so no offense taken.” She scooted back on the bench and shrugged. “I mean, I still stumble from time to time, but I’ve learned to control it for the most part. Actually, it had gotten a lot better by the time Deacon moved next door, with only a few slip ups whenever I was really nervous.” She laughed softly and craned an eyebrow. “But you tell me, what teenage girl never gets nervous?”


    Sherry grunted. “More like, what woman never gets nervous.” She shook her head. “I’m still a neurotic mess, but back then? Pssh. I hated high school. Just thinking about it gives me hives.”


    She scratched a phantom itch on her arm for effect, and Hannah blinked in shock. Sherry Blue was the epitome of cool. She exuded confidence and charisma, and even in maternity clothes held a rocker vibe. Heck, she was married to a former Sexiest Man Alive. Hannah would’ve bet even money that Sherry had ruled her school back in the day.


    Obviously reading her thoughts, Sherry laughed out loud. “Trust me, sweets. We’ve all battled mean girls at some point. Kids can be unbelievably cruel. I wouldn’t go back to those days if you paid me.”


    Reaching out, she took Hannah’s hand, smiling in empathy, and a two-ton weight lifted from Hannah’s shoulders. Until that moment, she hadn’t known how much she’d needed this—a female friend who understood where she came from and who honestly seemed to care.


    Hannah smiled ruefully. “Well, I admit I was an easy target. My parents had me late in life, and they were a good bit older than everyone else’s parents. In case you couldn’t tell when you met them earlier, they’re pretty conservative, and we didn’t have a ton of money to spend chasing trends. If my clothes weren’t from a thrift store, my mama made it. They were simple, modest, and resembled what you’d wear on a prairie.” She laughed softly in memory. “Add in my bright orange-red hair, an unfortunate puberty, and a debilitating stutter…I pretty much tattooed the bull’s-eye on my back.”


    Sherry frowned. “People suck.”


    “That they do,” she agreed with a grin. “It didn’t matter what I did, either. How smart I was or the roles I got in drama. They didn’t care that my stutter improved. Our town is small and my classmates had been with me since kindergarten. There was no changing my fate. I was the school freak.” Hannah sighed. “Of course, things only got worse when the hot new bad boy suddenly became my best friend, ready and willing to beat up anyone who messed with me.”


    “Whoa.” Sherry threw her palms in the air. “Hold up a second. Hot new bad boy? Are you telling me that Deacon—Mr. Stoic, Quiet, Fatherly, Fiddle-playing Deacon—used to be a bad boy?” When Hannah bit back a smile nodding in reply, Sherry’s hands slapped the table. “Well butter my butt and call me a biscuit!”


    Hannah laughed and folded her arms on the table. “Yup. Deacon was a total rebel.”


    Sherry blinked in astonishment, then hopped up to grab the tray of cooled muffins. “Revelations like these require sustenance,” she explained, setting the treats between them.


    Choosing one overstuffed with berries, Hannah pinched off an edge. Steam floated in the air, and she popped the morsel into her mouth. This was fun.


    “Deacon had the whole look down, too,” she confided. “Torn jeans, black leather, long hair. The best part was that he didn’t care what people thought about him, either. He did his own thing and gave the middle finger to the rules all the other sheep followed. Oddly enough, that only made him more popular. The other guys either wanted to be him or be seen with him, and the girls…well, they just wanted him, period.”


    One girl in particular went above and beyond to reach that goal, and Hannah sighed as she popped another bite into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully, then shook her head.


    “I, of course, had the opposite problem. I was a social pariah and cared too much about what other people thought. Deacon hated how they treated me, and he got in a ton of fights that first year. After that, I just stopped telling him about their teasing.”


    The fighting hadn’t stopped anything anyway. Their classmates simply got more creative, whispering insults and calling her out in gym or the locker room, places where they knew Deacon wouldn’t be around. By that point, she’d just wanted him to stop getting in trouble over her, and she’d been embarrassed that he felt the need to keep coming to her rescue. So she’d hidden the problems as best she could.


    “Junior year, I convinced Deacon to try out for basketball. He was antiestablishment back then,” she confided with an eye roll, “but he always played on his driveway, and he never missed a shot. Ever. He easily made the team and became our star player, which forced him to become a bit more involved. But he still never played by anyone’s rules other than his own. The summer after that, he found his granddad’s fiddle in the attic, and I gave him lessons on piano.” Hannah smiled. “I guess you could say the rest is history.”


    Sherry still hadn’t touched her muffin. She’d sat there, completely enraptured by Hannah’s story, but now that it was over, a curious expression crossed her face.


    Hannah shifted in her seat. Had she said too much? Deacon was intensely private, but she didn’t think he’d mind the few details she had shared. It was mostly about her anyway, and she’d never divulge the truth about his parents or his family life. If anything, the little that she had revealed showed what an incredible man Deacon was.


    But why was Sherry looking at her like that?


    “Deacon’s a hard worker,” she added in a rush, trying to do damage control. “Obviously, he’s grown up, like we all have. He doesn’t have a problem following rules now. He’s loyal and honest, and when it comes to the people he cares about, there’s nothing he won’t do for them. Blue’s lucky to have him.”


    For good measure, she picked up a muffin and handed it to Sherry. A slow smile curved the woman’s lips. “I’m starting to get that.”


    Lifting her muffin, she tapped it against Hannah’s in a silent cheers and took a big bite. The calculating gleam dissipated from her eye as a delighted moan fell from her lips. “Oh. My. Goodness.”


    Hannah grinned. “Good, right?”


    “Mmm hmm.” Sherry took another bite, mumbling with a mouth full, “Better than good. Perfection.”


    “Mama used to make these for me every first day of school. With it being our first day out on the road, I thought I’d keep the tradition alive.”


    Sherry’s eyes were glazed in bliss, but her lips pinched in a frown. “Only if by ‘tradition’ you mean ‘weekly occurrence,’ then you’re on.” Waving her half-eaten muffin in a circle around her face, she said, “See this? This is the face of a pregnant lady. A very hungry pregnant lady. Teasing me with these bites of heaven and then taking them away again for ‘special occasions’ would be cruel and unusual punishment.”


    To punctuate her statement, Sherry took a massive bite, sending tiny crumbs flying through the air, and Hannah laughed. “My apologies, then. Honestly, I don’t know what on earth I was thinking.”


    “You weren’t,” her new friend explained. “But that’s okay. That’s why you and me are gonna make a great team. I’ve got your back, I’ll keep you thinking straight, and you just keep whipping these up on the regular. Then we’ll be all good.”


    After stuffing the rest of the muffin in her mouth, Sherry glanced at the tray on the table. She did a quick calculation, then raised her eyes. “Only one thing. These bad boys are our little secret. I guess Ty and Deacon can know, and of course, we’ll let the kids in, but that’s it.” She pulled the tray toward her chest like she was hoarding them. “Hormonal pregnant chicks don’t share well, and these suckers are now at the top of my cravings list!”


    Hannah laughed aloud, and as Sherry took another muffin, swaying in her seat in what she liked to call the “happy tummy dance,” a feeling of wonder washed over her.


    She’d expected to have fun with Max and Deacon on this trip. She’d even hoped for a shift in feelings with her best friend, a shift that could lead to everything. But what she hadn’t planned on, what she hadn’t even dared to dream, was for a new friendship to develop—especially not with the awesome woman seated across from her.


    As a super fan, Hannah of course knew of Sherry way before they met in Magnolia Springs. In fact, over the last few years the woman had become a celebrity in her own right. Her natural beauty and funky sense of style were a favorite topic in the media after award shows and events Blue attended. She was cool and fun and everything Hannah wasn’t…yet Sherry actually seemed to enjoy her company.


    Maybe her stars were changing, after all.


    Sighing contently, Sherry dusted her hands and patted her swollen, satiated belly. She stretched out on the bench seat, glanced over to where the children lay giggling in their roosts, then nodded to herself before turning back around with a spark in her eyes. “Hannah, my dear, I think I love you.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Coffee. I need coffee.


    Actually, Deacon could use something a heck of a lot stronger than coffee, but he’d given up the hard stuff when he was fifteen. So, caffeine it was. Shuffling through the bowels of Gillette stadium on autopilot, he headed toward the stash of New Orleans brewed Community he kept on the bus and went over the new set list again. Committing it to memory, and trying to forget what prompted it to begin with.


    It didn’t matter that this was how the show should’ve been set up originally. Kicking off with their biggest hit, “Rain Dance,” anchoring the middle with fan-favorite, “Next Time,” and ending on their latest number one, “Steel Blue,” made sense—but it wasn’t what prompted the change. Nope, that’d be him. Or, more accurately, his nasty playing in Providence opening night.


    Deacon raked his fingers through his mop of hair. He’d screwed up. Missed two cues and played tight. This wasn’t him. He didn’t choke when the game was on the line. Zoning out everything else and being good in the clutch was the one thing Deacon was good for. The rest of his life was a veritable mess, but he performed when he had to. At least, that had been the case up until a couple days ago.


    Of course the guys downplayed it. Charlie said it happened to all of them the first time they played for a huge crowd, and Miles reminded him this tour was the band’s biggest yet. Nate swore the fans couldn’t tell the difference. But none of those things mattered because Deacon knew, and he held himself to a higher standard. He had to because he had so much more on the line. Besides, the new set list proved it was a bigger deal than Tyler had initially let on.


    “Afternoon, Mr. Latrell.”


    A young guy in a black T-shirt, dark jeans, and Blue baseball cap held open the exit door, entering the stadium around the same time Deacon was leaving. Deacon jogged ahead and waved two fingers in salute as he passed through the doorway. “Thanks there, Brad.”


    The young roadie’s head jerked up in surprise. Clearly, he hadn’t expected the newbie to know his name, but Deacon smiled as he turned, walking backward so he could continue talking to him. “And hey, call me Deacon, all right? Mr. Latrell was my granddad.”


    The bags growing under his eyes from lack of sleep may’ve made him look like a grandfather, but Deacon dang sure didn’t want a guy two years his junior last-naming him.


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Deacon,” Brad called back with a smile, and Deacon chuckled under his breath. Eh, close enough. “Break a leg tonight!” With that, Brad ducked inside the stadium, and Deacon shook his head.


    “Break a leg.” It was such a weird expression when you thought about it. Almost morbid. As a rule, Deacon had never gone for any of those pre-show superstitions, whether it was a basketball game or his early days singing karaoke. But right now, he could use all the good mojo he could get. Crossing himself twice and pointing in the air, he spun back around and beat feet toward the tour buses.


    The back of the stadium was utter chaos. Crew members zipped around, setting up media tents and corralling set pieces. As he passed, Deacon made it a point to say hello to each and every one of them…and, just like with Brad, they all reacted with shock when he called them by name.


    It was a blasted shame. The way he saw it, these guys were the heart and soul of the tour. They were the ones who kept everything running, made the rest of them look good, and they deserved his respect. Another roadie at least twice his age walked by, calling him Mr. Latrell, and Deacon laughed to himself.


    Now if only they’ll stop making me feel ancient at twenty-five, he thought with a grin.


    Over the sounds of male camaraderie, a female laugh broke out. Deacon glanced toward the row of buses and saw a bright yellow cab idling. Standing just outside it, Charlie held Ella in his arms, his head buried in her neck, making her squeal. Deacon looked away, wanting to give them privacy, but for some reason, his eyes quickly swung back. A pang of envy hit him in the chest.


    He was glad for his friends. Charlie and Arabella both deserved to be happy, and anyone within a mile radius could see they were. They’d had a few stumbles on their way, but they were doing better than ever. Arabella glanced up and caught his gaze, and she smiled and waved before dragging Charlie inside the cab. They were off to explore Boston, since the band wasn’t needed back until five.


    Tyler had ducked out right after sound check ended, scooping up Sherry and Lizzie so they could go to the New England Aquarium. As for Nate and Miles, they both opted for naps, forgoing sightseeing now for the wild bar scene after the concert.


    Like they had the previous nights, Deacon expected they’d invite him along, and just like every other night, his answer would still be no. Even with someone to watch Max, that scene wasn’t for him. Getting drunk, partying, that was his past. He didn’t want or need that in his life anymore, not since he’d met the Fishers. Now given the choice of a cheap high or the real thing, he’d rather spend his time with the people who mattered.


    Deacon broke out into a jog. Balance wasn’t something he was good at. He’d always been an all-or-nothing sort of guy—stubborn, hardheaded, and independent, too, if anyone was taking inventory—so it wasn’t a surprise he’d struggled the last week. It hurt really bad leaving every morning, knowing his son was off having adventures in new cities without him. Deacon wanted to be a part of those memories he was making, and he didn’t want to miss a second of Max’s life. Nightly early dinners and their sacred story time just weren’t enough.


    The only thing that helped was knowing Hannah was there during those other times. She was the one person Deacon trusted to care for his son the way he would. In many ways, the last few days felt like it had just after Max was born, back when the three of them had been a family of sorts.


    That first year, Deacon wouldn’t have survived without her. She’d brought Max to the daycare where she worked during the day, came back to their place and made dinner at night, and he’d taken over for bath and bed. Most nights she’d even slept over, pitching in with middle-of-the-night feedings. He’d grown so reliant on her steady presence that he’d allowed her to put her own life on hold…and that was where he’d failed her. His selfishness had gotten in the way of what she’d needed, which was why she’d left the country just to get a little space.


    Of course, she’d claimed she wanted to expand her wings and try something new, but he’d known better. Hannah left because he’d taken advantage of their friendship. When the opportunity had arisen for her to join them on tour, Deacon promised himself he wouldn’t make that mistake again. This time, she’d know how grateful he was to have her in his life, and he wouldn’t take a single second for granted.


    Reaching the bus door, he tugged it open and bounded up the steps, eager to see Max’s devious grin—


    And came to an abrupt halt at the sight of a pert rear thrust high in the air.


    A pair of dark jeans was molded over gentle curves like a second skin, and Deacon bit back a groan as a flood of unwanted images bombarded his brain.


    So much for not picturing his best friend naked again.


    “Almost got it,” Hannah murmured, stretching her arm farther under the couch, and thus wiggling her rear higher in the air. “Man, some really got back here. But don’t worry about it, buddy. No use crying over spilled Goldfish.”


    She laughed at what he assumed was a joke, but the wiggling and thrusting had Deacon too preoccupied to get the punch line. Instead, he was wrestling with his body’s reactions to the visions that wouldn’t stop.


    Fisting his hands by his sides, he turned to his old reliable. Basketball statistics had yet to let him down.


    Brice Johnson scored seventeen points per game.


    Joel Berry and Marcus Paige both scored twelve.


    As far as stats went, the 2015 Tar Heels was a good choice. Those last five minutes of the Championship game alone were normally enough to torment him to distraction—but not this time. Nope, for the first time ever, the guaranteed trick didn’t work. Evidently, there was no diverting from Hannah’s rear.


    Had it really been that long since he had a woman that his mind grabbed hold of the first pretty thing in front of him? Not even caring that it was Hannah?


    Maybe I should go out with Nate and Miles one night, after all.


    Swallowing another groan, Deacon turned away and focused on his giggling son. Max was sitting on the sofa, watching the credits of a familiar cartoon, and kicking his legs in the air. Deacon’s eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”


    A sudden bop followed by a muffled, “Ouch!” from below the couch met his question, and from the corner of his eye, Deacon glimpsed Hannah’s body wiggling out.


    Max thrust a finger in his nanny’s direction and said, “Pretty.”


    Assuming his son wasn’t referring to Hannah’s gently rounded rear—seriously, since when did she have curves?—he asked, “What’s pretty, Max?”


    “This,” Hannah said, popping up from below the sofa and blowing a mess of curls off her face. She held up a handful of cheese crackers. “Pretty,” she explained. “After nap time, Max had his snack while Dora and Boots held a parade with rainbow confetti. Our boy here was clearly enamored. With no streamers within grabbing distance, this smart stinker decided to improvise and make it rain with his snack instead.”


    Blowing at that stubborn strand of hair again, Hannah grinned.


    Relieved at the welcome hint of his old friend, the one who’d always worn her hair up in clips and messy ponytails, Deacon’s gaze caught on the pile on her head, and he stifled a laugh. He leaned forward and plucked the debris from her strands. “Any chance you fed my son grass along with Goldfish for a snack?”


    Hannah’s cute nose wrinkled in confusion, but her eyes widened when she glimpsed what he held. “Oh. That.” She took the leaves and sticks from his hand and shrugged. “Nah, no earthly refreshments today. This was from our morning jaunt to the park. Max wanted to try out his new tricycle.”


    The teasing grin fell from Deacon’s face as a sharp pain hit him in the stomach. He swallowed hard and swung his attention to Max. “Really?” he asked flatly.


    Max nodded, his tiny face beaming with pride, and Hannah said, “Well, uh…yeah. I hope that’s all right. The kids were extra energetic this morning and accidently ripped one of those silly throw pillows I brought for their roosts. I went down to the luggage compartment to find my sewing kit, Max saw the trike, and he begged to take it for a ride.” She hesitated before asking, “Was that not okay?”


    Deacon heard the uncertainty in her voice, watched his son’s happy smile diminish, and felt like a jerk. Neither of them had done anything wrong. This was all on him.


    “No, that’s fine,” he answered, forcing himself to smile and mean it. Hannah would see through it otherwise. “I’m just sorry I missed it, that’s all.” Bending down, he scooped Max into his arms and fell back onto the sofa.


    With that as an opening, Max broke into an animated retelling of their morning, gushing about how hard riding the trike had been until Hannah found a mountain. At that, Hannah quickly broke in to explain the mountain was actually a very gentle hill and completely safe. But it did make coasting down easier. Then Max continued on as if he hadn’t been interrupted, gushing about how fast he’d gotten by the end.


    Hannah watched Deacon for the entire story, a worried frown marring her face. She knew him too well for him to hide anything, but how was he supposed to explain that he was jealous? Even thinking it sounded stupid and immature. But…jealous he was.


    He wanted to be the one to teach Max how to ride that tricycle. He wanted to be the one to teach him everything. Or, at the very least, be there to witness it. Learning to ride a tricycle was a huge milestone, and he’d missed it.


    Telling Hannah about his feelings, though, would be selfish and make her feel guilty. She was only doing what he’d asked her to do. What the band was paying her to do. The only choice Deacon had was to celebrate his son’s progress and try not to miss anything else.


    “Wow, buddy, that sounds awesome! I’m so proud of you.” Deacon ruffled Max’s spikes, dislodging a few blades of grass of his own while he was at it, and smiled. “Looks like you were rolling in the dirt today, too.”


    “Actually,” Hannah cut in, “I’m pretty sure that’s from our grass angels.”


    She said it so matter-of-factly he was sure he’d heard wrong. “Grass angels?”


    “Yup. You know, like snow angels, only on grass.” She shrugged. “Obviously.”


    “Obviously,” he repeated.


    Raising his eyebrows, Deacon looked down at Max. He tried not to break, he really did. But a chuckle escaped anyway. He mouthed the words Grass angels, and Max giggled, too. Hannah rolled her eyes with a sigh and waltzed over to the garbage, dumping the cheese crackers confetti before dusting her hands on her jeans and cocking her hip.


    “I see you judging me, Judgey Mc-Judgerson,” she said, pointing a slender finger in his direction. “But I dare you to be full of creative juices after a long morning with Precocious One and Two. The park down the street helped get some of the wiggles out, but after the trike and running around, my usual tricks stopped working. I had to think on my feet.”


    “And grass angels were what came to mind.” He grinned like the smart aleck he was. “What I wouldn’t give for a peek inside that noggin of yours.”


    Hannah stuck her tongue out, then said, “Honestly, grass angels weren’t even the strangest thing I came up with.”


    Now Deacon laughed for real, a full body laugh, imagining the other craziness Cherry had thought up. Heck, just picturing her on the ground making “grass angels” with the kids had the previous guilt and anger melting from his body. She was a breath of fresh air in his life, balancing out his constant overthinking and pessimism.


    Exhaling, he reached out and snagged Hannah’s wrist, tugging her down onto the couch beside him. She landed with a soft bounce.


    Smiling, her eyes scanned his face, and when she found what she needed, her smile brightened. He wrapped his arm around her in a loose hug, and she tucked in close, grinning down at Max before subtly gesturing toward him with her chin. Deacon winked, and on the count of three, they began tickling his belly in earnest, their laughter filling the bus as Max squirmed and cackled between them.


    Deacon soaked in the sound, breathing free and easy for the first time in days, and vowed to find that elusive balance he’d been searching for. This moment right here was all the motivation he needed. This tiny sofa on this grand bus held his entire world, at least for now, and without this, all the success in the world would be meaningless.


    As Max’s giggles subsided, Deacon leaned down and pressed a grateful kiss against Hannah’s head. A sharp poke met his lips, and he chuckled as he tugged yet another twig from her hair.


    “I’ve got an idea,” he said, scooting sideways with Max still on his lap. He looked between them both and said, “What do you say we make up a picnic lunch and take it down to this park of yours. Max here can show me his awesome tricycle skills, and then the two of you can teach me the mysterious art of the grass angel?” He jostled Max in his arms. “That sound like fun?”


    Max whooped and shot to his feet. Hannah’s face filled with quiet pleasure. It was all the answer he needed.


    …


    “Ouch!”


    Wincing in pain, Hannah jerked her head up and stared hard at the roosts. As she cursed her throbbing heel and the Lego Woody culprit, she hoped with everything in her that the sleeping children hadn’t heard her.


    She’d just gotten Max and Lizzie down, and quite honestly, she didn’t think she could handle another round of stories, songs, and requests for water. She was tapped out. Mentally, emotionally, and physically drained of energy. Visions of a glass of wine and sitting in silence had been dancing in her head for the better part of an hour, and if something as trivial as a little pain-by-Lego kept it from becoming a reality soon, she might just cry.


    Statue-still, she waited for a sign. A wiggle or a sigh, the sound of a sheet rustling that hinted at awake children. With the nonstop vortex of enthusiasm the two had expended today, Hannah had expected Max—or at least little Lizzie—to pass out over an hour ago, but she’d been wrong. Her charges defined the words “precocious,” as well as “precious,” and she wouldn’t change that for the world… She would, however, like just a few hours of downtime.


    When a few more seconds went by without a peep from their roosts, Hannah bowed her head and raised a fist into the air, opening her mouth in a silent roar of gratitude. The bus was officially hers. Scooping up the mutinous Lego, she tiptoed toward the kitchen and smiled the smile of the free.


    It wasn’t that she wasn’t happy. Being Blue’s nanny was turning into a dream come true. Max had always held a special place in Hannah’s heart, and over the last week, Lizzie had claimed another large chunk. She loved both the little buggers to pieces, and she couldn’t get enough of their giggles.


    As for the guys, all Hannah had to do was keep the children happy, fed, and out of too much mischief, and they acted as though she’d hung the moon. The housework was minimal—picking up toys, washing a few dishes, and keeping Sherry stocked in muffins, all things she’d have done anyway. Everything about this gig was a breeze, and after adding in the incredible music at every stop and time spent with her best friend, Hannah never wanted to leave.


    “Which is good,” she murmured with a slight chuckle, “since I plan on staying forever.”


    Planning was only half the battle, however, and with that thought, Hannah uncorked the bottle of wine she’d set aside for tonight. Sherry was snoozing away in the back bedroom, and the band had a string of interviews before their concert. She’d have the bus to herself for at least a couple hours, which was more than enough time to review how her plan was going—or how it wasn’t going, if you wanted to be technical about it. Either way, doing so required provisions.


    Hooking the stem of a wineglass, Hannah moseyed over to the dining table. She placed the glass and bottle of Cabernet on the wood surface, then reached into the cabinet holding Sherry’s secret stash. There was one certainty in life—chocolate cured all. Everything was better with sugar.


    Hershey’s in hand, Hannah released a happy sigh and plopped down onto the bench, folding her legs like a pretzel. As she tore into the candy bar, she said aloud, “Let the depressing review begin.”


    She’d start with the negative and end on the good. So far, Deacon was proving harder to crack than she’d anticipated. She couldn’t decide if the man was oblivious or if he really couldn’t see beyond her role as his childhood friend, but everything she’d tried so far had resulted in a big old pile of nope. She’d tried placing her hand on his arm when they were talking. Staring into his eyes longer than necessary. Leaving her lingerie lying on her bed in plain sight…


    Hannah winced. Okay, that last one reeked of pathetic, and it had only happened a couple hours ago, which meant the sting of embarrassment was potent. But heck, she’d been desperate! Nothing else she’d tried had seemed to work, and at least her panties had caused a reaction in her bedroom before they left town. Maybe if Deacon saw them again, he’d remember the heat of that moment and they’d finally make a little progress.


    Unfortunately, the wrong person discovered the panties first, and lust was the last thing on Deacon’s mind when Max came barreling down the hall with French lingerie on his head, yelling out, “Yo ho, let’s go!” like he was from Jake and the Never Land Pirates.


    Evidently, red silk panties make awesome pirate bandanas.


    Hannah blew a raspberry with her lips. At least that stunt did create a reaction, and while amusement wasn’t exactly the mood she’d been aiming for, hey, it was something, right? Right? Maybe she could build on that horrific moment and offer to play Wendy to Deacon’s Captain Hook?


    Snorting at that ridiculous thought, she poured a more than generous amount of wine into her awaiting glass.


    Nope, nothing about this mission was going as planned. Even in the beginning, when she’d first returned from Paris, Hannah had stumbled. Flying in a week early and rerouting her arrival to Magnolia Springs had been a surprise. Partly it was because she’d feared chickening out, knowing she was finally putting herself out there, but she’d also wanted to see Deacon’s true reaction to her after all that time. Of course with her theatrical background, it had all played out like a movie during the long plane ride and even longer layovers.


    In her mind, Deacon found her on his doorstep and swept her into his arms. As the sun set behind them, he’d twirled her around his front lawn, realizing how much he needed her and how much he loved her. In that way. Then, to seal the deal, he planted a kiss to end all kisses on her lips, just like in her favorite movies: Never Been Kissed, She’s All That, and Can’t Hardly Wait, where the nerdy outcast finally found their happily ever after.


    Hey, it worked for Hollywood, right?


    Only, Hannah should’ve known better. In her world, reality and fantasy very rarely met. Instead, when “real life” Deacon found Hannah on his front step, he’d stared at her like she was some sort of mirage. He’d blinked in confusion for what felt like forever before relief finally flooded his face. Then he’d yanked her into his arms, just like in her vision, which she’d been silly enough to hope was a good sign. Alas, that was where the fairy tale faded.


    Reality Deacon gave her a chaste kiss on the forehead, instead of the romantic dip she’d imagined, and he’d followed that up with concern over the dark circles under her eyes. Talk about swoon.


    Hannah lifted the glass of Cabernet to her lips. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this seduction stuff after all. Maybe it’d be smarter to cut her losses now before she did something that truly embarrassed them both. Or worse, ruined their friendship. She’d already been burned once before, seeing feelings where there hadn’t been any, and the memory of that sting still haunted her. So much so that a part of her had wondered if they’d even be able to be friends again.


    Frowning, she took another deep sip of California’s best, then set down the glass a bit more forcefully than she’d meant to.


    “Or—” She touched her lips to cover a hiccup. “Maybe I need to step up my efforts.”


    That sounded a lot better, and as if the universe agreed with this plan, the tour bus door suddenly flew open. She jumped and hiccupped again as an out of breath Deacon appeared in the doorway, hoofing it up the bus steps.


    Hot dang. Hannah glanced at her half-empty glass. Sure, she was a little giddy and perhaps a little toasty, but she hadn’t drunk nearly enough to hallucinate. Which meant her best friend really had just randomly appeared in front of her—and he really did look that good.


    She groaned softly. It simply wasn’t fair.


    Dressed for the stage, Deacon’s normal well-worn denim was replaced by dark blue jeans that appeared as though they were made for him. Considering Blue’s stylist was one of the best in the business, they very well might have been. Molded to his long legs, distressed in artful ways, and showcasing his strength, Hannah had never seen a pair of jeans worn so well in her life. Her tongue felt swollen and funny in her mouth, and she swallowed hard as she raised her eyes.


    The view above was even better.


    Long-sleeved white cotton stretched across the hard planes of Deacon’s chest and were pushed up on his thick forearms. The V-neckline had two buttons undone, revealing the smooth skin of his throat. Hannah had it on good authority—expert testimony—that the skin there smelled of his cologne. Spicy, sort of woodsy, and all male. It was her favorite place to bury her nose during one of his long hugs, nestled there and storing that delicious scent in her lungs.


    Next came the best part. Above the five o’clock shadow that stretched long into evening, and the styled, tousled mess of dark hair that had her fingers itching to touch, Hannah finally met his gorgeous eyes.


    Only instead of the warm affection she was used to, or the matching simmering lust she longed for, Deacon’s eyes were opened wide and dawning with guilt.


    “I missed it, didn’t I?”


    Hannah’s forehead scrunched. “M-missed what?” she asked, ungluing her tongue from the roof of her mouth.


    “Story time.” Deacon exhaled heavily, and now that she wasn’t sizing him up like a dog in heat, Hannah realized he was out of breath. And sort of sweaty. “I swear, I ran out as soon as the interview was over, but I didn’t leave soon enough.” Closing his eyes, he lowered his head. “I tried, Cherry. I swear to you, I tried.”


    Hannah frowned. Maybe she’d had more wine than she thought, because for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what on earth he was talking about. Tried to do what? Why did he look as though he’d single-handedly ruined Christmas?


    Then, all at once, the events of the morning came flooding back.


    Max had been clingier than normal at breakfast. After they’d eaten, he’d spent the hours before sound check tagging along in his daddy’s shadow, playing Legos, riding his trike, and picking up picture book after picture book. Deacon must’ve read a dozen of them, multiple times. When it was time to go, Max heard Tyler ask Deacon if he was ready and the poor boy had flown into a small meltdown. Grabbing onto his father’s leg, Max had begged him not to leave, and Hannah had never seen Deacon look so lost or overwhelmed. Her heart had liquefied right onto her shoes.


    Scooping Max into her arms, she’d promised Deacon that it’d be fine. Kids got like this sometimes, but it almost always passed quickly. And it had, too. Just a few minutes after the band left, she’d had Max happily distracted, and he spent the rest of the afternoon and into the night playing Ninja Turtles and running her ragged.


    Unfortunately, Deacon hadn’t been there to see any of that.


    “Sweetheart, you’ve got to give yourself a break.” Pushing up out of the bench seat, she walked over and grabbed his arm, this time not to flirt or to push any boundaries, but to offer comfort. “Max is fine. I promise. That meltdown only lasted the time it took for you to get inside the arena. He had a great day. He and Lizzie went nonstop until they finally crashed out twenty minutes ago.”


    She smiled to alleviate the tension in his rigid shoulders, but Deacon didn’t see it. His head was still bowed, his arms bulging over hands clenched tightly around the countertop. Hannah felt helpless. Obviously, the man was drowning in guilt, but she didn’t know what to do.


    “Do you want me to wake him?”


    Deacon shook his head. “Nah, he needs his sleep.” He scuffed a boot across the floor and released a breath. “It’s just…I promised myself I wouldn’t miss anything else, you know? I can’t be here with him all day like you are, but early dinners and story time, that was our thing.”


    “And it’s still your thing. Deacon, before you left today, you must’ve read that kid a hundred stories. It doesn’t matter what time you read them, only that you do it. That boy knows you love him. Don’t ever doubt that.”


    When he didn’t respond or even look at her, Hannah pushed up onto her toes and angled her head right under his. Wary green-gray eyes stared back. “You’re an incredible father, Deacon. I couldn’t be more proud of how you are with him. But you’ve got to trust that I’ve got this covered when you’re away. I won’t ever let anything happen to that kid. I love him as much as you do. So, when I tell you that he’s okay, I need you to believe that he’s fine. We’ve got this.”


    She sank back down onto her heels, smiling softly as the hard lines around his mouth softened. “We’re a good team, you and I,” she told him. “Max is surrounded by love and he’s having the adventure of a lifetime. You’re giving him that, Deacon. You. But you can’t be in two places at once. You’ve got to cut yourself some slack.”


    Placing her hands atop his, she tried jostling his arms to lighten the mood, and Deacon’s pinkie fingers latched onto her own. He stared at her for a long moment, his slowly warming eyes doing the talking until he rested his forehead against hers with a soft exhale. Minty breath fanned across her lips.


    “Thank you.”


    Two words. Deacon didn’t need to say anything more. She knew he was thanking her for what she’d said, thanking her for accepting the job with the band—hell, he was even thanking her for loving Max as much as she did. But what he never seemed to understand was that he didn’t need to thank her for those things. Hannah was exactly where she wanted to be. Where she’d always wanted to be.


    Where she was meant to be.


    Another moment of silent communication passed, giving and offering strength, and Hannah had an understanding of her own. This was her moment.


    Any second, a roadie or Arabella would come knocking on the door to bring Deacon back to the arena. Hannah had literally just told herself not ten minutes earlier that she needed to step up her efforts…and here was the perfect opportunity.


    They were alone.


    A slight buzz warmed her veins.


    And for once, Deacon’s guard was down.


    Before she could talk herself out of it, Hannah closed the shred of distance between them. A twinge of confusion passed over Deacon’s face as his body went still against her. Boldly, she lifted her hands and placed them on his firm chest, right over the steady heartbeat that pounded under her fingertips.


    As she stared into his eyes, refusing to shy away, his hands slid hesitantly to her waist. The thick knot in his throat bobbed in a swallow, and his eyes tracked back and forth between each of hers…


    Then, they fell to her mouth.


    A halleluiah chorus broke out in heaven. Hannah’s breath stuttered and stalled, but with her pulse roaring in her ears, she lifted onto her toes, gliding her hands up and onto his shoulders, crushing her chest against his. The muscles in Deacon’s arms turned to stone around her. He stood there like a frozen mansicle, wariness and another emotion she couldn’t quite name chasing across his features.


    For one long, delicious moment, Hannah didn’t breathe. She didn’t push for more but simply let herself be held, waiting to see which way Deacon would play it.


    Would he acknowledge her as a woman?


    Would he finally see past the childhood pal he clung to in his memory?


    Or would he continue acting as though she hadn’t changed? That together they were still the same old Superman and Cherry they’d always been. Best friends and nothing more.


    As the seconds stretched, Deacon didn’t push her away, but he didn’t pull her any closer, either. His eyes darted back and forth between hers, his muscles hard beneath her hands and his breaths still a little uneven. His hands were clenched tightly around her hips. Slowly, almost reluctantly, his gaze dropped to her mouth again and held.


    Hope lit up her veins in a warm, ticklish rush.


    A kiss told you everything you needed to know. Her mama, along with many wise Motown singers, proclaimed that very truth, and Hannah firmly believed it. While far from an expert, she had been kissed before, and even had a handful of boyfriends in college…yet, she’d never once been passionately kissed. Not like in her favorite books or movies where time stopped and everything else faded away. She’d never been the reason a man lost his head, or had her own spin like a Tilt-a-Whirl. Somewhere in the back of her mind Hannah had always known, This isn’t Deacon.


    But that wasn’t the case now. The arms around her were Deacon’s. The firm mouth a hairsbreadth from touching hers was his, too. An exhale parted her lips, and Hannah licked them in anticipation. This was the moment. The moment that could change everything.


    Suddenly, the grip on her hips went lax.


    Stepping back, Deacon shoved his hands deep into his pockets and stared at the ground, his lips moving almost imperceptibly like he was saying something under his breath. In the dim lighting of the bus, his normally expressive eyes were unreadable.


    Disappointment and hurt crashed over her in waves, but as a muscle jumped in his jaw, Hannah fought every instinct she had to run away. Biting down on the inside of her cheek, she focused on the pain of that instead of the rejection, refusing to do the expected.


    Deacon knew her better than anyone. He was probably betting on her shying away, pretending the moment between them hadn’t just happened. But it had. Unlike that miserable night so long ago, this time she didn’t think she’d misread the hint of interest in his eyes, or the way his hands had tightened around her waist.


    Boldly, Hannah lifted her chin. No, this wasn’t another embarrassing repeat of the past. He’d thought about kissing her. She’d seen it in the way he looked at her mouth. Sure, he hadn’t acted on it, but the idea had been planted.


    When he raised his head, she met his questioning stare with a confident one of her own, deciding right then and there that she could play this game for as long as it took. Because for the first time ever, she had more than a sliver of hope.


    Her mouth twitched with a smile. A real, honest-to-goodness almost kiss?


    That was enough to boost her sails for a while.


    “Uh, sorry. Am I interrupting?” At the sound of Sherry’s voice, Deacon jumped to the side. He stepped away like they’d been caught doing something wrong, and although it didn’t feel good, even that couldn’t completely damper Hannah’s spirits. She was practically floating.


    “Not at all,” he answered gruffly. He coughed once to clear his voice, and Hannah fought back a smile. “I better get back to the arena. The show should be starting soon.”


    Sherry smirked as she leaned her head against the wall. “Tell my music man I said knock ’em dead.”


    Deacon rubbed his palms against his jeans and briefly met Hannah’s gaze. An apology was there, mixed with confusion, and then he ducked down the stairs and out the bus door, muttering a good night.


    Hannah waited until the door sealed shut before she released a shaky breath.


    Well, that kind of sucked. Apologetic was not the emotion she wanted him to end on, but at least there had been a small glimpse of promise.


    Turning on her heel, she walked back to the table, her mind a jumble of questions and half-baked plans of attack. With this encounter under her belt, should she push harder the next time she saw him, or should she hang back and let the experience marinate?


    Sherry joined her at the table, her face expressionless as she reached for the untouched chocolate bar. The thought was there to ask the would-be matchmaker her opinion, but Hannah couldn’t bring herself to go there.


    As she stewed, Sherry broke off a chunk of candy and brought it to her lips. She chewed quietly, nodding to herself while glancing between her and the recently vacated door. Hannah’s cheeks warmed under the perusal, but she said nothing, not yet ready to admit how strong her feelings for Deacon were. She couldn’t let go of the possibility that she’d been wrong once before.


    Besides, knowing Sherry as well as she now did, she’d go full-blown Cupid in an instant, and Hannah wasn’t sure she was ready for all that would entail.


    Unfortunately, her readiness might not mean squat because a bright, smug smile suddenly curved the other woman’s lips, and with a mouth still full of chocolate she proclaimed, “Just friends, my rear.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Suspicious.


    That’s the word that came to mind as Hannah stirred the simmering pot of taco soup on the stove and snuck another glance at Sherry and Arabella.


    Normally, she wouldn’t have thought twice about two friends sitting so close together, especially as kind and loving as these women were. She’d gotten to know Sherry and Ella in the past two weeks of traveling, and while the concept of female friendship still made her a bit uneasy, Hannah knew they weren’t like the girls she’d grown up with. They weren’t whispering to exclude her, or gossiping to make her feel inferior. Frankly, she doubted either of them had a mean bone in their bodies.


    What they did have, however, was a healthy dose of curiosity…and, when it came to Sherry Blue at least, a raging case of matchmaker-itis.


    Two days had passed since the almost kiss with Deacon. Two days of him pretending that nothing had happened, two days of reminding herself that it really had (it hadn’t just been her imagination, dang it!), and two days of Sherry walking around like the cat that ate the canary.


    Hannah hadn’t confirmed a thing, despite the other woman’s smug grin, but evidently that hadn’t mattered. Her new friend’s eyes had followed every hug, laugh, or accidental touch Hannah and Deacon had shared since, the wheels in her mind spinning visibly in the air. Still, Hannah had held back. As much as she could use help in the Deacon department, that level of trust just didn’t come easily for her.


    Unfortunately, that left her floundering alone, and with zero direction on what step to take next. So far, the two times she’d been remotely successful—the lingerie incident and the almost kiss—had been moments of spontaneity. Not exactly the trustiest or easiest map to replicate, especially with the Harvest Moon Dance less than a month and a half away.


    Hannah set down the spoon with a heavy sigh, and the exhale acted like a beacon for the other women. After exchanging a final glance, Sherry and Arabella stood in unison.


    Ah, garbage. That previous suspicion of hers just bloomed into full-fledged confirmation.


    As her new friends approached, Hannah turned and walked to the kitchenette table. She made sure to keep her face calm as she sat down and tucked her hands beneath her thighs. She couldn’t show weakness. These women may be her friends, and for all Hannah knew the best matchmakers this side of the Mississippi, but what did either of them know about unrequited love, or wanting what you couldn’t have? They were gorgeous, talented, and had the men in their lives wrapped around their little fingers.


    Nope, as sweet as it was that they were concerned about her love life, Hannah just couldn’t bring herself to admit how clueless and hopeless she truly was.


    “So…we’ve been talking,” Sherry said, lowering herself onto the bench. Her face practically glowed with excitement. That didn’t make Hannah less nervous at all.


    “Oh, yeah? What about?”


    Arabella gave her a sheepish grin. “You, mostly. But you’ve got to understand, Sherry can’t help herself. When she sees two people meant to be together, she jumps in with both feet. As one of her many satisfied customers, I guess I want everyone as happy as Charlie and I are, too.”


    That got Hannah’s attention.


    “What do you mean, satisfied customer?” Surely, Arabella hadn’t needed Sherry’s help. What man on God’s green earth wouldn’t want to be with her?


    “Sherry played Cupid this summer when she saw me pathetically mooning over Charlie,” she confirmed. “That man was as stubborn as Deacon is now. If it wasn’t for her help, I doubt we ever would’ve gotten our act together.”


    “Sure you would have,” Sherry cut in, bumping Ella’s shoulder. “Eventually. I just pushed things along, is all.” Glancing at Hannah she said, “I have the patience of a hummingbird when it comes to love.”


    Arabella rolled her eyes. “That she does. But trust me, it’s worth it. Sherry knows what she’s doing. As for me, I’m great with making plans and moral support, even just as a listening ear from someone who’s been there.”


    Still shocked that Arabella and Charlie, two people so perfect for each other they could be wedding cake toppers, had a rough start, Hannah shook her head. “Been where?”


    Deny, deny, deny. That was her game plan.


    An ineffective one, judging from Sherry’s wide smile. “Oh, Hannah.” She tsked. “You can’t kid a kidder. I saw what happened the other night…or what could’ve happened, if Deacon didn’t have his head stuck up his rear. That man’s blind to what’s sitting right in front of him.” She exchanged a glance with Arabella.


    “And that’s where we come in,” the manager said.


    Hannah winced. While a big part of her did sort of want to throw her hands in the air and beg for advice, she was torn. Clearly, these women knew a thing or two about love. They were blissfully paired with their own country rockers, and it even sounded as though Ella understood where she was coming from. But the other part of her remembered the last time she’d trusted someone with her feelings.


    As if reading her mind, Sherry stuck out her tongue and blew a raspberry. “Please don’t tell me you’re gonna stick with the whole ‘just friends’ story. What do we look like here, amateurs?”


    Arabella smirked. “Easy, mama. I think the baby’s hungry.” Snatching a granola bar from the snack basket, she tossed it at Sherry and sent Hannah a wink. “Excuse her. Love is her mission field, and she’s gone too long between feedings.”


    Sherry pursed her lips, but then nodded in agreement and tore into the bar, taking a big old bite with a smile. “See? Patience of a hummingbird.”


    Arabella scooted forward on the bench. “Listen, Hannah, I didn’t see what happened the other night, but I have watched you and Deacon orbit each other the last couple weeks. I’ve got to say…friends don’t look at each other the way you two do.”


    “I see the way you look at him.”


    With just those simple words, Hannah was back in high school.


    The cushioned bench beneath her thighs faded away, and the fancy tour bus transformed into her childhood bedroom. Arabella’s long brown hair gave way to a stylish blonde pixie cut, and her sweet smile was replaced with feigned sympathy.


    “I see the way you look at him,” Krista said, placing a hand on Hannah’s shoulder. The thin blouse she’d purchased with her own money at Walmart scratched across her skin. “You’ve got to know Deke will never think of you that way. He sees you as…as a sister. Almost like…a puppy.” Krista tilted her head and looked down at her with pity. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”


    A soft touch on her hand snapped Hannah back to the present, and she blinked.


    Arabella smiled at her kindly. “You know, not too long ago, I was right where you are. Charlie and I were friends first, too.” She thought a moment. “Actually, first I obsessed over him for years while he saw me as nothing but a kid. Then we were friends, neighbors, and coworkers. That’s when Sherry got her hands on us.” She sighed wistfully in thought, then mused aloud, “I think friendships make for the best relationships.”


    “Totally,” Sherry agreed, pressing an index finger against the foil wrapper to collect all the crumbs. “Ty and I did things crazy. We got married first, became friends second, and then fell in love, but we’re more the exception than the rule. The best love stories always start with friendship.” She licked her finger and grinned. “Luke and Lorelai, Joey and Pacey, Harry and Sally. And don’t even get me started on my books. That’s my favorite trope by far.”


    As Sherry went on to prove exactly that, listing her favorite book couples on her fingers without either of them asking, a strange new sensation swirled in Hannah’s belly.


    Experience had taught her that sharing her heart, at least with other women, only led to broken hearts and broken friendships. But a new voice, a much louder one, was challenging her to try again. These women were different. More than that, she’d vowed to start being open to new experiences. Doing so meant leaving the past behind.


    With that in mind, Hannah released a deep breath and announced, “I’m in love with Deacon.”


    Sherry paused in her book listing to stare blankly ahead, and Arabella just sat there.


    “I’m guessing that’s rather obvious, huh?” Twin splotches of heat warmed her cheeks, and she glanced at the table. “Technically, I’ve been in love with him for ten years. So long, I can’t even remember what it’s like not being in love with him.” She laughed softly and raised her eyes. “Man, that actually feels really good to say out loud.”


    Arabella smiled and rested her chin in her hands. “Do you think he’s ever suspected?”


    She shook her head. “I doubt it. I don’t think Deacon believes he’s worthy of love. He doesn’t exactly see himself the way other people do.”


    “What kept you from ever saying anything?” Sherry wanted to know.


    Hannah lifted a shoulder. “Because it wouldn’t have made a difference.” Looking down at her simple blouse and shorts, she said, “Why would he have gone for a plain Jane like me when he could have had any girl he wanted?”


    “Oh, I don’t know,” she deadpanned. “Maybe because he loves you, too?”


    Both women wore matching looks of exasperation, and Hannah scrubbed a hand across her face. She couldn’t blame them for not understanding. They didn’t know. They hadn’t been there.


    “Of course Deacon loves me,” she admitted. “He loved me back in high school, too, I suppose. But he’s never been in love with me. He’s never seen me that way. How could he, when he was constantly having to defend me? That’s not sexy. That’s not the kind of girl a guy can walk down the hall with and feel proud to have on his arm.”


    Pressure mounted in her sinuses, but Hannah refused to cry. She was no longer that girl. She’d come a long way, dang it. But that didn’t change the truth, and maybe once Sherry and Ella knew everything, they would understand.


    “Deacon didn’t want someone like me. He wanted what every guy in high school wants: the beautiful, popular, confident cheerleader.”


    Arabella’s sweet face pinched. “Seriously? I can’t see that. Not that he isn’t hot, or that cheerleaders wouldn’t want him. It’s the opposite, actually. But I still can’t picture him with the pom-pom crowd.”


    “Picture it,” Hannah murmured, hiding her pain with a smile. “Not just any cheerleader either. The queen of the cheerleaders.” She sighed. “Sad part is that I can’t even be upset about it. If Deacon hadn’t fallen for Krista, then we wouldn’t have Max.”


    Awareness dawned in Sherry’s eyes. “So Queen B is Max’s mystery mom?”


    “The one and the same,” Hannah confirmed.


    As that nugget sank in, she shoved her fingers through her strawberry-blonde curls. She could stop there. Now that Sherry and Ella understood her history better, they could probably fill in the remaining gaps on their own. But Hannah found that she didn’t want to stop. Now that she was finally talking about it, the whole story came pouring out.


    “Krista was actually my friend first,” she shared. “At the time, I even thought she was the female equivalent of Deacon. Someone who saw past my verbal tics and loser reputation, and genuinely liked me.” She rolled her eyes. “Looking back, I missed all the signs. I think I was just so desperate for acceptance that I let her walk all over me.”


    Ultimately, that stung the most. Knowing what a pathetic doormat she’d been.


    “There was one time in high school I actually did think about telling him how I felt. Junior year, right before the Harvest Festival, I had this crazy fantasy of Deacon and me going to the dance together.” Hannah smiled to herself. A crazy fantasy she carried to this day. “Anyway, I must’ve acted too interested in the details or something, because somehow Krista figured out that I wanted to go. Once she knew that, it didn’t take rocket science to deduce who I wanted to go with.”


    The painful memory washed over her again, and Hannah stared down at the table.


    “Krista sat me down on my bed and convinced me not to tell him. She said that Deacon would never think of me that way, and telling him would only get me hurt.” Hannah raised her eyes and gave a pained smile. “Of course, the next day she went and asked him herself.”


    “That jerk!”


    Anger clouded Sherry’s face. Her cheeks were red, her lips curled. Arabella’s jaw hung open in disbelief. Strangely enough, it felt good to see these women having her back.


    “Want to know what made it worse?” She laughed when they both gave a horrified nod. “I was the one who hooked them up. Deacon asked me what I thought about her, if he should take her to the dance, and I so badly wanted to tell him no. But by then Krista had fed into every insecurity I had. What good would it have done to keep them apart? It wasn’t like I was going to have him, and I wanted him to be happy.” Hannah’s shoulders drooped with a sigh. “Of course, Krista ended up breaking his heart anyway, so I guess that’s on me, too.”


    “Dang,” Arabella muttered, staring blankly ahead. “It’s like an episode of 90210. I thought I’d seen it all, growing up in the music business. I’ve dealt with divas and drama like you wouldn’t believe…but that girl puts them to shame.”


    “You don’t even know the half of it,” she murmured.


    “Whatever happened to her?” Sherry asked. “The only thing Deacon has ever said is she’s not a part of their lives, which is why she isn’t listed on any of the insurance forms.”


    “No, she wouldn’t be,” Hannah said with a sigh. “Krista abandoned them at the hospital.”


    As the girls gasped, the shock of that day washed over her like it was yesterday.


    “She checked herself out early and skipped town, leaving Deacon with a newborn baby to raise. She didn’t even bother with a note. Krista blamed him for ruining her modeling career…the girl worked two freaking fashion shows at JC Penney!”


    Hannah rolled her eyes, feeling her long-held anger rising again. “Obviously, Deacon didn’t get her pregnant all by himself, and it’s not like they hadn’t been careful. He swore they always used protection. Guess that ninety-nine percent effective warning exists for a reason. Regardless, Krista lost her catalog job, and Deacon took the blame. When she left, the guilt just piled on.”


    He’d always been quick to think the worst of himself and shoulder the guilt of any situation. Some days, it seemed like those shoulders held the weight of the world. It was yet another reason she’d nicknamed him Superman when they were kids.


    “Quite honestly, it was a miracle she even went through with the pregnancy,” she told them. “She never wanted to be a mom. But from the second Deacon heard Max’s heartbeat during the ultrasound, he was all in. I’ve never seen a child more loved or wanted.”


    It hadn’t been easy watching the man she loved get excited over having a baby with another woman, especially a conniving wench like Krista, but she understood it. Children were a blessing, Max especially. He gave Deacon the family he’d always wanted. Someone he could love and who’d unconditionally love him right back. Hannah and her parents had given him that for years, but it was easier to accept from his own flesh and blood. That’s why she couldn’t completely hate Krista. As horrible as she was, she’d given them Max.


    Sherry rubbed her swollen belly, a sad frown marring her face. “I can’t imagine a mother abandoning her child. And Deacon…he must’ve been overwhelmed, raising Max on his own. He could’ve only been, what, twenty-two?”


    “Yeah,” Hannah confirmed, thinking back on how he’d stepped up to the plate, no questions asked. “But he was never alone. I was always there.”


    “And you still are.”


    Arabella stared across from her with a new depth in her gaze, and as Hannah took in the women she now counted as friends, she realized she felt lighter than she had in years. The bus fell quiet, each of them lost in their own thoughts, and Hannah welcomed the silence. It hadn’t been easy, baring her heart like that, but she was glad that she had.


    Now if only she could do the same with Deacon.


    After a moment, Arabella dropped her hands to the table. “I know what it’s like being trapped in the friend zone. Heck, I lived it for months after living in the ‘cute kid’ zone for years. Charlie knew me as the girl with headgear, acne, and a training bra.” She leveled Hannah with a look. “If I can overcome that, you can overcome anything.”


    Hannah’s uncertainty must’ve read on her face because she quickly added, “I’m not saying it’ll happen overnight or that it wasn’t hard putting myself out there. It was. Scary, too. But I realized if I didn’t do it, I’d always wonder what if.”


    The tiny hairs on Hannah’s arms tingled to life. It was as if she had a peephole into her brain. “Funny you should say that…it’s actually why I came back.”


    “To go after Deacon?” At her small nod of confirmation, Sherry lifted her hands in the air and praised, “Hallelujah!”


    “It’s like Arabella said, I couldn’t stop wondering what would’ve happened if I’d told Deacon how I felt instead of running away to Paris. It’s not like the distance helped me get over him, or time changed anything. When I decided to come back, I vowed I’d make a real go of it. See if we could have a future.” Glancing between them, Hannah scrunched her nose and went for broke. “I even have a name for it: Operation Find My Happy.”


    Sherry clapped her hands and did a little shimmy. “Oh my goodness, I love it!”


    “Me, too,” Arabella declared with a grin. “And you deserve to be happy, Hannah. So does Deacon.”


    “That’s all I ever wanted,” she said, almost sheepishly. “To be the one who makes him that way.”


    As Arabella’s sweet face lit from within, Sherry’s face did the opposite. Her forehead creased, her lips flattened, and her purple-painted fingernails began to tap, tap, tap, on the table.


    Arabella snickered. “This is what I like to call Sherry’s plotting face.”


    She scrunched her nose. “Should I be worried?”


    “Nah,” she replied, waving away her concern. “Like I said, she’s good at what she does.”


    Hannah’s stomach fluttered as those nails made another rhythmic round, then Sherry sat up tall in her seat, a smile to rival the Grinch crossing her pink glossy lips.


    Evidently, Sherry had an idea. An awful idea.


    Sherry had a wonderful, awful idea.


    “Music men,” she declared, as if addressing a crowded lecture hall, “can be particularly difficult when it comes to love, but I’ve seen the way Deacon looks at you. All he needs is a good nudge or two, and he’ll get his head on straight. Mark my words.” With a pointed look at Arabella she said, “Ready to help me nudge?”


    “Count me in,” she replied. “I love seeing love win. It reaffirms my belief in humanity.” Her hope-filled sigh ended with a frown. “Besides, I could use a good distraction.”


    Immediately, the momentum shifted, and Sherry spun on her seat. “What’s going on?”


    “Nothing.” Arabella tried for a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m sure I’m overreacting. Charlie’s just been acting a little strange lately, that’s all. I don’t know.” Her shoulder rose and fell. “It almost feels like he’s hiding something?”


    Her voice lifted at the end, like she was asking rather than telling, and the rare glimpse of vulnerability made Hannah want to wrap the band manager in her arms.


    “I know it’s not another woman,” she told them, swinging her gaze to Hannah. “Charlie’s not the playboy the tabloids pegged him to be. He’d never be unfaithful. It’s probably all in my head, and I’m making problems where there aren’t any.” Arabella licked her lips and looked away. “Or…maybe he’s bored with me.”


    Sherry wrapped an arm around her friend’s slender shoulder. “Not possible.”


    “No way,” Hannah agreed. “That man is gone over you. Completely bonkers. If he’s acting weird, it may just be that he’s distracted with the tour. I know Deacon’s stressed.”


    “Tyler, too. This is their biggest tour yet, and the weight of the world is on their shoulders. They’ve worked for so long to get here and it’s finally happening. I’m sure that’s what it is.”


    “Yeah. Maybe.” Arabella forced a smile. “But if so, that’s even more reason why I need a distraction. As Blue’s manager, if anything goes wrong, I’m the one responsible. I can’t stress about that and Charlie. I need to focus on something else. Something happy.”


    Sherry side-eyed her friend, clearly still concerned, but said aloud, “A dose of new love is definitely that. And a happily ever after project will distract me from my swollen ankles.”


    “Then it’s settled,” she said, rolling back her shoulders as the last traces of worry fled her pretty eyes. “Two nudges, ready for service. Deacon won’t know what hit him.”


    Looking across the table, Hannah almost felt overwhelmed.


    Other than Deacon, no one had ever offered her such easy acceptance and friendship. Granted, she had a strong hunch Sherry’s matchmaking methods were going to be far outside her wheelhouse, but they had to be better than what she was doing now. Plus, it’d be good to have a plan, and this way she’d no longer be alone in the battle.


    Releasing a shaky breath, Hannah swallowed her fear and looked her new friends in the eyes. “Okay. Let’s do it. From this moment on, my love life—or what there is of it—is in your capable hands. I’m eager to learn from the love masters.”


    Sherry whooped and from the excitement on her face, you’d have thought Hannah just announced it was raining chocolate cupcakes. As for Arabella, she appeared ready to tackle the world. Yanking a pad of paper and pen from her purse, she wrote at the top Hannah’s Top Ten Ways to Land a Stubborn Fiddler, then looked to Sherry for the first entry.


    “Dear young padawan, your decision pleases us greatly,” Ms. Cupid proclaimed with mock seriousness, earning a giggle from them both. She raised her eyes to the clock on the wall, and after a quick calculation on her fingers, gave a sharp nod. “The timing will be tight, but it’ll work. Quick ladies, go get dressed, and make it sexy. We’ve got ourselves a stubborn music man to awaken!”


    …


    If anyone had told Deacon three years ago that he’d look forward to a night spent watching Hallmark television, he’d have said they were certifiable. Sappy love garbage and implausible plots weren’t his brand of whiskey, but they did it for Hannah. She went nuts for that stuff, and after a long-rear day, nothing sounded better to him than having his son in his arms, a beer in his hand, and his best girl happily seated beside him.


    Dang, he felt ancient. His back ached, his legs were stiff, and there was a strange twitch over his left eye. Maybe the crew had him pegged right with that “mister” stuff, but heck if the extra work he’d been putting in wasn’t worth it. Tonight’s lesson was with the audio techs, getting a better understanding of what went on behind the scenes. Grasping the ins and outs of the crew’s daily challenges would help him up his game on stage—and that would help him get the label’s attention.


    Unfortunately, it also had him dead on his feet, ready for a dose of Hannah’s calm. But that’s what Hallmark was for. Unfortunately, as he shuffled the last remaining steps to the door, sounds the opposite of serenity reached his ears.


    “One more time!”


    “Okay, buddy,” Deacon heard Charlie say as he tugged open the door. “Here you go. Whoosh! You’re a master with a Nerf basketball. Now, don’t you have some G.I. Joes or something we can play with?”


    “No. One more time!”


    As Deacon reached the top of the stairs, he saw the bassist send his son a look. “I feel like you said that the last ten times, and you were lying. Ever heard of the boy who cried wolf?”


    “Reasoning with a two-year-old?” Tyler asked him with a chuckle. He had an orange food substance smeared down the front of his white shirt and his daughter Lizzie in the highchair in front of him. “You really think that’s gonna get you anywhere?”


    “Think you can do better, Chef Boyardee? All right, let’s switch. I’ll take over feeding the princess, and you lift this sack of potatoes over and over again.” Charlie pointed at Max, who planted his fists on his hips.


    “Me not a sack. Me Max.” He held the foam basketball in the air. “One more time!”


    Deacon’s forehead furrowed in confusion as he made his presence known. “What on earth is going on in here?”


    Bending down, he scooped Max into his arms and glanced around the bus. Toys were scattered everywhere, a bowl of Goldfish was turned over on the table, and the women were nowhere to be found. “Where’re Hannah and Sherry?”


    “Getting ready,” Tyler answered, lifting a spoonful of Spaghetti-O’s to Lizzie’s mouth. “They wanted to have a Girls Night so I volunteered us to watch the kids.” He widened his eyes at his daughter and made a yummy noise. “Come on, this is good. Uncle Charlie and I used to live on this back in the day.”


    “Ahh, yes,” Charlie muttered. “The good old days.” He turned to Deacon and said, “Be thankful you missed those days. It wasn’t pretty.”


    “Girls Night, huh?” Max tugged on Deacon’s face, and he gave his son a smile, trying to hide his disappointment.


    Hannah deserved to have some fun. She’d been cooped up inside the bus for three weeks, surrounded by colors, cheese crackers, and nonstop cartoons. Going out for a night of adult conversation and laughs was probably just what she needed to relax and unwind…but he wanted to be the one to take her. He’d missed out on enough with her as it was.


    Seriously? An inner voice mocked. First Max, now Sherry and Arabella. Who will you be jealous of next…Lizzie?


    Okay, fine. He was being ridiculous. He was genuinely glad Hannah was making friends, and besides, if he had any shot of convincing her to stick around after the U.S. leg of the tour, he had to let her see the bus wasn’t a prison cell. Maybe Girls Night was the answer.


    It could even be fun, hanging back with the guys tonight.


    Palming the Nerf basketball, Deacon turned to his son. “Want Daddy to teach you some of his tricks?”


    Max nodded and looked at him like he was his hero.


    Yeah, this wouldn’t be so bad. Bending his knees, Deacon shifted his hold on Max so he could throw unencumbered, then sprang into the air and threw. Nothing but net.


    “And the crowd goes wild!”


    Deacon grinned at the familiar cheer, and he turned around to tell his number one fan that yep, he still had it. Only, the words got stuck in his throat.


    Hannah’s black dress…if you could even call it a dress…fit her body like a second skin. It was sleeveless, hit mid-thigh, and plunged low in the front. Holy hell low. Deacon slowly lowered his son to the floor. Her hair was swept up on one side, soft curls cascading over her right shoulder, and she’d done something to her eyes that made them stand out like emeralds.


    She was beautiful.


    The sound of a throat clearing snapped Deacon out of his stunned perusal, and after sweeping his gaze across the other two women, equally decked out, he said the first thing that popped into his head. “Are y’all going out trolling?”


    Hannah’s soft smile fell as she shifted in her heels. Immediately, her hands fell to the hem of her dress, fidgeting uncomfortably, and all her confidence drained beneath her feet. Deacon wanted to shoot himself in the head.


    Cursing, he stepped forward and bent low to catch her eyes. “Ye look breathtaking,” he told her, adding a touch of Irish brogue to his voice—but a Liam Neeson he was not. “Dat should’ve been the first thing out of my mouth. I guess I was just picturin’ a different sort of Girls Night.”


    A hint of a smile hit her lips, and Deacon turned to the guys for backup. Shockingly, they appeared completely fine with the girls’ plans…though they did give him strange looks about his awful accent.


    Was he seriously alone in freaking out here?


    “Do you at least know where you’re going?” he asked, glancing at the women. “We only rolled into West Virginia this morning. Maybe it’d be better if I came along, too, just to keep an eye out.”


    Sherry snorted. “You plan on bringing Max with you?” she asked with a sassy smile, and Deacon knew she had him beat.


    Charlie and Tyler both raised their palms. It’d be a jerk move, asking them to watch his son while he went out to a bar. Max was a great kid, but he had endless energy. Even now, he was twirling in a circle, stopping to bang his head on the leather couch, then twirling again—over and over. Deacon had no doubt he could drive the guys insane if wanted to, and that was the opposite of the impression he wanted to make. He was trying to come across as irreplaceable to the band—not a mooch.


    But how was ultra-protective Tyler, and super-whipped Charlie okay with sending them off on their own? Especially looking like that?


    Sherry walked over to Tyler and kissed him lightly on the lips, then she grinned and ruffled Lizzie’s hair. As Arabella told Charlie good-bye, Sherry sat on her husband’s lap.


    “Cool your jets, D-man. Tyler already asked Tony to come with us. An Uber is gonna bring us to the club, and we’ll have another one bring us back later. Your girl will be safe, I promise.”


    Tony. A tall, quiet man with dark hair and bulging biceps came to mind. Blue had a few security guys on staff, but Tony was Sherry’s personal bodyguard. He’d been on the payroll for years. Deacon raised his eyebrows, silently asking Tyler if the man of no words was married or not, and the front man subtly shook his head.


    Great. Sherry was married, and Charlie had Arabella halfway down the aisle. That left Hannah as the only one single.


    For the last three weeks, Deacon had been ignoring the signs. Pretending he hadn’t noticed the changes since she’d come back from Paris, or how she’d blossomed with a newfound confidence. He didn’t want to think about what that meant for the future of their friendship. Hannah deserved love and happiness, but he was selfish enough to stick his head in the sand and act like he could keep her as his trusty sidekick forever. That wasn’t real life, as that moment of tension two nights ago proved, and it sure wasn’t fair to her. But he’d be darned if he let a muscle-headed bodyguard steal her away, either.


    Unfortunately, no one else seemed to see it his way, and he was fresh out of alternatives.


    Arabella walked past him with a strange, almost gleeful look on her face and opened the bus door. Hannah gave him a shy smile, then fell in step behind her.


    “Cherry.”


    Hannah glanced at him over her shoulder.


    The setting sun streamed through the open door, hitting her strawberry-blonde hair and setting it on fire. Deacon’s chest tightened at just how beautiful she was. As he stood there silent like a jerk, wondering how he’d never noticed that before, a row of perfect white teeth clamped down on her candy-coated bottom lip. A lip he’d almost tasted before they’d been interrupted. The vivid memory nearly knocked the wind out of him.


    What was happening?


    Clearing his throat—hoping it cleared that errant thought right along with it—he said, “Ah, just be careful, all right?”


    Hannah’s sea-green eyes seemed to search his for some sort of answer. The heck of it was, Deacon had no clue as to the question. Whatever it was, though, she must’ve found what she was looking for because a bright smile sprang free just before she turned and ducked out the door.


    While he silently watched where she’d disappeared, Sherry stopped beside him.


    “She’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Tony’s the best in the business. Tyler wouldn’t have hired him otherwise.”


    Deacon blew out a breath. She was right about that. Tony was a professional; he wouldn’t act inappropriately with Hannah, because it could cost him a sweet job. The tension knotting his gut lessened a degree. At least Tony would be there to keep other guys from overstepping their bounds, too, and it wasn’t as if the girls were going man-hunting anyway. They just wanted to blow off some steam.


    “Besides,” Sherry continued. “Ella and I will help Hannah filter the creepos from the hotties. As loyal wing-women, we’ll find only the best for our girl.”


    Deacon’s eyes snapped to hers. “Wait, what?”


    She shot him a smug little smirk, then blew a kiss to her husband.


    “Don’t wait up,” she called in a sing-song voice, and with that parting shot, followed her friends outside.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    The darkened club was crowded and hazy. Hannah gripped her fruity pink drink and studied the mating habits of the couples around her. One table over, a blonde coquettishly batted her eyelashes at the beefcake beside her. As she confidently skated her fingertips down his arm, he rewarded her with a masculine smirk of approval. Beyond her at the bar, a brunette pressed her ample chest against the arm of a man in a dark fitted shirt, using a brazen smile and feminine wiles to keep his attention fixed.


    Eyelashes, confident wiles, and boobs. Yep, Hannah was definitely out of her element.


    In her mind, a perfect night involved soft cotton pajamas and cuddling with Deacon on the couch. No heavy bass music, no push-up bra, and no questionably sticky floor required. Of course, the old PJ and couch routine was exactly what she’d been doing ever since the tour began…and throughout most of high school. Look where her so-called element had gotten her. A big fat pile of nowhere.


    If you want a different outcome, you must make a different choice.


    That’s what Savannah Gamble advised on her blog, 12 Steps to Mr. Right, and in Hannah’s mind, that woman was the Oprah of the dating world. If Savannah wrote it, and Sherry seconded it, then Hannah was ready and willing to try it. Even if it’d most likely result in an addition to her Journal of Embarrassment.


    “Okay, let’s go over the rules!” Sherry yelled close to her ear, leaning in to be heard over the thumping music. On the ride over, she and Arabella had dubbed themselves Hannah’s official Flirt Squad, and tonight’s lesson was learning the art of the flirt.


    “Guys are easy to talk to,” she told Hannah, casually glancing around the room while she sipped at her water. “They want to please. Just touch their arm, or maybe their knee when you’re talking. If you’re feeling particularly randy, gently slide your hand along his thigh. They eat that stuff up.”


    At the look of pure panic on Hannah’s face, Arabella squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’re not trying to hook up. We still want you with Deacon, not some random guy in a bar.”


    Hannah blew out a relieved breath, and she smiled affectionately. “The point is to test out your flirting skills on someone who doesn’t matter. Then, once you’ve gotten your feet under you, you can work your magic on Deacon. It’s okay if you stumble here, because these guys don’t matter. At least not in the long-term sense. But if any of them get too handsy, or you decide you want out, just send us the abort signal. We’ll jump right in and whisk you away.”


    Hannah nodded stiffly and tried to psych herself up. Admittedly, she wasn’t eager to flirt with anyone other than Deacon, but she could see the merit in a little harmless practice. Lord knew she could use it.


    Sherry cleared her throat, continuing with the lesson. “Lean in to be heard,” she advised, demonstrating the move. “It makes sense in a crowded club anyway, but it also creates a sense of intimacy. It shows the guy that you’re interested in what he has to say. Then, give him a compliment, something about his eyes or his cologne or something you find attractive, and then stand back and smile. I’m telling you, it’s like taking candy from a baby.”


    Hannah scrunched her nose. “Have you ever tried taking candy from a baby?” She shook her head and waved her drink in the air. “I’ve never understood that analogy. Kids are like women with PMS—if you try to take away their candy, someone’s gonna get a fat lip.”


    Arabella snorted and shook her head. “Focus, sweetie,” she told her, and Hannah felt her cheeks get hot.


    “Sorry.”


    “Another good idea to keep in mind,” she went on, glancing at the couples near the bar, “is to already have a drink in your hand. That way, the guy knows you aren’t looking for him to pay. If things go well, he’ll be more than happy to buy your second one. But even then, only accept it from the bartender.”


    Hannah rolled her eyes. Yes, she was a flirting novice, but she wasn’t a complete idiot.


    Still… “I don’t know, guys.” Tugging on the hem of her dress, Hannah gave the heady room another thorough sweep. “I’m still not sure about this. I mean, I get the whole ‘upping my confidence and practicing on random guys’ thing, but isn’t it also sort of wrong?” She bit her lip and winced. “Isn’t it sort of using them?”


    Sherry scoffed. “A pretty thing like you giving them attention? Even if you were using them, which you’re not,” she said with added emphasis, “trust me, they wouldn’t mind.”


    “Especially not if you buy your own drinks,” Arabella agreed. “You’re not leading them on or promising anything. It’s only conversation. Some innocent flirting and a little fun. That’s all.”


    Lifting her drink to her mouth, Hannah’s lips rooted for the straw.


    That made sense, and hey, they were the experts. That was why she’d placed her very unimpressive love life in their hands—she couldn’t back out now at the first sign of discomfort. That was her old MO. Besides, the hope of Deacon was worth a little mortification, especially now that they’d shared a couple moments with real promise. Who knew? Maybe Sherry’s list of flirty tricks would be the key to finally getting through to him.


    Finding the straw, she wrapped her lips around it and recited the steps in her head. Touch their arm. Lean in. Give them a compliment. Have fun. She took a good, strong pull of her drink, and when the sharp tang of alcohol hit her tongue, she cringed and nearly choked.


    Was she having fun yet?


    …


    A tornado had touched down in the tour bus. As bad as it’d been before the girls left, it was nowhere near the annihilation that surrounded them now. How it happened in just two short hours, well, that’s what made it truly impressive.


    The proof of complete and total anarchy littered every surface. From the walls with splattered food, to the floor covered with toys, and every spot in-between, including the counters, table, and even the sofa the children were laying on, glued to the movie that Deacon had finally had the good sense to put on.


    Thank the sweet Lord for Disney.


    “Hannah is a freaking saint,” Charlie declared, bringing the trash can over to the table. With one fell swoop of his arm, cheese crackers, raisins, and candy wrappers flew into the bin.


    On second thought, filling the kids up with candy had been a tremendously stupid idea.


    “Amen to that,” Tyler agreed with a huff, dropping dishes into the sink. “And just think, another baby is gonna join this circus soon.” He sighed wearily and tilted his head toward Deacon. “That woman deserves a raise.”


    Deacon smiled at the well-earned praise. It felt good hearing his friends appreciating on his woman. Well, not his woman, obviously. But his best girl. His best friend.


    His Hannah.


    “Yeah, she has a gift all right,” Deacon said, arching his back to crack it. Countless piggyback rides up and down the hall hadn’t been that smart of an idea, either. “A gift of patience. I don’t think anyone else would’ve done as good a job. I’m telling you, it was a blessing in disguise when that other nanny dropped out.”


    Tyler nodded in agreement, then gripped the countertop behind him. “So, you asked her about staying yet?”


    Deacon cringed and dropped his gaze to the floor.


    Last week, Tyler had suggested he be the one to bring up Hannah staying on for the international leg of the tour, now that she’d passed the trial period with flying colors, and Deacon had agreed. It should come from him so she knew how much he wanted her there. Needed her, even. But it wasn’t that simple. He wanted to wait for the perfect time to bring it up, preferably on a day when the kids had been angels and no toy-bombs had exploded.


    “That’d be a no,” Charlie answered for him, lobbing one of Lizzie’s stuffed animals at Deacon’s head. The frog missed, hitting his shoulder instead, before falling to the ground. “Dude, what are you waiting for? She’s your lobster, or whatever it is the girls call it.” He glanced at Tyler and asked, “Is it is a lobster, or a squid?”


    “Why would it be a squid?”


    “I don’t know. Why would it be a lobster?” Charlie scrunched his eyebrows in confusion, then shook his head. “Anyway, the point is, Hannah’s your person. She’s part of us now, and you need to do something sooner than later to lock that up.”


    Deacon ignored his friends and focused instead on the Lego town he’d built with Max on the floor. Scooping up the tiny pieces that doubled as razor blades to unsuspecting feet, he dumped them into the assigned bin Hannah had prepared and pretended he didn’t notice the look Tyler and Charlie exchanged when they thought he couldn’t see.


    Everyone on tour seemed to think he and Cherry were the next Tyler and Sherry. Or even the next Charlie and Arabella. They didn’t understand that two people could be as close as he and Hannah were and not be remotely romantic.


    With absolutely zero sexual fantasies, unwanted thoughts, or attraction what-so-ever…


    Another stuffed animal hit him in the head, this time a lamb, and Charlie fell onto the kitchen bench. Deacon covertly flipped him off, making sure Max didn’t catch sight of the hand gesture he’d definitely repeat—but when his friend didn’t repeat it, or even acknowledge the gesture, Deacon studied him closer.


    His motorcycle boots tapped an unsteady rhythm against the floor. Mouth pinched, he scratched the back of his neck like he was digging for gold, and his eyes had a glazed over, lost-in-thought type of look. The man was flat-out wigging, and it clearly had zip to do with Hannah.


    “Hey, what’s up, man?”


    The bassist raised his eyes from his bouncing knee. He looked at Deacon and then switched his gaze to Tyler. “I’m asking Ella to marry me.”


    The declaration fell like a snow day in Hawaii.


    Deacon and Tyler stood there, clearly in shock, but their front man snapped out of it first. With a wide, genuine smile stretching his face, Tyler reached over and grabbed his best friend’s hand, yanking him up for a hug.


    “Dude, that’s awesome. It’s about time your decrepit rear settled down.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” Charlie shot back with a roll of his eyes. He was only twenty-eight, but until this last summer, he’d acted a heck of lot younger—at least according to the tabloids. The dig was a longstanding joke.


    They both turned to Deacon, who’d yet to react. Or say anything at all. He quickly shook off his surprise and slapped Charlie on the back. “Yeah, congrats, man. I’m really happy for you.”


    “Thanks.” Charlie’s lips twitched and he took a deep breath, releasing it as the anxiety visibly rushed back to the surface. He shoved a hand through his hair. “I just wish I could stop acting like a blasted idiot. I’m so nervous I’m gonna slip and ask her to marry me over Cinnamon Toast Crunch that I’m afraid to say anything at all. This morning, I was this close to proposing in bed, and had to stuff it down. She asked me pointblank what was wrong, and I had nothing.”


    “What’d ya tell her?”


    “That I was worried about my niece, Abby, which doesn’t even make sense because Ella talks to her more than I do.” He scrubbed a hand across his face in frustration. “Everything has to be perfect for her, and all I’m doing is screwing it up.”


    “It’ll be worth it once that ring is on her finger,” Tyler said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “When do you plan on proposing?”


    “Next weekend at the Opry Birthday Bash.” Charlie sighed and leaned back in the seat. “When I called Ella’s dad last week, he asked if he could be there when I popped the question. As much as I hate the spotlight thing, my five older sisters and Sherry have taught me that girls go crazy for the grand gesture stuff, and Arabella deserves that.” His mouth curved in a smile. “She deserves everything.”


    A hollow pang hit Deacon square in the gut, and he nudged the box of Legos with his boot. Clearing his throat to hide the discomfort, he thought about Charlie’s words and abruptly jerked his head up.


    “Wait, go back. You actually did the whole ‘ask for her hand’ thing?” His friend nodded, but Deacon still felt the need to clarify. “With the Shark of Nashville?”


    Charlie laughed, his wide eyes saying exactly how fun that conversation must’ve been, and Deacon laughed with him, impressed.


    Arabella’s father was David Stone, the most ruthless man in country music, and CEO of Belle Meade Records. Otherwise known as the man who held Deacon’s future in his hands. David’s one-time low opinion of Charlie and his legendary playboy ways had been a major stumbling block for Charlie over the summer, keeping him from acting on his feelings for Arabella. Thankfully, the two men worked out their differences and now seemed to get along rather well.


    Still, Deacon wouldn’t want the guy for a father-in-law.


    “Dude, he’s scary on a good day,” Charlie said with an amused shake of his head. “Try asking permission to marry his one and only daughter. But, I’ve got to say, he surprised me. Gave me his blessing and said to keep making his baby happy. I promised to do just that.”


    As the bassist’s face relaxed in a lovesick grin, Deacon’s attention shifted back to the floor.


    This was good news. Charlie and Arabella made sense as a couple. They complemented each other strengths, filled each other’s weaknesses. They deserved each other and a lifetime of happiness. Not to mention, with Stone now definitely going to the Opry event, Deacon had a solid chance to impress him. But he couldn’t deny there was a part of him that felt uneasy, too.


    One by one, the band was marrying off. If he had to guess, their guitarist was next.


    Miles had a girl back home, his former manager’s daughter. After a night of too much whiskey, he’d told Deacon that Lindsay used to be his Hannah—until a crazy weekend together changed everything. Now, the two friends rarely talked, and whenever they did, it always hit him hard. Miles went out with Nate and got drunk, pretending everything was fine, but Deacon recognized the look of regret in his eyes. Sooner or later, he’d wise up and go after her. Miles was a good man.


    Nate was a different animal. Still a good guy, but he’d probably never settle down, so at least that meant another bachelor in the band. But while Deacon had written off the idea of women and relationships years ago, Nate went through them like water. Bolting after every show, staying out until the early morning, never going long without female companionship.


    Which…in a roundabout way…left Deacon the actual sole loner of the group.


    He swallowed hard. Then, one day, Hannah would leave him, too.


    There wasn’t any doubt she’d find someone. She’d fall in love and marry some guy who wouldn’t even deserve the incredible creature he’d have won, because no man was worthy of her, and then he’d truly be alone. Like he deserved.


    Like he’d been before Hannah Fisher ever walked into his life.


    A glance at the clock on the wall showed it was ten o’clock. The girls had left over two hours ago, which meant Hannah could be out there right now, meeting the man she’d one day marry. Smiling that sweet smile, laughing at his jokes. Looking at him as if he’d hung the moon.


    Deacon’s stomach twisted so hard he felt sick.


    With a quick check on a slumbering Max on the sofa, Deacon raised his eyes and found Tyler already staring at him. Without a word, the lead singer handed him a yellow sticky note with an address on it, and Charlie nodded in approval.


    “We’ll hold down the fort,” his soon-to-be engaged friend told him. “Go and get your lobster.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Three and a half drinks later, Hannah figured she just about had this flirting thing down.


    At least in theory.


    “You sure do have a pretty smile, sugar,” a tall blonde cowboy told her, flashing a set of pearly whites. It was an odd thing for him to say, considering she hadn’t smiled in the last couple minutes, but she appreciated it anyway.


    As far as flirt victims…err, targets were considered, he seemed friendly enough. Outgoing and forgiving of her awkward attempts at conversation—but then, she hadn’t complimented the roundness of his Adam’s apple, or accidentally spilled a drink down his back when she’d leaned in, either. Hannah considered that definite progress.


    “Um”—she hiccupped—“thanks.”


    Unsure of how else to respond to the compliment, she tried tugging her lips into the aforementioned gesture—only, her mouth hesitated to cooperate. And, when it finally did, it kind of stretched a bit at the edges and felt sort of funny. Like her smile no longer fit her face.


    And speaking of her face, the skin around her mouth felt strange, too. Almost rubbery, but also sort of numb. Like Jim Carrey in The Mask. Only, hopefully not green.


    Hannah gazed at the freshly filled cup in her hand and giggled. Oops. She probably should’ve told the girls that she was a lightweight.


    Cowboy Man scooted forward, catching Hannah off guard, and she stumbled on her borrowed heels into the person behind her. Her pink drink sloshed across her hand and spilled onto the floor. She frowned. Such a waste.


    “Wanna dance?”


    “Dance?” she repeated, setting her cup on the bar top. There should be some sort of rule about drinking in borrowed shoes, especially heels. Ugh, heels were the devil. Looking back up at her flirtee, a confused wrinkle formed between her eyebrows.


    Ah, right. He’d asked her to dance. That wasn’t supposed to be part of the deal. Sober Hannah resembled a confused buffalo when she danced. Buzzed Hannah? Well, she rarely drank more than a glass of wine here or there anyway, due to the whole “lightweight” problem, but she felt moderately confident that Buzzed Hannah was even worse. A deranged buffalo, perhaps?


    Besides, if she were going to dance, it certainly wouldn’t be with him. Dancing meant being held and breathing the same air, and Cowboy Man smelled all wrong. Like leather and whiskey. Deacon always smelled like cinnamon and soap. Clean, fresh, and spicy. Just the way she liked it.


    Hannah shook her head, then widened her eyes when the room continued to bounce around her vision. “Nope,” she finally answered, popping the p as the world righted itself again. “Don’t dance. Buffalo problems.”


    Cowboy Man quirked an eyebrow, but Hannah shrugged it off.


    Glancing around, she wondered where Sherry and Arabella had disappeared to. Or that nice bodyguard, Tony. She hoped they were paying attention, as she’d had a rather successful round this time. Much better than the men she’d praised for their neatly trimmed nose hair and prominent clavicles, and so far, she’d yet to bring up the fact that bar stools were probably covered in feces and sperm, since most people didn’t wash their hands. Eck. Nope, this time, she’d made some minor adjustments to the game plan and skipped the compliment and random factoid portion altogether.


    Now…now she was ready for a nap.


    Cowboy Man regrouped and took her hand. “Don’t worry, sugar. I can dance real well, so you can just hold on to me. I’ll take good care of you.” Then, smelling that wrong smell of his, he tightened his grip and tried dragging her onto the dance floor.


    Hannah shook her head again and tugged back. “No, thank you,” she told him with a frown. She was ready to go home. She’d managed to avoid embarrassing herself, so tonight’s lesson should be complete. “I appreciate the offer, but I’d like to go back to my friends.”


    “Aw, come on, honey,” he urged, getting a bit forceful now. “Just one little dance.”


    Hannah dug in her heels, but they sort of just slid across the tacky ground. She wind-milled her free arm to keep from losing her balance, prepared to hit the nasty floor covered in who-knew-what—but she never fell. Instead, a strong arm suddenly wrapped around her waist and yanked her back against a solid, muscular chest.


    Cinnamon and soap flooded her senses. “I believe the lady said she wasn’t interested.”


    The body supporting her weight was coiled tight with aggression, but Hannah wasn’t worried. On the contrary, she’d never felt safer in her life. This was Deacon, after all, and this was what he did. He saved her and made everything better.


    With a pat of his firm chest, she mused aloud, “My Superman.”


    Cowboy Man scowled, and his eyes locked on the arm slung low around her waist.


    For the span of a heartbeat, Hannah thought he was going to argue, or challenge Deacon to an old-fashioned barroom brawl. But that could’ve been the alcohol swimming in her veins. In the end, he just sucked his teeth and shook his head, finally forcing a smile onto his face. A wise move when confronted with an angry Deacon.


    “Fair enough.” He took a step back, his hard jaw and stiff posture saying what his words didn’t. “Y’all have a nice night.”


    With a tip of his hat, he turned on his boots and disappeared into the crowd. Hannah exhaled in relief. That could’ve gotten rather sticky. Then Tony materialized in front of them, Sherry and Arabella on either side, and the gang was back together. “My friends!”


    The bodyguard shot her a glance, then stared grimly over Hannah’s head. “I had my eye on her,” he told Deacon. “I was seconds away from stepping in myself.”


    “Guys, I’m sure he was harmless,” Sherry cut in, sending Hannah a sympathetic smile. “Our girl had it under control.” But when her gaze switched over to Deacon, she winced a little. “We just wanted her to have some fun. I had no idea she had such a low tolerance.”


    A grunt came from behind her, and Deacon turned Hannah in his arms. Again, she tried for her usual bright, sunny smile, and again, it felt like her lips had been replaced with rubber. She gave him one anyway, and he groaned.


    Eyes on her, Deacon’s expression shifted from one of frustration, to one of amusement, before finally settling on something sweeter. Something much more tender.


    Something that made her heart flutter like crazy.


    Pulling her close again, Deacon tucked Hannah into his body. He raised his chin at Tony. “I’ll get her home. Why don’t you three take the Uber I have waiting outside?”


    Hannah smiled, liking that plan, and snuggled deeper in his hold. Whereas she’d been as eager as a beaver to head home a minute ago, she was more than happy to hang back if it meant one-on-one time with Deacon. Especially now that she had a few tools in her bucket, courtesy of her beloved Flirt Squad.


    Arabella and Sherry exchanged a grin, and Ella shot her a wink. Trying to play it cool, Hannah wished them both a good night and thanked Tony for his escort—but she didn’t budge from where she stood. Nope, she was content to stay right where she was, forever if she could. In a crowded, hazy nightclub somewhere in West Virginia, with her head over Deacon’s heart and his arms holding her close.


    Unfortunately, he had other plans. Shifting her back, Deacon nudged her chin up with his knuckle and looked her over with concern. “You okay there, sweetheart?”


    Hannah nodded, knowing he was asking about the scene he’d walked in on. “I’m good.”


    She wished she could tell him just how good she was. He’d come for her, just as she would always come for him. They were bonded that way. A team. If only he’d open his stupid eyes and see what was in front of him, everything would be perfect.


    Deacon studied her for another moment, that same almost tender smile from earlier curving his mouth. “Why don’t we grab a table and hang out for a while.”


    It was a statement, not a question, and it was music to her ears.


    Hannah bit her lip and nodded, but felt it pertinent to add, “But no more drinking.”


    Deacon laughed and took hold of her shoulders in his large hands, jostling her gently while he steered her toward the back of the club. “Only water, darlin’.”


    Grinning, she let him lead her to a section a bit more private than the crowded bar, a bit more intimate, and went back over Sherry’s flirting tips in her mind.


    Prepare yourself, Superman. Cherry’s about to make her move.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    In a dark, secluded booth at the back of the club, Deacon wrapped his hand around a glass of water and drank like his life suddenly depended on it. In some ways, it felt like it did.


    Across from him, Hannah mimicked the gesture, pursing her plump red lips around the straw as she stared a hole into the tabletop, and Deacon cursed as he had to adjust himself again in his jeans. Even watching her drink water was sexy now. He was so screwed.


    The seething anger from seeing that jerk manhandle her had faded to a low boil, but in its wake had swelled an emotion that was more complicated to deal with and a heck of a lot more tempting.


    Peaches. She’d smelled like peaches.


    The new scent was seriously messing with his head. Normally, Hannah smelled like her freesia body wash, which somehow smelled like candy and flowers rolled together. It was soft, sweet, and feminine, just like her, and it’d gotten to the point where he couldn’t walk through the floral department or even the candy aisle at a grocery store and not think about her. Now he’d never look at fruit the same way, either.


    Ever since he’d inhaled the tropical scent on her breath, assumedly from the pink cocktail she’d been devouring, Deacon couldn’t help wondering if she tasted as sweet as she smelled.


    It was that kind of thinking that kept knocking him for a loop. Hannah’s blue-green eyes flicked to his, her full lips still wrapped around that straw, and it hit him like a physical blow. Ever since she’d walked out in that dress tonight, he’d been reliving their “almost kiss.” Berating himself for letting the moment go on for as long as it had….and questioning his own sanity. He knew dang well what it was like to lose Hannah and how miserable he’d been when she lived in Paris. Did he really think this could possibly end any differently? That she wouldn’t run the second things fizzled and got weird?


    No. Allowing his imagination free reign was one thing; giving in…


    An abrupt thud jerked Deacon’s attention back to the club. Across the booth, Hannah shoved aside her discarded glass and leaned against the table.


    “Anyone ever told you your ears are the perfect shape for your face?”


    He started to say thank you…then, “My ears?”


    “Yep.” She looked at him from beneath dark eyelashes, and a slow smile curved her lips. “I love a man who gives good ear.”


    Deacon choked on his spit. The line—if that was what that was—didn’t even make any sense. But when delivered with the liquid desire swirling in her eyes, he more than got the point.


    Okay…so maybe he wasn’t the only one having inappropriate thoughts lately. But that was explainable. Normal, even. They’d recently been separated for the longest time since they’d known each other, and they were struggling with where they fit now. Plus, they were both young and hot-blooded, living in close quarters, and they trusted each other. It was expected that boundaries would blur. It had happened with Miles and Lindsay, too, only they messed up and gave in, and it ruined their friendship.


    The difference here was that he and Hannah wouldn’t be the only ones hurt in the fallout. Max would be devastated, too. His actions had already cost his son one mother in his life, and he was only just beginning to grasp what it meant to have a single parent. Deacon couldn’t let him lose Hannah, too.


    With that thought, he grabbed his glass. He took another large gulp—as if strength was somehow infused in the water—and watched a determined look settle over Hannah’s face before she started a deliberate scoot around the long, curved booth for eight.


    Sweat dotted his upper lip. He liked to think he was a strong man and could withstand just about anything; his past sure tested that theory more than was necessary. But the past few weeks had weakened him, and if Hannah actually pressed that body against him and came onto him? He’d need the libido of a monk to say no.


    Blood rushed from Deacon’s brain, and his favorite body part stood at attention. Shiiiiiit.


    As Hannah neared, the thought crossed his mind that he was getting his due. This was the universe’s way of punishing him for his past sins. After all, when he’d left Tyler and Charlie at the bus, hadn’t he let them think this was exactly what would happen? At the time, it’d seemed easier to go along, since it helped get him off the bus faster, which stopped Hannah from meeting someone else and replacing him. Another reason he was being punished.


    With each slow slide of Hannah’s hips, Deacon’s mind raced. She was drunk, or at the very least, severely buzzed, which meant she couldn’t be held responsible for her actions. It was on him, as the sober person at the table, to keep their friendship intact.


    Grabbing hold of the bench cushion, he inhaled deeply through his nose, needing a dose of clarity. What he got instead was peach and freesia. Hannah erased the scant inch left between them, scooting until her thigh fit tightly against his, and a jolt of energy passed through his body.


    As Deacon closed his eyes, he imagined two mystical creatures perched on either shoulder. One good, one bad, fighting it out for the upper hand. He hoped the good one proved stronger than him.


    “Deke,” Hannah whispered, and the warmth of her breath hit his neck, giving him chills. The devil on his left cackled with glee. “I want to know what it’s like.”


    Swallowing hard, he shook his head. He shouldn’t ask. He. Should not. Ask.


    “What what’s like?” he asked.


    A breathy moan hit his ear next, and the sound shook the hackles of his restraint. “What it’s like to feel your scruff on my…” When her voice trailed off, Deacon’s eyes flew open at the possibilities. She inhaled audibly and finally whispered, “My everywhere.”


    “Holy hell.”


    Deacon searched his mind for a basketball player, any basketball player, and came up empty. The angel on his shoulder had nothing, either. A lot of help you are.


    Hannah grinned, clearly pleased with herself, and leaned in closer. Of course, having already been firmly pressed against his side, closer meant crushing her barely covered breasts against his arm.


    At the feel of those soft curves on his bare skin, Deacon’s eyelids grew heavy. Three weeks of fighting had left his control hanging by a thread. Hannah licked her lips and skated the fingertips of her left hand down his chest and over the ripples of his stomach.


    The devil on his shoulder kicked the angel to the curb.


    As Hannah trapped her bottom lip between her teeth, Deacon’s mouth began an unconscious descent toward hers. Her hand drifted lowered still…


    And grabbed a sizeable fistful of his crotch.


    Deacon’s rear shot straight off the seat. “What the—?”


    His hips collided with the table, toppling their glasses. Ice and cold water sloshed over the sides and cascaded over the surface, rushing toward their laps, and Deacon grabbed his jacket as they bolted out of the booth, Hannah stumbling on her heels behind him.


    Her eyes were like giant saucers in her face while her chest heaved beneath the straining fabric of her dress. “Garbage! That wasn’t your upper thigh!”


    Deacon’s eyebrows hit his hairline. It was tempting…so very tempting…to ask what she’d planned on doing with his upper thigh, but he bit his tongue. He didn’t trust himself not to act, not with the imprint of her hand still burning in his lap.


    Jaw clenched, he flagged down a waitress. After explaining about the mess, he placed a firm hand on the small of Hannah’s back and started steering her toward the exit. Fresh air. That was what they both needed to restore a little sanity.


    He threw open the door and dragged in heaving breaths of crisp, cool night air. He watched Hannah do the same as he led her around the side of the building and down the street.


    Neither of them said a word, but then, they never did in cases like this. Whenever things got heavy—whether it was bullying classmates, unexpected pregnancies, or sudden single parenthood—they always took a step back and let whatever was rocking their worlds sink in before jumping into the deep end.


    That was fine and good and all, but in this case, things weren’t just heavy. They’d nearly been catastrophic.


    At the intersection that’d either lead them back to the arena or further into the city, they came to a stop. Hannah wrapped her arms across her chest, her slim shoulders shaking with a shiver, and Deacon opened his jacket, draping it around her slim shoulders. He stepped back again, out of reach, and she smiled at the ground.


    “Thanks.” She burrowed into the leather and raised her head slightly, staring at his throat. “Uh…did you want to order an Uber?”


    Right. They were stranded and still had to get back to the bus. Deacon shoved his hand into his pocket, hating the awkward distance between them, but not knowing how to overcome it, either. He palmed his phone, ready to pull up the app…but then, an alternative plan came to mind.


    They both knew what would happen if he called for a driver. They’d sit in silence during the ride, go back to their roosts alone, and the weirdness between them would fester.


    Screw that. They’d wasted too much time when she’d lived in Paris. Entire days had gone by where they’d had no contact other than a texted hello. He wasn’t living like that again. Hannah was back and he planned on making himself a fixture in her life for as long as she’d have him. That meant either getting over this awkwardness now or confronting it, head on.


    Deacon withdrew his hand, sans phone, and said, “You know, the arena’s only four blocks away.”


    This time, Hannah stared at his chin. “Oh, did you want to walk?”


    It was late, cold, and not exactly a familiar neighborhood. It’d make a heck of a lot more sense to call a car. But since when did anything in his life make sense?


    He shrugged. “I could use the exercise.”


    Truth? Performing every night was killer cardio, as were his morning runs around the arenas. But walking meant talking. It meant dealing with the issue rather than sweeping it under the rug, and the sooner that happened, the quicker they could get back to normal. Maybe even forget it altogether.


    Hannah grabbed hold of the ends of his jacket, her small white teeth sinking into her bottom lip. She knew what walking meant, too, and as a twinge of pink hit her ivory cheeks, her foot slid back and forth along the loose gravel. What he wouldn’t have given to know what she was thinking.


    Finally, a slow smile formed on her lips. “Exercise sounds good.”


    When she raised her eyes to meet his, her usual sea-green shade had darkened to jade. Just like inside, the connection hit Deacon square in the gut.


    Every need, every desire roared back again, this time heightened with a jagged edge of delayed anticipation. Somewhere, a demon was laughing his rear off.


    Hannah’s smile spread, as if she knew how hard his heart was pounding, and a pulse of heat passed between them. As much as he wanted to, Deacon couldn’t look away. She licked her lips, a slide of pink tongue that he felt in his groin, and he bit off a curse. Music from a nearby club swelled and waned, matching the slow-burning throb in his blood.


    One heartbeat they were a foot away from each other. The next, he reached out and yanked her to him. Hannah gasped, and the breathy sound took root low in his stomach. He wanted to hear it again.


    Silver moonlight fell over her hair, caressing her shoulders, and Deacon told himself it’d just be a taste. One small kiss to take the edge off. Things wouldn’t get weird after that. Heck, it might even make things better. Kill the curiosity of the unknown.


    He brushed her hair away from her face and cupped her cheek in his hand. Hannah’s eyelids fluttered shut then opened again, and when they did, the only thing he saw was matching want. Control snapped like a twig.


    Scooping her into his arms, Deacon crushed his lips to hers. At her soft moan, a fire ignited in his blood. He threaded a hand through her tangle of curls, tugging to adjust the angle of his kiss, then licked the seam of her mouth, demanding entrance. When she let him inside, the essence of peach exploded on his tongue. Mixed with her own flavors, it was the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.


    Hannah squealed as he yanked her closer, and then she attacked him, clutching his shoulders as she tried to climb him like a tree. Her knees pressed into the sides of his legs, and as she wiggled and squirmed, he grinned against her mouth.


    Deacon released her hair to rake his hands down her back. He palmed the flare of her hips before sliding his hands lower to clutch the back of her thighs. He lifted one and wrapped it around his waist. When his hips rolled of their own volition, thoughts ceased to exist.


    Nothing in his entire life had ever felt this good.


    Another surge of his hips and Hannah pulled him back to her mouth. She sucked on his bottom lip and slipped her hand beneath the cotton of his shirt. Her nails skimmed over his stomach, scratching lightly, and he hissed.


    In that moment, it was like the entire universe stood still. Nothing else mattered. She grabbed onto his forearms, nails leaving crescent-shaped war wounds in his skin, and Deacon skimmed his hand over the smooth skin of her thigh, slowly inching his fingers under the hem of her dress.


    BEEEP!!!


    An incessant car horn jerked his questing hand away, shattering through the sensual haze.


    Holding Hannah tight, Deacon raised his head, and the world around them came into focus. The sounds, the smells…the smirking crowds.


    They were on a street corner. A car drove through the intersection not five feet away as people strolled past them on the sidewalk on their way to the next club, blatantly gawking at the guy who’d just been mauling his best friend in public like a blasted teenager.


    Crossing a line that could never be uncrossed.


    Fear pumped through Deacon’s blood as reality crashed down. How much he’d messed up, exactly what was at stake, and how much he’d put at risk. Abruptly, he dropped Hannah’s leg, reaching out when she stumbled on her heels only to pull back once she righted herself.


    Dazedly, Hannah brought her hand to her mouth. Her lips were cherry red and kiss swollen, and they tumbled open as she traced them with her fingertips. Her eyes cleared in degrees and they sharpened on him, looking for answers.


    “Hannah.” Deacon wiped a hand over his face, wishing he had them. Instead, a sinking sense of dread coated his skin with a thin layer of sweat. “I’m not…I mean, I didn’t—”


    “Stop.” Shuffling forward, she covered the distance he’d put between them and shushed him with her fingers. “Please, don’t say anything. Not yet.”


    Her sea-green eyes spoke for her, asking him to wait until what had happened sank in…but that scared him almost as much as what it meant.


    Where did they go from here? What was the next step? If Sherry were here, she’d try pushing them into a relationship because, apparently, the friends in his life couldn’t stand the idea of him being single. They didn’t realize that he wasn’t built for forever. Sure, he’d been prepared to give it his best shot after Krista got pregnant, but even she’d known what a bad bet he’d be. Even if he wasn’t, he wanted better for Hannah.


    But if he lost her because of this? He’d never survive it.


    Gently, Deacon tugged her fingers away from his mouth and swallowed hard. “Cherry…don’t you think we should at least—”


    He never got to finish his thought.


    As he’d stumbled over his words, Hannah had lurched forward. Deacon caught her in his arms, confusion transforming into fear as he watched pure panic flood her face. She fought against his hold…then promptly vomited onto the ground.


    And all over his boots.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Brushing your teeth while standing in a moving vehicle was a daily exercise in balance. Doing so with a hangover from Hades? Well, that was an Olympic-worthy achievement.


    Hannah groaned as she grabbed hold of the counter top and spit into the sink. Even after the second brushing, her tongue felt fuzzy. As for her head, the aspirin she’d taken an hour ago had dulled the vicious pounding to more of a roaring, constant tap. Still annoying, but not entirely unmanageable. The bottle of water Deacon had forced into her hands before she stumbled into bed last night probably had a lot to do with that, too.


    Ugh. This was why she didn’t drink very often. The one other time she’d pushed her luck, and drank more than a glass or two of wine, was during her first week in Paris, and that had ended in a morning much like this one. Only that had been the result of too much merlot and a tattered, broken heart.


    Not so this time.


    Despite herself, Hannah grinned.


    Hangover or not, joy swept her body, healing the remaining broken pieces as she recalled the feel of Deacon’s lips on hers. Every touch, every stroke, every gentle bite of their kiss was forever tattooed on her brain, and she’d been watching it replay in her mind like her favorite movie all morning. Even the way that it ended, with her spewing chunks all over his boots, wasn’t mortifying enough to steal away her happiness.


    Deacon had kissed her. Really and truly kissed her. Holy garbage!


    Hannah slowly shook her head, awed but still nursing a headache, and pinned up her hair with a clip. An explosion of curls fell over her forehead, crowning a face scrubbed bare of any makeup. For the morning, at least, the makeover portion of Operation Joie de Vivre was on pause. As giddy as she was over last night’s kiss, she didn’t have the energy to hum one of her silly little ditties much less pick up an eye shadow brush.


    Satisfied that this was the best she was going to look today, Hannah shuffled out of the bathroom, her thoughts on her stomach. Breakfast. She needed breakfast. Cereal, or maybe some eggs, and a whole pot of black coffee.


    Thankfully, she had the bus to herself for a few hours as Sherry, feeling needlessly guilty about getting Hannah drunk, had taken the kids to a nearby park. The guys usually had rehearsals and sound check until lunch, which meant she’d have time to become almost human again before having to face anyone. And by anyone, she meant Deacon.


    Yawning, she tucked her chin to her chest. She couldn’t help wondering where his head was this morning. They hadn’t gotten a chance to talk about their kiss last night, what with being preoccupied by the vomit and all, but now that he’d had some time to think, how would he play it when he saw her again?


    Would he brush it aside like it never happened?


    Acknowledge it, but go back to friendship as usual regardless?


    Or would he be open to exploring the possibility of more?


    At the end of the short hallway, a pair of crossed bare feet entered her vision, and Hannah stuttered to a stop. She’d recognize those toes anywhere.


    “Thought you could use this.”


    Deacon’s voice settled over her like a warm bubble bath with extra fizzy salts. Her skin heated and tingled, and she closed her eyes against a shiver. Of course this was how he’d see her hours after he kissed her: hungover, and looking like a half-dead orangutan.


    Would it have killed her to swipe on a little lip gloss?


    “Thanks.” Forcing a smile, she accepted the glass of apple juice and touched the ends of her crazy hair. She bit her lip. “Um, as you can see, I’m not exactly at full capacity yet.”


    Why had she pointed that out? Clearly, the man had functioning eyeballs and could see the truth for himself; she didn’t need to go around flaunting it, for Chrissakes! Why didn’t Cosmo ever cover this in their magazine? The awkward morning-after-kiss conversation, complete with monkey hair.


    Looking away, she took a tentative sip.


    “The sugar in the juice helps,” he murmured, sounding every bit as uncomfortable as she felt, which only made it worse. He coughed and repositioned his feet. “The vitamins and water should rehydrate your body, too.”


    At his tight smile, Hannah realized he knew this from years of dealing with his mom’s drinking and his own early days of partying. Great. Guilt heaped on top of her awkwardness. At least no one could say she didn’t fail with style.


    As she messed with her hair with one hand, she tugged on the hem of her baggy tee with the other, only now remembering what she’d thrown on. She winced at the picture she made. Deacon’s mouth quirked as he looked at his toes, and she closed her eyes. What a mess.


    Resigning herself to the reality of her sloppy appearance—and the unlikelihood of there ever being a repeat performance of their earth-shattering kiss—she lifted the juice to her lips again. Thankfully, sugar helped with heartache, too.


    When Deacon raised his head again, his eyes trailed over her face, and a slow, soft smile curved his mouth. “Even at reduced capacity, Cherry, you’re still beautiful.”


    Hannah sputter-coughed on her juice.


    What did he just say?


    Not once in her life had anyone called her beautiful. Sure, she’d gotten a lot of adorables over the years. A handful of cutes and even a couple of prettys. But never, ever a beautiful.


    Did it mean anything, that Deacon called her that word now, after their kiss, and when she looked downright scary?


    Did it mean he wanted to kiss her again? Or was he just buttering her up to let her down gently?


    Gah! Why were men so impossible to read?


    “Here, I’ll take that.” His fingers brushed against hers as he took the empty, forgotten glass from her hand, and a tingle shot up Hannah’s spine. He set it in the sink and then turned around, leaning his hip against the counter and shoving his hands deep inside his pockets. “Guess what I found out this morning?”


    Hannah blinked at the rapid subject shift, much preferring they stay on the compliment trail and the discussion of what it could mean. But then she noticed a strange glow in his eyes. His soft gray-green irises shined with excitement—and Deacon rarely got excited about anything.


    Wondering what on earth he could be up to, she shook her head. “What?”


    “Well, I was going over the band’s travel schedule this morning and noticed something interesting.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    He nodded, and the suspense built until she was about ready to drag it out of him. Then, ever-so-nonchalantly, “The Charlotte concert is the same weekend as the Harvest Festival.”


    Hannah’s entire world stopped.


    Deacon smiled, taking in her reaction. “Cool, right? I think we should go. We haven’t gone to the carnival together since senior year.” More like junior year, but who’s counting? “Oh, and get this, Arabella set up a fundraiser in the gym for Charlie’s foundation, Life & Lyrics. A free throw competition and private concert the day before the dance.”


    On the outside, she licked her lips and moved her mouth to form words like, “Th-that’s awesome.”


    On the inside, only one thought swirled her brain: he mentioned the dance.


    This was it. Her chance to walk under that vine-covered pergola. To go to the dance with the love of her life and finally make her longest-held wish come true.


    “Since the concert’s not until Sunday, I thought we could bring Max to the carnival on Saturday. Introduce him to the joys of funnel cakes and see if I can’t still kick your rear at Hoops.” Deacon shot her a playful wink. “Afterwards, maybe your parents can babysit while we check out the dance.”


    Unsteady hands grasped the table’s edge. “The dance,” she repeated, tasting the words on her tongue.


    Was she still sleeping? Was that what was happening right now? It would certainly explain the beautiful remark and this entire dreamlike conversation. But, just in case she was wrong, she decided she should ask anyway. Just to be sure.


    “You mean the Harvest Moon Dance?”


    “Well, yeah.” The skin between his eyebrows furrowed. “But it was just an idea. We definitely don’t have to—”


    “No, no, no!” she interrupted, throwing her hands out to stop him. “I want to go. I do. Really.”


    Hannah bounced on her toes, ignoring the pain that sliced through her skull—note to self: jumping and hangovers do not mix—and Deacon widened his eyes. “You sure? You’re acting kind of weird.”


    She lifted a shoulder, trying her best to fight back a giddy smile. “I just love dances.”


    He chuckled as she continued bouncing on her toes and shook his head like she was a foreign creature. “Since when? I don’t remember you caring one way or the other in high school.”


    That’s because no one ever asked me to one, you idiot, Hannah chastised in her head. And because you always went to them with Krista.


    Aloud she said, “I’ve changed a lot since those days. Besides, it’s been forever since we went to the festival. It’ll be fun to see what’s new and what’s stayed the same.” She blinked her eyelashes in what she hoped appeared as innocence. “I can’t believe the concert is that same weekend. What a coincidence!”


    A tiny twinge of guilt zinged her stomach at the white lie, but it wasn’t like she’d twisted his arm to ask her. He’d brought up the dance entirely on his own.


    But could it really be this easy?


    “Well, all right then.” With another dazzling smile, he pushed away from the counter. “Glad I brought it up. I hope you’ve got your dancing shoes, Cherry, because it looks like you and I are hitting up the old Harvest Dance.”


    The finality of those words echoed in her brain, almost making her dizzy. Deacon huffed a laugh. “You know, this is something we should’ve done years ago. I sure would’ve had more fun taking you than Krista in high school.”


    It was hard, hiding the face Hannah wanted to make as he wrapped her in a loose hug. It was on the tip of her tongue to say no duh, but then, what good would it have done? The past was the past, after all. What mattered now was the future—their future—and the dance was the first step in securing that.


    As the seconds ticked, and the hug stretched past the point of friendly, the mood around them shifted. The muscles in Deacon’s strong arms flexed around her shoulders, and Hannah couldn’t help remembering how it felt to have him hold her last night. Not in a platonic hug between friends, but in a real embrace of passion.


    Was he remembering, too?


    Hannah lifted her face from Deacon’s neck and watched the thick column of his throat bob in a swallow. She licked her lips, focusing on the smooth skin and the base where his pulse fluttered, remembering the taste of salt on his skin. She wondered what he’d do if she put her mouth there again.


    The sudden rush of air as he stepped back actually fanned her hair.


    Deacon coughed. “I, uh, better get to the arena.” The tightness of his face looked pained, and he gestured vaguely over his shoulder. “The guys are waiting on me.”


    “Okay.”


    As Hannah watched, he backpedaled and spun around, stooping to grab his boots from in front of the couch and not bothering to slide them on. “But you should eat something,” he told her. “It’ll help. And tell Max I’ll be here to tuck him in before the show.”


    She nodded wordlessly, cataloguing the twitching of his jaw and shifting of his eyes as he stopped at the top of the stairs. When he turned to face her, the physical distance across the bus was nothing compared to the strange emotional distance. For the first time in a long time, Hannah couldn’t get a hint of what he was thinking. His eyes were completely closed to her.


    “Get some rest.” Deacon’s lips twisted in a sad version of a smile. “You deserve it.”


    Then, with a two-finger salute, he bolted down the steps like the hounds of torture were after him. Hannah sank onto the bench seat, more confused than ever.


    …


    Slow and quiet, Deacon closed the door and toed off his boots. The bus was eerily silent. It was one o’clock in the afternoon, otherwise known as Nap Time at Kids Central, and the only time other than the dead of night you could hear a pin drop. Or hear yourself think. He’d chosen it for a reason.


    Picking up his shoes, he treaded carefully up the steps. As much as he loved his son, Max was a tiny terror even the Hulk wouldn’t mess with when he got woken from a nap. The last thing Deacon needed was a meltdown during his chat with Hannah.


    They needed to get this over with.


    Too much time had passed since the kiss, but they’d yet to discuss it. Admittedly, he’d chickened out in the beginning. Hannah had been hungover the morning after, so he’d brought up the carnival instead, thinking it’d be a safe subject, and they’d hash out the rest that night after the show. Then the bus was put under quarantine.


    Lizzie had caught it first, with Max succumbing just after that. A call to the pediatrician ruled out anything more serious than a stomach bug, but he and Tyler were kicked out so they wouldn’t get sick, too. Evidently, concert goers weren’t too keen on vomit.


    The next day, Hannah and Sherry got hit, and it wasn’t until late yesterday that he got the all clear to move back. But after squeezing in a few extra stories with Max, he’d barely had enough time to change before heading to the arena for the concert…and this wasn’t the sort of conversation he wanted to have half asleep, either.


    Today was the day, though. There were no media events to do, and rehearsal was over. Deacon was staring at two full hours of uninterrupted Hannah time, and he was eager to finally have it out so they could push past the tension and get things back to normal.


    At the sound of Sherry’s voice in the back bedroom, he headed in that direction. Hannah’s bunk was empty, which meant she was probably back there, too. The women had grown close over the last month of traveling. Deacon lifted his hand to knock, ready to interrupt their girl time…then let it hover in the air, hesitating.


    You’d think after four days, he’d know what he wanted to say by now—but he didn’t. Somehow, even after the nonstop thinking, he was less prepared for this conversation than he’d been for the first one they’d ever had.


    Goodness, that day felt like yesterday. If he tried, he could still feel the phantom sunburn on his skin. That summer had been brutal, and by the time Hannah had come out to say hello, he’d already been outside for hours. When you didn’t have food to eat, things like the risk of skin cancer didn’t exactly rate a high priority.


    He and his mom had just moved to Willow Creek a week before that, and Deacon had spent most of that time alone. While Mom hung out at the bar, doing heaven knows what with heaven knows who, he’d eaten everything remotely edible in the kitchen. He’d been this close to boiling the macaroni off an old handmade cross from kindergarten when a long shadow crossed over his feet.


    “H-h-h-hello.”


    That one, halting word had changed everything.


    To this day, he didn’t know what had made Hannah cross the street. He’d never told her just how bad it had gotten, either, but it’d been bad enough for an angry kid with trust issues to follow her home…and the hunger pains tightening his stomach had only been half the reason.


    Even then there’d been something about her that made him stop and pay attention. That had him thinking she was the sweetest, most honest thing he’d ever seen, or would ever see, in his entire life.


    It was crazy to think how much his life changed because of one decision. It could’ve just as easily gone the other way, too, with him pushing her away like he had everyone else, and her leaving him alone again.


    Now he had Max, so he’d never be alone again, but Deacon knew what it was like to live without Hannah. They’d kept in touch while she’d been in Paris, but it wasn’t the same. He hadn’t seen her face every day, or heard her laugh, or felt that sense of peace. He needed that in his life. His son needed that.


    Deacon hung his head. Hannah was under his skin. There was no forgetting the taste of her lips, but this was bigger than the two of them. They had Max to think about, and he’d be devastated if Hannah disappeared or if things suddenly got weird. There was also the band.


    As Tyler reminded him that morning, Hannah only signed the first half of the contract. The Steel Drum tour had two more months left in the U.S. and then another six weeks overseas. If they pushed the boundaries of their friendship again, and things went south, he’d be leaving the guys in the lurch. With his own extended contract still on the line, he couldn’t take that risk.


    Deacon released a heavy breath. Sometimes the right thing felt a heck of a lot like nausea, but if it meant keeping Hannah in his life, his son happy, and his job secured, then it was what he had to do. This was the best decision for them both.


    Resolved with that, he looked at the door…then slowly dropped his hand.


    He’d give it another few minutes.


    Calling himself ten shades of coward, he redirected his steps. A hot shower would clear his head. Maybe he’d even pull a Hannah and rehearse what he’d tell her in advance. It always worked for her, helping her control her stutter, and though Deacon didn’t have that particular problem, he was nervous. If her head was even half as muddled as his was, this conversation wouldn’t be easy.


    Frustrated, he shoved open the bathroom door harder than necessary. Fog and heavily scented air rushed to greet him, and it took a second for the reason to register. When it did, he came to an abrupt stop with one hand on the doorknob and one foot still in the hall.


    Candy and flowers.


    As the steam disappeared through the crack in the door, a vision appeared, plucked straight from his recent fantasies. Creamy skin, pink from the shower and wet with liquid drops, topped anything his imagination could’ve conjured. Damp ginger curls clung to a slender throat that was arched back, making a sexy silhouette as full lips trembled in a silent speech to the ceiling. Dark, spiky lashes lay across a flushed cheek, hiding a pair of expressive eyes he’d know anywhere.


    Torture, thy name was Hannah.


    Gone was the girl he’d known in high school. Erased was the rock he’d depended on in college. The goddess in the shower was a woman, a beautiful woman, with tantalizing curves, shapely legs, and the most incredible smile he’d ever seen.


    The arousal flowing through his veins mocked his previous so-called resolve.


    “Cherry.”


    Her name came on a choked breath, but Hannah’s eyes snapped open. Smooth skin turned to stone as she stared at the ceiling, wide-eyed, before slanting those green eyes toward him in horror.


    “Deacon!” Frantic, she tried to cover her body, slinging one arm over her perfect breasts while reaching for the folded towel on the counter with the other, only to quickly draw back her hand and slap it over her lower half as well.


    It was the hardest thing he ever did, keeping his eyes above her waist. Taking one step forward, he grabbed the terrycloth and handed it over, not trusting himself to get any closer. When she took it from his hands, she could hardly look into his eyes. Deacon’s chest gave a hard kick.


    Hannah made quick work of the towel, wrapping the terrycloth around her torso and clinging to the edges. She bit her lip and stammered, “Wh-what are y-you doing?”


    It wasn’t remotely funny. The reappearance of her stutter meant she was either stressed or anxious, two things he never wanted to be the cause of. But he couldn’t help the laugh that broke free at the innocent question.


    A full-bodied, unstoppable laugh that threw his head back with the force of it.


    “What am I doing?” he repeated in amusement, hearing the gruffness of his own voice and dragging in a deep, floral-scented breath. “Oh, Cherry…I’m losing my ever-loving mind.”


    “Wh-what?”


    He shook his head, too wound up to explain. It was time to go. Clearly, their conversation wouldn’t be happening today—there wasn’t a chance he’d make it through telling her the kiss was a mistake with a straight face. Not after seeing her naked. Nope, what he needed right now was distance. Distance and a lobotomy.


    Squeezing his eyes shut, Deacon turned on his heel. Later, he’d apologize and try to find some way to explain his behavior, but the important thing was getting out of there before he made things worse. He was halfway through the door, eyes still closed, when a voice had them popping open.


    “Hey, D-man, sound check over already?”


    Too late to leave without opening the door any wider and risk exposing Hannah, he shifted back to block Sherry’s view and grunted in response.


    She snickered near the bedroom door. “Good talk there, caveman.” She sauntered forward, then eyed where he stood with a strange expression. “Say, whatcha’ doing standing in front of the bathroom? Waiting for a written invitation?”


    She laughed again, ever the smart aleck, and at the nearness of her voice, Hannah released a high-pitched squeal behind him. Panicked, he rushed to close the door tighter around his leg…and that’s when Sherry understood.


    “Oh, snap!”


    Even in his basketball days, Deacon hadn’t seen anyone move that fast. Double-timing it back to her room, Sherry called out, “Sorry, Hannah!” just before slamming the bedroom door…


    And that awoke the miniature Hulk and Princess sleeping in their roosts.


    “Hannah!” was quickly followed by Lizzie’s, “Mama!”


    As for Deacon, his feet were glued where he stood, halfway between his best friend and his wailing son.


    He glanced back over his shoulder. Hannah’s eyes were wet with unmistakable vulnerability. He shook his head, wishing she saw what he did when he looked at her now. She didn’t need that expensive makeup or fancy Parisian garbage she’d been clinging to lately. She was beautiful exactly as she was. It was crazy that he hadn’t noticed just how much before.


    Max’s cry pierced the air again, seconded by Lizzie, and Deacon fisted his hands. Sherry ran back out of the bedroom, muttering fresh apologies as she rushed to her daughter, and he released his death grip on the door.


    “You’re gorgeous, Cherry.”


    He waited until the message hit home and a softness entered Hannah’s eyes, then turned around and closed the door with a firm tug behind him. Wiping his hands on the front of his jeans, he quickly made it over to his son to comfort him…walking away before he crossed yet another line that couldn’t be uncrossed.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Two days later, Hannah had to pinch herself. She couldn’t believe where she was or what she was seeing in front of her. Sure, she knew the world she now lived in, understood what happened while she hid herself away on a tour bus singing silly songs with the kids, but this was the first time she’d ever actually seen it with her own eyes.


    Country music’s most famous stage held way less than most of Blue’s venues, but it came with a certain status that couldn’t be denied. As Hannah sat in the front row, dressed to the nines and styled by professionals, and watched her best friend live his dream, her eyes went misty.


    No way would the sullen teenager she’d met ten years ago believe this would one day be his future—performing at The Grand Ole Opry House in front of a screaming crowd. Seeing Deacon up on that stage had her wishing she could go back and hug that boy all over again. Whisper in his ear that dreams really did come true.


    To the right of the stage, just behind Tyler, Deacon stroked his bow across the strings. Hannah shivered as if he’d run it over her skin. He played that instrument the same way he approached everything in his life, with focus and raw masculinity. Chewing steak. Tying his shoes. Heck, even washing his hands, the man looked sexy doing them all. Simply put, he was her living, breathing fantasy come to life.


    Which was why she was getting so antsy about her timetable.


    The Harvest Festival was one month away. Sure, he’d asked her to the dance, but not because he suddenly saw her as girlfriend material or because he couldn’t wait to hold her in his arms again. Obviously, the invite had been more of a “hey, why not” type of thing, which would’ve been fine back when they were in high school. Today’s Hannah wanted more.


    She wanted Deacon to fall in love with her.


    Right now, they had plenty of affection between them, and maybe even a hint of lust. She desperately wanted to believe he wanted her, too, and that the heat in his eyes when he’d caught her in the shower hadn’t been just a trick of the light. But he still hadn’t mentioned their kiss, or even attempted to flirt with her. A couple sweet compliments did not a lover make.


    Maybe Deacon was happy with the way things were and didn’t want to rock the boat. Or maybe he still only saw her as a friend and nothing more. The night of the club could’ve been a fluke. Because if he wanted her as much as she wanted him, wouldn’t he have shown it by now?


    “This is so exciting!”


    Arabella bumped her elbow, and Hannah tore her gaze from Deacon to smile at her friend. The pretty band manager looked amazing in a vintage, pinup style dress that was equal parts elegant and retro.


    Ella turned so her mouth was pressed against Hannah’s ear. “I grew up coming to shows here,” she told her in a loud voice, competing with the music, “and I watched videos of my mama perform. But this feels different, you know?”


    Hannah took in the room, electric with energy. “It’s definitely incredible,” she yelled back. “I’m just so glad I’m here to see it!”


    Arabella bumped her shoulder and smiled. “Wouldn’t be the same without you!”


    When her friends reminded her yesterday about the Birthday Bash, confirming the service they’d hired to watch the kids, Hannah had flown into a tizzy. Tonight’s event had been on the schedule from the very beginning, but between tilt-a-whirl kisses, a hangover and stomach bug, and naked shower mishaps, she’d completely forgot.


    Upping her nerves was the dress she’d packed. She wasn’t even close to throwing in the towel yet, not with as much progress as she’d made, but her original choice wasn’t cutting it. She’d needed a wow dress. A dress that’d push Deacon to the very edge of his sanity. A run-of-the-mill LBD from the mall just wouldn’t cut it.


    That’s where Sherry stepped in. Together with Blue’s stylist and the band’s hair and makeup team, they primped, curled, and squeezed Hannah into Nashville glam perfection. When she’d surveyed the result, even she had to admit she looked good.


    The look on Deacon’s face when he saw her walk out? Completely priceless.


    “He still can’t keep his eyes off you,” Sherry told her with an air of satisfaction, “and I can’t say I blame him. You’re always gorgeous, Hannah, but tonight, you freaking sparkle!”


    Hannah blushed at the compliment. “I do sort of feel like Cinderella,” she confessed with a laugh. “No one’s ever done my makeup like this before. Not even at Sephora.”


    “Well, trust me, the makeup artists had more fun than even you did.” Sherry reached over to wind one of her red curls around her finger. Her hair was up in a complicated, elegant braid, and a few soft tendrils framed her face. “I mean, seriously, can you imagine how boring it is styling a bunch of dudes every day?”


    Leaning over, Arabella raised her voice to add, “Especially Nate.”


    At that, all three women cracked up. The guys loved teasing their wild, flirtatious drummer about how seriously he took his hair and his huge array of products. The girls…well, they just loved raiding his stash.


    Sharing a grin, they went back to watching the performance. The guys were at the chorus of “Next Time,” and Charlie’s deep voice kicked in to harmonize with Tyler’s smooth baritone. As he stepped up to the microphone, his gaze fell on Arabella in the front row, and Hannah could’ve sworn she saw a flash of fear in his eyes.


    What in by golly is going on?


    She refused to believe Charlie was bored, or any of the other ridiculous ideas Arabella had filling her head, because she’d seen the way the bassist came alive whenever she walked into a room. Charlie watched her with stars in his eyes. No, something else was going on that had him acting so strangely. She just couldn’t figure out what.


    Deciding she’d bring it up to Deacon later, Hannah reached out and took Ella’s hand. Her friend smiled softly as she squeezed it tight, then together, they turned and sang along.


    …


    When Deacon was up on stage, he didn’t make it a general habit to look out into the crowd. Sure, he smiled and hammed it up, staring straight ahead at some unknown spot as he lost himself in the music. But he never tried to distinguish any of the faces within the inky, shadowy blob.


    Whenever he did happen to notice the crowd, say when the lights went up, or the rare person screamed his name, Deacon’s skin began to itch. The attention, the sheer number of people who came to their shows, still didn’t feel real even after a month’s worth of performances. It was humbling and uniquely uncomfortable.


    While no one came to a Blue concert for the fiddle/keyboard player, if he paid too much attention to the fame thing, that’s when fear crept in. Too much was riding on this opportunity panning out, and too much was still left up in the air. The thought of this being taken away and going back to teaching music lessons, struggling to make ends meet, made his blood run cold.


    But tonight, Deacon broke his own rule. He looked out into the crowd, his eyes having one target, and one target only.


    Hannah.


    Watching her sing along with Tyler’s lyrics, her face shining with pride for him, made every struggle, past and future, worth fighting. The pain and sweat had led him here, standing on stage and sharing this moment with her. Mixing his old world with the new.


    With a final swipe of the strings, he lowered his bow and shot Hannah a smirk.


    The crowd surged to their feet. As they cheered, the usual requests for “Rain Dance” and a few of their other big hits rose above the noise, and Tyler grinned his appreciation before turning to the band. He gave a nod, and one by one, he, Tyler, Nate, and Miles turned to face their bassist.


    No man in the history of the world had ever looked so panicked.


    As the cheers quieted, Charlie cleared his throat, and the harsh sound echoed through the speakers. Biting back a smile, Deacon exchanged a smirk with Nate. So far, he was off to a promising start.


    Slowly, the crowd took their seats, sensing that something was brewing. Charlie patted his right pocket, then slapped it again, tangibly confirming the ring was where he’d left it, even though he’d checked that same dang pocket a million times before they took the stage.


    Releasing a deep breath, this time stepping away from the microphone before he did it, he firmed up his chin and signaled to Miles.


    A string of simple chords began rolling across the stage, and Charlie gave the audience a nervous smile. “Hey, everyone.” When they returned his greeting with a chorus of, “Hey, Charlie,” his friend laughed, and a smidgen of starch left his shoulders. That was better.


    “I guess you’re wondering why the music stopped, huh? I promise we’ll get back to that in a minute, but first, there’s something important I want to do, and I figured as loyal Blue fans, you should be a part of it.” Whispers rose as he dabbed at the sweat beaded on his forehead and grinned sheepishly. “I’m pretty nervous.”


    Feminine awws swelled the theater, and Deacon shook his head. Even twitching in his boots, Charlie Tucker had charisma.


    “By now it’s no secret that I found the love of my life this summer…Nashville’s own Arabella Stone.” When Charlie targeted their manager in the front row, he chuckled at the trio of women wearing matching expressions of excited wonder. A little more of that starch faded away. “Come on up here, darlin’.”


    Arabella hesitated, blinking at the stage in awe, and Sherry impatiently reached over to yank her arm. Even from up on stage Deacon could read her lips: Go! Get up there.


    Arabella blinked and shot to her feet. When she finally started to move, Hannah swung her excited gaze to Deacon.


    Is he…? she mouthed, bouncing in her seat. Deacon smiled and shrugged.


    Charlie met Arabella at the stairs and gave her a hand as she climbed up, swallowing visibly as she glanced at the crowd. Like her boyfriend, she wasn’t comfortable in the spotlight, but then she focused on the man she’d given her heart to when she was just a kid, and the worry disappeared. Why shouldn’t it? Arabella had loved Charlie for years, waiting patiently for him to wake up and see her as a woman, and now he finally did.


    Deacon’s gaze went back to Hannah and held.


    “Arabella, I told you once that I wasn’t good with fancy words, but that because of you, I finally understood what Tyler’s been singing about all these years.”


    Deacon heard the smile in Charlie’s voice, and the audience chuckled appreciatively.


    “Sweet girl, you’re the song in my heart. You make me want to be a better man. You fill my life with laughter and silly lists, and whenever you’re by my side, I know it’s going to be a good day because with you there is no other option. Every day with you is a blessing, Arabella, and I want to spend the rest of mine making you feel as lucky, happy, and honored as you make me.”


    Hannah’s eyes filled with tears, and as Deacon listened to Charlie’s words, a strange sensation floated through him. He managed to drag his gaze away just as his friend hit the stage on one knee.


    Arabella squealed. The entire room joined in. Falling onto her knees, too, she threw her arms around Charlie’s shoulders and screamed, “YES!”


    He laughed aloud, kissing her hard before he pulled back and said into the microphone, “Baby, I didn’t get to ask you anything yet.”


    The crowd chuckled again, eating up every second, and Arabella blushed to her ears. Charlie shook his head and kissed her again, then his face took on a serious expression.


    “Now, where was I?” he asked, and Ella feigned a stern look. “Oh, right.” With a glance toward the wings, Charlie said, “Now, I’ve already got your father’s blessing, and I know he’s backstage waiting to swoop you into his arms, but first, Arabella James Stone, I have a question for you.”


    Reaching into his right jeans pocket, he withdrew an antique diamond ring, her mother’s engagement ring, and held it up in the air. “Baby, I know I’ve driven you crazy the last couple weeks. It’s just that I wanted this night to be perfect. But I swear, if you do me the honor of becoming my wife, I’ll only act weird and drive you crazy a few times a year. Five or six, maximum.”


    Arabella’s honeyed laugh rang out in the theater, and her face radiated so much love it was almost hard for Deacon to look at her.


    Setting down the microphone, Charlie took her left hand, slipped the ring past the first knuckle, and stared into her eyes. The room grew so quiet the people in the rafters probably could hear the witty, former playboy as he shakily asked, “Will you marry me?”


    Tears sprang from their manager’s eyes, and she nodded over and over. Laughing and gasping in between kisses on Charlie’s face, she yelled again, on cue this time, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!”


    Once again, the crowd rose to their feet, and the applause was ten times louder than it had been minutes ago. Hannah held her hand over her mouth, openly weeping with happiness as she clung to Sherry’s arm. Deacon smiled at his friends and took a step back, letting the happy couple have the spotlight, and as he did, he realized he’d never felt more whole.


    Having Hannah here, being a part of his new world.


    Hearing her sing random songs about country men not wearing guy-liner.


    Cheering on their mutual friends getting married.


    Living with him, laughing with him. Sharing life.


    Hannah was the key to him finding balance in this insanity. She’d always been his calm in the storm, and now she was the same for his son. Being with her every day this last month, Deacon didn’t know how he’d ever find the strength to let her go again.


    When Hannah shifted her gaze, and their eyes met, something moved inside his chest.


    This girl was his song. She filled his life with laughter and silly accents, and every day with her was good because she made it that way, with her warm hugs and warmer smiles and the way she looked at the world. She loved his son almost as much as he did, and she made both their lives better simply by being in it.


    Hannah wouldn’t ditch Max, even if things went south between the two of them, because that wasn’t her style. She lived life with her heart on the outside and children always came first. Hannah had the most beautiful soul of anyone he’d ever met. It was almost as if she’d been made especially for him…and he was so tired of fighting that.


    Earlier tonight, Sherry had slipped Deacon a key card. It was burning a hole in his pocket. The childcare service they’d hired for the kids was staying overnight, so Max and Lizzie would be taken care of. If anything did happen, he knew Tyler would call, which meant literally nothing was stopping him from doing what he wanted. Taking Hannah away and giving in to the intense chemistry that burned between them. That is, if she still wanted him.


    Hannah’s soft lips parted in surprise, as if she could read his thoughts, and even from the stage, he could see the need sharpening her eyes. That look pushed the scales.


    The same gut that convinced him to follow her home ten years ago, told him to trust it again. As he had the last time, Deacon intended to listen.


    He just hoped his gut knew what it was doing.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Excitement swirled low in Hannah’s belly. Outside her window, the city of Nashville passed by in a kaleidoscope of neon lights and highway sounds, but it was the inside of the limo—or rather, the man seated beside her in the back seat—that had her heart pounding.


    Deacon’s hand gripped her thigh, just above her kneecap, and his nimble fingers flexed and kneaded her skin. They hadn’t spoken since they left the Opry, and each set of passing headlights illuminated a look of possession on his face. It was another trick of the light, obviously, mixed with her fanciful imagination. But it thrilled her just the same.


    “Where are we going?” she asked, her breathless voice piercing the strange mood that had fallen between them. Did that sound as husky as I think it did?


    Deacon’s gaze flicked to hers. “The Hermitage,” he answered quietly, his eyes seeming to gauge her reaction. “We have a room there for the night.”


    “Oh.”


    Honestly, she wasn’t sure what she’d expected him to say…but it hadn’t been that.


    Nodding, she let the information settle over her, pursing her lips and then rolling them over her teeth, and tried her best to rein in her imagination. She’d made the mistake of letting it run free in the past and had ended up hurt and disappointed. What she needed was a bit of clarification.


    “Cool. So, um, is everyone getting a room tonight? Or just…you know, you and me?”


    “Just us,” he confirmed, and Hannah nodded again before looking straight ahead.


    The bus probably had an electrical issue. That was why they couldn’t sleep there tonight. Most likely the air conditioning or the hot water. Maybe even the plumbing. If any of those things were to conk out, it would definitely suck. Only, if that were the case, then Sherry and Tyler and the kids would need rooms, too.


    Okay, so a problem with the bus was out. But something else for sure.


    Maybe…err…well, possibly…nope.


    She had nothing.


    As she continued to ponder away, Deacon’s fingers slid ever so slightly higher up her leg. When they disappeared beneath the hem of her skirt, flirting with the sensitive skin along the inside of her thigh, Hannah’s breath caught.


    Did he realize where his hand was? Should she say something, or simply enjoy it?


    Then his fingertips began tracing a series of slow, tight circles along her skin, causing her entire body to clench, and a low moan/hum vibrated her throat.


    There was no imagining that.


    “I’m not expecting anything, Cherry,” Deacon murmured, and she looked up from where she’d been staring a hole into her dress—or, rather, where his hand had disappeared beneath it. His eyes were open and earnest on hers. “We can get room service and spend the night sleeping in a big, comfortable bed if you want. If you’d rather, I can even ask the driver to turn around and head back to the bus, and we can pretend none of this ever happened. Or.” His hooded gaze dropped to her mouth. “We can go up to the room, close the door, and finish what we started the other night.”


    Hannah’s mouth tumbled open.


    Well, hell. There was no stopping her runaway imagination now.


    If she were honest, she’d thought she had sensed a change in him during the performance, but she’d been wrong so many times before. Even after the final song, when she’d headed backstage with Sherry and Arabella, and took turns with everyone else congratulating the newly engaged couple, she’d felt Deacon’s eyes on her. Arabella’s dad had passed around flutes of champagne, and while the guys teased Charlie for being nervous, and the girls made plans to go dress hunting in New York, she’d snuck glances in his direction, too.


    She couldn’t put a finger on how or why it happened, but something major had shifted. The look in Deacon’s eyes when he watched her now wasn’t the same one he’d had yesterday. Or the day before that, or the year before that. It was sharper, more curious, and it had a delicious, jagged edge.


    After the toasts had ended, he’d come up behind her and whispered that he wanted to take her somewhere. Even without the new look in his eyes, there wasn’t even an option of telling him no.


    She’d follow him anywhere.


    Turning onto her hip, Hannah curved her hand around Deacon’s jaw. The bristles of his neatly trimmed beard softly abraded her skin, and she stared into his eyes as she admitted, “There’s nothing in the world I want more than to be alone with you tonight. I’ve wanted this for a long time. So long that the longing feels like it’s a part of me.”


    Deacon inhaled sharply as a muddled mix of emotions washed over his face. “I want it too, baby.” He lowered his forehead to hers and swallowed. “I think I may’ve wanted it for longer than I’ve admitted to myself.”


    A shocked laugh bubbled up her throat, but still, Hannah was almost afraid to believe it. How many times had she imagined him saying those very words? How many times had she woken up with her sheets twisted and mangled around her legs, and Deacon’s voice ringing in her ears, only to realize it had been another dream? Too many to count. But this time, cinnamon-scented breath coasted across her cheek, and a hot hand was branding her thigh. Her imagination had never felt so vivid before.


    Just to be sure, though, Hannah pinched the inside of her forearm hard—then giggled when it stung like a jerk.


    Her eyes swam with emotion. What do you do when you finally get the one thing you’ve always wanted? How do you react when the person you’ve wished for, thought about, and prayed over for ten long years was suddenly right in front of you, looking at you the way you’d always wanted him to see you, finally wanting you back?


    As it turned out, the answer was easy.


    You grabbed hold and started making up for lost time. Immediately.


    With a flick of her hand, Hannah’s seat belt fell away. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she pushed up onto her knees and lifted the skirt of her A-line dress, climbing over Deacon’s lap as soft pants of breath fell from her lips. Green-gray eyes widened as he gripped her hips, and she nestled her legs on either side of him.


    Deacon glanced at the privacy panel obscuring their driver’s view. “Cherry…”


    His roughened voice trailed away as she dragged a lone fingernail down the long row of pearl buttons on his shirt. It was fitted, black, and designer, chosen for the stage, and he looked good enough to eat in it. Like a modern-day Johnny Cash. But no shirt in the history of shirts could compare with the sight of Deacon’s bare skin.


    Over the years, Hannah had covertly coveted that skin—whenever he cut the grass for her parents, bare-chested and gleaming in the sun, or they went swimming in Lake Norman, beads of water clinging to his pecs. But she’d always forced her gaze away, never wanting to risk getting caught ogling. She’d certainly never allowed herself to touch. Now, she could do both.


    Eager fingers set to work, unhooking buttons, and the hard knot in Deacon’s throat bobbed. “I want you, Hannah.” He hissed as the edge of her nail trailed over his freshly exposed skin. “You’ve gotta know that I want you. But, baby…I need to do this right.”


    Hannah heard the strain in his voice, sensed his conflict, and continued undoing buttons.


    Deacon grabbed onto her wrists. “Our first kiss was outside on the street.” Guilt swamped his eyes. “You deserved better than that. You dang sure deserve better than being groped like a horny teenager in the back of a car.”


    Oh, you sweet, sweet, misguided man.


    Wishing, not for the first time, that he could read her mind and stop with the foolish guilt trips, she sat back on his lap. “First off, it’s not a car. It’s a limo.”


    She wiggled her eyebrows with a teasing grin, hoping to ease the tension steeling his shoulders—but her attempted joke went over like a lead balloon. His expression seemed to grow even more tortured, if that were possible. There truly was no limit to the man’s stubbornness.


    The timing sucked. She’d rather have this conversation any other time—when he wasn’t hot, hard, and between her legs—but fine, if her stubborn Superman needed to hear this now, then this was where it would happen. She just hoped they could get to the good stuff after.


    “Second off…” She tugged on his hold on her wrists, getting his attention. “I’m not the dainty little flower you think I am. You’ve had me on a pedestal since we were kids, Deke, and I love you for it, but you’ve got to know that’s not real, right? No one deserves that kind of reverence. Yes, I had a speech impediment, and yes, that and a host of other things made me a target for the jerkoffs in our school. Yes, I took a ginormous risk by saying hello to the new kid and bringing him home to meet my parents. But Deacon…you took just as big a risk that day by saying yes, too.”


    Turmoil raged in his eyes, and Hannah knew this wasn’t something that could be toppled with one conversation. Their dynamic was twenty-five years of abandonment issues—and ten years of Saint Hannah canonizing—in the making. But there was one final point that she needed to make.


    “I don’t want to be treated with kid gloves, Deke.” Lowering her head, she met his eyes so he could see the sincerity shining in hers. “When you look at me, I want you to see me as your equal. Your partner. I want passion and excitement in my life, just like anybody else, and hell yes, that means being mauled on the street if the mood strikes. You better believe it includes being groped in a swanky limo. What in the perditions's hotter than that?”


    Deacon’s lips twitched, but he didn’t reply. He just kept staring at her as the seconds ticked and the world zoomed past outside their window in a fuzzy blur. His strong chest rose and fell, and his eyes shifted between hers.


    Finally, he said, “Okay.”


    “Okay?”


    He nodded, and the final piece of the wall he’d built between them crumbled at her feet. As his gaze darkened with desire, Hannah released the breath she’d been holding.


    “My woman wants passion?” he asked her, loosening his grip around her wrists. He pressed a kiss on the sensitive underside of each, sending an electric shock straight to her core, then placed her hands on the center of his chest. “I’ll give her passion.”


    With a sly grin, Deacon curved his hands around her rear and gave a sharp tug, sending her hips crashing into his. “Just remember, you asked for it.”


    Before Hannah could wonder what that meant, buttons were flying. With one fierce yank, Deacon ripped open his shirt, finishing the job, and she jumped to help him spread it wide, sliding the torn fabric from his shoulders.


    A whimper caught in her throat. “So sexy.”


    Broad shoulders gave way to a sculpted, lean chest, and the most perfect abs on God’s green earth. Hannah wanted to weep, but instead molded her hands to the hard bulges and raked her fingernails over the clean ripples of his stomach. Fondling was a much better use of her time.


    By his sharp hiss of breath, Deacon agreed. He sat up, crushing their torsos together, and the heat from his body seeped through the satin and lace of her dress. He stared straight into her eyes and said, “So are you, Cherry.”


    The sincerity drowning his words made her heart clench. This man found her—quiet, awkward, stuttering Hannah Fisher—sexy. The revelation was almost as overwhelming as the feel of his hands on her body. But then those same hands cradled either side of her face, and his darkened gaze dropped to her lips, and overwhelmed made way for light-headed because, oh my goodness, he was going to kiss her. For real this time. With intent. And with no alcohol in her veins to dull her senses.


    Her mouth parted and her tongue swept along the lower rim. Deacon’s eyes darkened as his eyes followed the movement…and then, he kissed her.


    Hot dang, did he kiss her.


    Fireworks burst behind Hannah’s eyelids. Full lips closed over the bottom of hers, sucking it into his mouth and giving a sharp pull before switching to the top, biting gently and soothing the nip with his tongue. Her stomach clenched low as tingles raced down her spine and returned in a series of flutters deep in her belly.


    Hannah opened her mouth under his, needing more—so much more—and he gave it, sliding his tongue between her lips. Deacon’s head slanted as their tongues dueled, and after wrapping a hand around the back of her neck, he fell back against the leather seat, taking her with him with a gasped oomph. Without lifting her head, she adjusted her legs on either side of his lap, and when her hips ground down on the hard, unmistakable proof of just how much he wanted her…well, she admittedly went a little crazy.


    Teeth clashed as she surged against him. Gasps and hisses rang out as she clawed his arms and his shoulders, wanting to be closer. Needing to feel him everywhere. As she sucked the salty skin of his neck into her mouth, she tunneled her fingers through his hair and fisted the longer, silken strands on top. She gave a firm tug, and Deacon growled as he rolled his hips against her. Tiny convulsions rippled her core.


    Deacon was a master kisser. Like, he should teach classes…but then, the lessons he’d have to give would drive her insane with jealousy, so nix that. Alternating between tender and fierce, sweet and frantic, he made love to her mouth while his hands and hips did the same to her body, making her feel cherished and adored and practically combustible. He rimmed the outer shell of her ear with his tongue, sending chill bumps across her skin, and then he caught the delicate lobe between his teeth. Hannah’s thighs clenched around his hips.


    This was what her favorite books always talked about. Kisses that stopped time and heat that burned from the inside out. Trails blazed down her throat as her hands kneaded the muscles in his arms. Hannah’s thoughts were a swirl, flittering and fluttering too fast to hold on to, and fire licked her insides. This was passion. This was everything.


    As she tried to catch her breath, Deacon adjusted their position. Strong hands locked around her shoulders and guided her back, giving him room to glide his tongue along the sweetheart neckline of her gown. Her hands gripped his forearms as he inhaled a breath.


    “Dang.” His warm breath across her damp skin sent her eyes rolling back in her head. “You always smell so good.”


    Deacon laved the swell of her chest, lifted high over her fitted, sleeveless gown, and his hands slid around to cradle her ribs. As his thumbs grazed the soft underbelly of her breasts through the fabric, his lips nudged her neckline lower, dragging the flat of his tongue along every inch of newly exposed skin. Hannah gasped, and Deacon looked up, locking his eyes with hers.


    A slow, devilish smile curved his lips. Then he bent his head and suckled her through the silk and lace.


    “Ahh!” Hannah grabbed his head and held him against her, and Deacon chuckled as he scraped his teeth over the sensitive tip, sparking a deep, delicious pull within her.


    She was seconds, nanoseconds, away from ripping off her dress and suggesting they turn “groping in the limo” into “sexing in the limo” when they rolled to an abrupt, dizzying stop.


    Disoriented and confused, Hannah stared at the ceiling of the car. Breaths sawed in and out of both their chests, and the heat from Deacon’s exhale against the damp fabric of her dress had her wiggling in his lap. Slowly, he raised his head, and she lifted her eyes, and together, they looked out the window.


    They’d made it to The Hermitage.


    Hannah blinked, feeling a lot like Alice waking up in another world, and when she turned to stare at Deacon, she was half afraid she’d find regret or second thoughts in his eyes. Instead, her favorite fiddler gave a sexy, lopsided grin. “Ready for round two?”


    She’d never been more ready for anything in her life.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “You know, Superman, if you wanted more muffins, all you had to do was say so.”


    Hannah shot him a flirty grin over her shoulder as she added blueberries to the mixing bowl, and Deacon lifted a shoulder. “That’s what I did.”


    “No, what you did was pout and give me puppy dog eyes,” she corrected with an amused shake of her head. “You do realize Sherry’s eating for two, right? It’s not her fault Bagel Bite loves my muffins. Clearly, she’s growing a future genius in there.”


    Up until that last part, he’d been prepared to deliver a speech on the importance of sharing baked goods, even when one of your roommates was six months pregnant…but instead, he abandoned that topic for an entirely new one. “Bagel Bite?”


    Hannah blinked innocently and pulled out her mama’s old muffin pan.


    “You seriously nicknamed Tyler’s future son or daughter Bagel Bite?”


    “Yep,” she answered with an unapologetic grin. “Sherry told me that up until the tour started, she could only hold down pizza. Apparently, the same thing happened the first time, only with burgers, so they nicknamed Lizzie, Whopper. I think Bagel Bite’s a lot cuter than Pizza Roll, don’t you?”


    Deacon fought a smile. She said it so straightforward, like it was obvious they’d name the baby after something that was delivered in a box, that he wanted to laugh. Goodness, she was adorable. “Here’s a wild idea. Maybe we don’t name it after food at all. That could work, too.”


    A delighted trill of giggles met his response, and the sound seeped into his chest, warming his insides. Hannah sprayed the individual wells of the pan with canola oil, then stuck out her tongue and teased, “You’re no fun.”


    It was temping to remind her of just how much fun he could be—and put that pretty pink tongue to better use, while he was at it—but Max was seated across from him. Holding what looked like a Bingo marker in his tiny hand, he planted dot after dot after dot on a single piece of computer paper. He claimed it was a picture of space, and when Deacon squinted and turned his head just right, it could totally pass.


    Obviously, his kid was the genius around here.


    Hannah began humming under her breath as she filled the muffin tray, and as Max happily dotted his paper, he nodded along to the beat. Watching the two of them so easily find a rhythm together, Deacon wondered again if they were doing the right thing.


    Max didn’t know that things had changed. For the last week, he’d seen his dad and nanny acting like friends like they always had. It wasn’t that Deacon regretted what had happened in the hotel; if anything, he was thrilled. But his number one priority would always be his son.


    Max was already incredibly attached to “his Hannah.” While Deacon knew Hannah would never hurt his son, he also knew he had to tread lightly. Everything was so new between them. If Max started thinking of her as anything more than his nanny, and something happened later to change that, he would be crushed. Deacon couldn’t let that happen.


    Their friends knew the truth. It’d been obvious when they didn’t return to the bus, and neither he nor Hannah had tried to hide it when they shuffled in the next morning. It’d felt too good having her lean into him, too right holding her hand. Sherry and Arabella had lit up like Christmas trees, and the guys had exchanged nods with Charlie suggesting Red Lobster for lunch. Luckily, the reference had flown right over the girls’ heads.


    But, even with the band, Deacon felt himself holding back. Case in point: he still hadn’t asked Hannah to stay. They had two months until the international leg kicked off, so he had plenty of time to bring it up, and when he did, he wanted her to say yes for the right reasons. Because she genuinely wanted to stay, not because they were sleeping together and he’d trapped her into it.


    The honest truth was, he was scared. After all, this was him they were dealing with. A world-class screwup. Deacon couldn’t help looking around, waiting for the other shoe to drop. If and when that happened, he wanted to be prepared for the fallout.


    Hannah shut the oven with her hip, then spun around to face him. “Twenty-eight minutes and counting, Mr. Latrell.”


    Deacon made a production out of setting the timer on his watch, and she grinned happily. She made it so easy.


    Walking over, she ruffled Max’s hair and peeked to see how he was doing on his picture. “Dude, this is awesome! I can tell you put a lot of thought into where you wanted to put each dot. Way to go!”


    Max beamed with pride and nodded his cute, oversized head, and Deacon stole another glance at the picture. Huh. Now that he knew what to look for, he guessed there was a bit of method to his son’s dotting madness. Yep, boy’s a genius.


    “I’m so proud of you, monkey.” Hannah kissed Max’s chubby cheek, and his son’s smile grew even bigger. “Why don’t I put this masterpiece in your folder so it doesn’t get wrinkled, and you head on back to the bathroom to wash up, okay?”


    “’Kay!” Quick as a flash, his son got on his knees, crawled out of the booth, and shot to his feet. Soap was not Max’s thing, but splashing in water? Yeah, that ranked right up there.


    Hannah waited until the tiny tornado disappeared down the hall before she swung her gaze to him. “All right, let’s talk birthday.”


    Resting her elbows on the top of the bench seat, she leaned over and gave Deacon an excellent view down her shirt. Green lace today. Nice.


    “So, the trains we ordered are already wrapped and hidden in my bunk, but I’m still waiting on that cute rodeo set. Tracking shows it should arrive before we head out in the morning.” Her chest heaved with a breath, and Deacon forced his gaze to her face.


    “I was thinking on the day of, I’d make Max his favorite meal,” she told him. “Chicken nuggets and macaroni and cheese are the healthiest combo in the world, by the way. Then for dessert we’ll do chocolate cake with presents. Sound good?”


    “Well, actually…”


    Deacon shifted sideways on the bench and listened for Max. When he heard his tiny voice trailing from the back, in the middle of telling Tyler every single detail about that morning’s episode of Jake and the Never Land Pirates, he bit back a laugh. At least his son’s short attention span was working for him.


    “I thought we’d go out for dinner,” he told her. “Last night, I was too keyed up to sleep after the show, so I hopped online and found a Texas-themed restaurant only a couple miles from Paul Brown Stadium. From the pictures on the website, they make a big deal out of birthdays, putting kids on giant saddles with cowboy hats and singing songs. Max will go nuts over it.”


    Just imagining the expression on his son’s face had Deacon feeling smug, and he shrugged his shoulders as if to say, I know, I’m awesome. But, instead of praising his amazing Google skills, or even looking mildly impressed, Hannah made a face.


    What the heck?


    “Is there something wrong with my idea?”


    Her eyes widened. “No! No, that sounds amazing. Really.”


    Deacon craned an eyebrow. The fact that she had qualified that, paired with the uncertain look on her face, said otherwise.


    Hannah hemmed and hawed, chewing on her thumbnail before she spit out, “It’s just…isn’t it a bit too much to handle? I mean, I checked the schedule. Blue doesn’t have a concert that night, but you do have a meet and greet. Arabella blocked out most of the afternoon and early evening for it. I’d already assumed we’d have to have a really late lunch, or really early dinner, just so everyone could make it.” She hesitated. “Wouldn’t a dinner out on top of everything else just add unnecessary stress?”


    A small smile curved his mouth. It meant everything to know she had his back, but in this case, she didn’t need to worry. “For my son, I can handle a little stress, sweetheart. Besides, I thought about that already. If we don’t make the reservation until eight, that still leaves me plenty of time to do the event, get cleaned up, and have dinner.”


    Hannah didn’t seem convinced. Unfolding himself from the booth, Deacon walked over to where she stood and stopped in front of her, linking his hands behind his neck.


    “Cherry…I need to do this for him. He’s a good kid stuck living in a house on wheels with a different address every other day. I know he’s got you, and he’s got me, and he’s even got Lizzie, but that’s it. I owe him an awesome birthday, and I don’t care if it gives me a few dozen gray hairs, I’m gonna make sure that he gets it.”


    “Deacon.”


    The soft, understanding tone of her voice eased the guilt tightening his gut, and when she slipped her arms around his waist, he released a shuddered breath. He hugged her close, and she rested her head over his heart.


    “I get what you’re saying,” she murmured. “And if you think you can swing doing the signing and the restaurant on the same day, then that’s what we’ll do. You know what you can handle better than I do, and Max will have an awesome birthday either way, because he’ll be surrounded by people who love him.” She lifted her head, and with the way she stared into his eyes, it was like she could see right to his soul.


    “But you’ve got to stop with the incessant guilt. Deke, by living your dream, you’re teaching Max how to chase his. And you’re giving him an incredible opportunity. Every town is a new adventure. We have a blast together during the day, exploring new parks and museums, and while I know you hate missing it, don’t confuse that with the idea that he’s miserable. He’s not. He’s the happiest soon-to-be little three-year-old I know.”


    Hannah squeezed him tighter, and Deacon soaked in her affection, needing it more than she realized. He kissed her hair, letting his lips linger in her floral-scented curls, and thought about what she’d said.


    Tons of musicians made this life work. In the spring, back while they were still planning the tour, he and Tyler had spoken with Karen Fairchild and Jimi Westbrook from Little Big Town, and they’d assured them both that their kids loved the road. That it was normal for them, and that they were thriving.


    Deacon seemed to be the only one struggling with it.


    “Thank you.” Releasing a sigh, he slid his hands up her arms and pushed her hair back over her shoulders. He cradled her neck and said, “Max is happy, and a big reason for that is because he has you.”


    Hannah beamed at the compliment and lifted onto her toes. Deacon snuck a quick glance down the hall, and after confirming that Max was indeed still educating Tyler about the Disney channel, he dropped his head and brushed his mouth across hers.


    So soft. How could she be that soft? Her skin, her hair, her sweet tiny sighs. Hannah’s softness smoothed out his rough edges, and over the last week, he’d grown addicted to the feel of her in his arms.


    Hannah hummed against his mouth, and with severe reluctance, he lifted his head. He didn’t want to get caught.


    “You’re gonna like that restaurant, too,” he told her, rubbing his hands up and down her arms. “When I was scoping out the menu, I noticed pulled pork sliders were on it.”


    “Oh, were they now?” she asked, her eyes lighting in anticipation. “They’re my weakness.”


    “I know, and if it didn’t make me so happy to see that look on your face, I’d be jealous.”


    Hannah grinned, then bit the corner of her lip as she snuck her hand under the hem of his shirt. “Well, it just so happens, I’ve recently discovered another weakness,” she confided in a whisper. “Sexy fiddle players with talented fingers.”


    Her nails raked over his back, and Deacon’s hands clenched around her hips. If they were alone, he’d happily explore that weakness in detail, but as it was, they were on a cramped tour bus with zero privacy…and an all-too observant Max down the hall. Down boy.


    Deacon shook his head with a playful smirk and reached back to take her hands in his.


    “As for dinner,” he said, forcing them back on topic, and Hannah chuckled. “If it’s all right with you, I’d prefer to keep it to the three of us. We can do a cake with everyone here later, but I think it’d be more special if dinner was just Max and his family, you know?”


    A smile spread across Hannah’s face, one unlike any he’d ever seen before, that lit her eyes and painted her cheeks with a rosy glow. It was so beautiful it nearly stole his breath. For a second, he couldn’t figure out what he’d said that made her so happy…and then, he understood.


    He’d called them a family.


    “I’d like that,” she whispered, and Deacon swallowed hard.


    For years, he’d called the Fishers his family. They’d certainly filled the role better than his own, and they’d always made him feel welcome. He could argue that was what he’d meant this time, too; that Max treated Hannah like an honorary aunt. But that would be a lie.


    Ever since Max was born, the three of them had had a special bond. A bond separate from her parents. Living on the bus together, going on tour, they’d spun into something new. Something that had only strengthened over the last week.


    As Deacon stared into Hannah’s eyes, memorizing the way her face overflowed with love, he realized exactly what that something new was.


    The three of them, together, felt like home.


    


    “Dude, get out of here.”


    Deacon lifted his eyes from the phone on his lap and found Tyler leaning over Miles to get his attention. The crowd outside Cincinnati’s top country station had thinned over the last few hours, but people were still wrapped around the building. What was supposed to be a small meet and greet with fans had somehow transformed into a major signing event.


    Tyler lifted his chin toward the parking lot. “I told you before, we’ve got this covered. You’ve more than done your part. Family comes first.”


    “I’m good,” Deacon said, smiling for the fan in front of him. He made quick work of his signature across the top of Blue’s latest CD and added, “I’ve got plenty of time.”


    Okay, plenty was a stretch, but he wasn’t late yet, either.


    It was getting close to pushing it, though.


    Originally, the meet and greet had been scheduled to end fifty minutes ago. Once they arrived and saw how large the turnout was, they’d agreed to extend it an hour. With the cushion Deacon had built in, he’d felt confident he could swing the longer signing and still make it back to the bus to change before Max’s birthday dinner. Unfortunately, from the harried expression on Arabella’s face, sixty minutes hadn’t been enough.


    “Okay, guys, here’s the plan.” Smiling her pleasant, professional smile, she cut in front of the next fan in line and lifted a slender finger to indicate she’d only be a second. “Ten minutes isn’t going to make a dent in this crowd. I suggest we pack it up and give everyone left in line a ticket to see you tomorrow. We have a couple hours between sound check and the concert, and I already okayed it with the venue. The fans here will grumble, but if I throw in a free download of your new single, they should go gracefully. What do you think?”


    Deacon was the first to chime in. “Sounds perfect.”


    A wave of relief rushed through his body as the others echoed his sentiment, and he sagged against his chair with a laugh.


    He wouldn’t have admitted it, of course, but he’d been worried. Everyone had told him, repeatedly, that they understood if he had to leave early, but he hadn’t wanted to be that guy. The guy who asked for special favors, especially so early in the game, and without a contract that extended past the tour. That didn’t mean he hadn’t been watching the clock, though.


    As Arabella explained the situation to the remaining fans, and promised everyone that free download for their trouble, the guys stood from their chairs. They watched the crowd start to disperse and exchanged a weary laugh.


    “Man, that was crazy.” Charlie scrubbed a hand over his face. “Do you remember when we had to bribe people to come talk to us after a show?”


    Miles snickered. “You mean, when Nate hit on every woman who walked by our table and promised them a good time?” he corrected. “Yeah, I remember.”


    “Hey, I didn’t lie,” their drummer retorted. “I made every single one of those honeys feel special, and they all went home with merch. That’s creative salesmanship if you ask me.”


    “Yeah, well, that wasn’t all they went home with,” Tyler joked under his breath, and Nate flipped him the bird.


    Moments like this were when Deacon felt the most out of place. He didn’t have a story to add. He didn’t share those same memories. The rest of the guys had played together for five years, and most of them had known each other longer than that. No matter what he did, how long he played, he’d always be the new guy. With the band, with the label, and with the fans.


    That was why he pushed himself so hard. Even with a contract extension, there wasn’t anything he could do about those missed years, but he could make himself an asset for the future. Hopefully, by staying later today, he’d given himself another notch in the asset column. Now, it was time to jet. All he needed was the all-clear from Arabella.


    Having handed out the last ticket in line, she walked over to a group of suits, and as she shook each of their hands, her diamond sparkled in the setting sun. Deacon smiled as he tapped his hand against his thigh, strangely grateful for that ring. If it hadn’t been for Charlie proposing to Ella, he and Hannah might never have happened.


    He was still smiling like a sappy idiot when a shiny black Escalade pulled up to the curb.


    “What’s Stone doing here?” Tyler asked, folding his arms as a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair stepped out. Deacon’s smile fell instantly as he stood up taller.


    David Stone was a country music legend. The things he’d accomplished the last few decades redefined the industry, and his label housed the biggest names to ever come out of Nashville. Deacon had only met him one other time face-to-face, backstage at the Opry, but they’d both been preoccupied. Stone, by his one and only daughter’s recent engagement, and Deacon by a certain redheaded siren.


    Stone’s assistant Catherine had handled Deacon’s original contract. Arabella hadn’t become the band’s manager until this past summer, and before that they hadn’t had one. He wasn’t sure if she or even any of the guys knew about his uncertain future, but Stone did.


    “Not sure,” Charlie murmured, standing a little taller himself. The usually stern CEO pulled his daughter into a warm hug, then after a few words, turned and headed toward them. “But I think we’re about to find out.”


    Deacon glanced at his cell phone. The sensible part of him knew he needed to head out. Between traffic back to the bus, and then again from the stadium to the restaurant, he’d barely have enough time to run a comb through his hair, much less freshen up. But the other part of him, the side eager to lock down his future, kept him from leaving just yet.


    “Another successful event, gentlemen,” Stone praised as he came to a stop in front of them. Tyler nodded in agreement, but otherwise said nothing. His eyes narrowed in question.


    “Daddy was in Columbus signing Eden’s opening act,” Arabella explained, smiling wide from under his arm. “He decided to come out here and surprise us.”


    Deacon bit back a smile. As sweet as she was, their manager didn’t understand how nerve-racking it was to have the boss suddenly appear at their event. Even Charlie’s fingers had a jittery twitch. Blue was sitting pretty as Belle Meade’s number one group, and their tour had long sold out, but it was well-known that Stone never let his artists rest on their laurels.


    “Ella tells me the crowd this afternoon tripled the expected attendance,” Stone said, looking them each in the eye. “Steel Drum continues to break records, and the five of you keep making me money. I think that deserves a drink. What do you say I take you boys out to celebrate, huh?”


    An almost jovial smile tipped Stone’s lips, and Deacon stilled where he stood. How could he skip out now? This was his chance to impress the boss. But if he didn’t leave, they’d never make their reservation.


    “Deke Latrell,” the CEO said suddenly, swinging his gaze in Deacon’s direction. “I don’t believe we’ve spoken much since you joined the band. Let’s rectify that tonight, huh?”


    Tyler glanced at him and spoke up. “Actually, Deke has—”


    “Sounds good,” he interrupted, shooting his friend a look. “Looking forward to it, sir.”


    Stone nodded his approval and then gave his daughter the name of a nearby club. Apparently, Eden and Blackfoot Daisy, the newest addition to the Belle Meade fold, were driving out to meet them as well. As Arabella went to work wrapping things up so the six of them could leave, Deacon pulled Tyler aside.


    “I can go for a few minutes,” he argued. “I’ll text Hannah and ask her to meet me at the restaurant. I should’ve done that anyway, once we knew we were staying later. This way I won’t backtrack to pick them up, and I can still make dinner and get face time in with the boss.”


    Face time that would hopefully lead to a discussion about his contract. Hannah would understand. It wasn’t just him depending on his future with the band. It was Max and even her, too. Besides, even if his contract didn’t get ironed out, he couldn’t be the only one to not make an appearance.


    Tyler gave him a skeptical look, but shrugged. “As long as you know what you’re doing.”


    “I do,” Deacon replied, slipping his phone from his pocket. He texted Hannah with the revised plan and assured himself as much as anyone else, “Everything will be fine.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round, round and round…”


    Arabella giggled as Hannah and Sherry swung their hips and snaked down the hall in a pseudo conga line to the popular children’s song. It probably wouldn’t have been nearly as funny…or weird…if the kids had been awake and singing, too, but one thing Hannah had learned quickly about life on the road: stir-craziness led to some pretty strange things.


    “Aw, come on, Ella,” Sherry sing-songed, beckoning her friend with a head wag. “You know the words, come dance with us.”


    “Nuh uh. You two are certifiable.” Tucking her leg beneath her on the leather couch, a vintage-inspired dress draped over her legs, Arabella looked like a retro supermodel. “I’m quite comfortable where I am, thank you very much, and I have no interest in waking sleeping children. You realize they’ve only been down for a half hour, right?”


    Hannah stuck her tongue out, but she did stop dancing. Her friend had a very valid point.


    Max had been crankier than normal that morning, still recovering from the excitement of his birthday. True to his word, Deacon had made up for the restaurant debacle by whisking them away for breakfast yesterday, following that with a trip to the movies and ice cream. He’d even convinced Hannah to bring Max backstage for the concert, letting him watch his daddy perform from the wings. Max had been in hog heaven.


    Admittedly, she’d been hurt and angry about the botched dinner, but she’d never once doubted Deacon would make things right. On a good day, he acted as though it were up to him to save the world, like he was somehow singlehandedly responsible for protecting the people he cared about. He’d always held a huge weight on his shoulders, and when he messed up, that weight only tripled.


    What Hannah wanted, though—what she’d wanted since she was fourteen—was to help him share that burden. Guilt still clung like a cape on his shoulders when he’d headed out for sound check that afternoon, but regret didn’t do anyone any good. Neither did torturing himself, or ignoring the good things that he had done.


    Had he screwed up? Absolutely. But he’d apologized and made amends, and everyone made bad choices at times. If only he’d see that while he wasn’t perfect, he was an incredible father and musician, and that he could strike a balance between his two worlds—especially if he accepted her help. But then, the man defined stubborn.


    A secret smile twitched her lips. Now that they were sleeping together, however, maybe she could find more creative ways to incentivize him to accept help.


    “I caught that.”


    Hannah widened her eyes at Sherry’s knowing smirk, and felt her cheeks turn pink.


    “Yeah, we see you over there, getting all hot and bothered over a certain fiddle player.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Things seem to be going rather well for my latest couple, if I do say so myself.”


    Arabella grinned. “I predict we’ll be celebrating another engagement soon,” she added playfully.


    The heat in Hannah’s face went supernova and she was certain she was crimson. Luckily, her cell phone chose the exact perfect time to ring, and when she recognized the number calling, she excused herself to answer.


    Seriously, though. It’d taken Deacon ten years to even kiss her! Who knew how long it’d take him to want to move things to the next level…or if he ever would.


    Outside the bus, the fresh afternoon air cleared away that sobering thought, and she pressed accept. “Hello?”


    “Hannah, hey, it’s Crystal Perkins. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”


    “No, not at all,” she replied, smiling at the familiar voice. Crystal had been her boss at the church when she’d worked at their small preschool. She had loved it there. “What’s up?”


    “A lot of things, actually,” the woman confided, practically bubbling with excitement. “You remember that abandoned preschool, Bright Beginnings? Well, Mrs. Walters finally decided to sell it off, and the church acquired the property. As you know, we’ve been working toward expansion for some time, and this opportunity was too good to pass up. We’re planning on opening the new location by the new year.”


    “Oh, wow. That’s incredible!”


    Before Hannah had left for Paris, the church had had numerous families turned away or wait-listed due to inadequate space. The new spot, just down the street from the preschool, would be a huge blessing for their community.


    “We think so,” Crystal agreed with a small laugh. “We’re also revamping the curriculum while we’re at it, expanding the program in one fell swoop. One of our goals is to offer a heavy artistic emphasis: movement, drawing, painting, drama, the whole nine.” She paused and flutters flooded Hannah’s stomach. “That’s where you come in.”


    “I’m not sure I’m following.”


    “When the board met, yours was the first name that came up. We remember you wanting to start an after-school drama enrichment program a couple years back, and well, we’re hoping you’ll be interested in spearheading this new focus. You’d be perfect for it.”


    Silence rang as words ceased to exist. Hannah blinked and stared at the shiny siding of the bus, completely unable to process what she’d just heard.


    The mission statement she’d crafted in that Parisian café had involved so much more than a makeover. In fact, it’d had three parts: getting Deacon’s attention, stepping out of the shadows, and, finally, finding a career. She’d wanted to discover her place in the world, a role where she could thrive and utilize her skills and personal experience—and this job would do precisely that.


    But she also loved being here, with the band. Max and Lizzie filled her heart with joy, and a future with Deacon was looking brighter than ever. Sure, they’d hit a few bumps along the way, but she had no doubt they’d figure things out. Together, they could do anything.


    It was with that thought in mind that Hannah released her breath. “Crystal, I can’t thank you enough for thinking of me. Honestly, this opportunity sounds incredible, and it’s what I always dreamed of doing. The arts made a huge impact on me, especially drama, and it’d be amazing to pass that along to the next generation. But…well…there’ve been some changes in my life recently.”


    “Oh, really?” Crystal asked, and Hannah heard the subtle change in her voice. “What kind of changes?”


    Smiling, she realized it was no longer a potential employer asking, but a friend and former classmate. Crystal had been a couple grades ahead of them in school, but she’d witnessed what it’d been like for Hannah and Deacon, and they’d discussed it over chocolate a time or two when they worked together at the church. If anyone would understand, even a little, what this meant to her, it’d be Crystal.


    “You remember how Deacon joined Blue about a year ago?”


    Her friend snorted. “Remember? Honey, that made front page news. Folks still talk about it around here, what with the concert coming in a couple weeks. I even went and scored myself some tickets.”


    “Oh, good. I might see you, then.” Hannah could practically hear the hesitation and growing interest that statement caused, and she grinned. “See, I’m sort of out on the road with the band right now. Blue hired me to be the nanny for Deacon’s son, Max, and Tyler Blue’s daughter, Lizzie.”


    Crystal’s gasp shot across the receiver. “Holy wow! Are you serious right now?” She laughed in clear amazement. “No wonder you’re not jumping to come back to this sleepy old town. Talk about an opportunity!”


    Hannah nodded, still somewhat in shock herself. “Don’t get me wrong, Crys, I love Willow Creek, and I loved working at the church. When I graduated, I always assumed I’d find a permanent place there, or in a nearby preschool, working with a ton of children. Never in a million years would I’ve imagined myself as a long-term nanny, much less for a famous country band. But Crystal…I love it here. I really, really do.”


    “I can hear that in your voice.” A heavy, dramatic sigh flooded her ear, and she could hear her friend’s smirk when she said, “I’ve got no shot of changing your mind, do I?”


    Hannah grinned and looked up to where Sherry was seated near the window. She’d meant what she said; she loved touring with the band and hoped they’d ask her to stay for the international leg. More importantly, she was in love with Deacon.


    By staying with Blue—and possibly, maybe, hopefully one day becoming Max’s stepmother—she could still make a difference in the world, right? Maybe not with hundreds of children like she’d once imagined, but with a few special children, in particular.


    “I’m sorry, but no.”


    Crystal groaned over the line. “This is so not fair. The employer side of me wants to talk you out of it, because I know what an incredible asset I’m losing. This job is perfect for you, a brand-new ministry you can really sink your teeth into. But the friend side of me is so dang happy for you, sweetheart. I’m happy because you sound happy. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you so excited before.”


    “That’s because I’ve never been this excited before,” Hannah confessed. “Being here with Deacon makes me happy. Happier than I ever thought I could be.” She popped up on her toes and bit the corner of her lip. “In this crazy ride called life, isn’t that all we can ask for?”


    …


    Deacon braced a hand against the side of the bus and sucked in air. That simple, innocent question reverberated in his brain, knocking the wind right out of him.


    All she can ask for?


    Guilt reached down his throat and wrenched his stomach with its fist. He’d made a promise long ago that he’d always look out for Hannah. She was his light in a hard, dark world. She was laughter and silly songs, fresh-baked muffins and candy-scented skin. His calm in the chaos, and the only real mother his son had ever known.


    When she’d left for Paris, he’d vowed he wouldn’t ever let his selfishness touch her again. He wouldn’t let her put his needs before her own, and he’d felt confident in that vow because he never made the same mistake twice. Yet that call had confirmed different. For the first time in his life, he’d retraced his steps. Failed with the exact same move.


    He was trapping her.


    What kind of man let his woman abandon her dreams…twice? Ever since he could remember, Hannah had wanted to start an arts program for kids in Willow Creek. Drama had changed her life in high school; he’d witnessed it. While he used to spin tales about performing on stage, she’d fantasized about teaching children the same skills she’d learned. He’d always known about her plans. He’d just conveniently forgotten.


    No, it was worse than that. He’d been so focused on his needs and what he wanted—her by his side, believing in him like she always did—that he’d ignored hers. He’d allowed her to settle. Sure, he’d heard her say she was happy here, that she loved being a nanny, but how long could that really last?


    They were still dealing with the fallout of his last screw up. The only reason he’d even overheard her phone call was because he’d ducked out of an interview early to take her and Max to lunch. As if another meal would help anything. Who’s to say the next time he messed up, it wouldn’t be Hannah paying the price, even more than she already was?


    Deacon hung his head. He should’ve known any life he could offer wouldn’t be good enough. Hannah had always been out of his league; he’d been a fool to pretend otherwise. He could spend the rest of his life trying and still never be worthy of her, because she deserved everything. She certainly deserved better than a life in the shadows of a tour bus.


    The wind kicked up, and Deacon kicked a stone on the ground. The problem was, Hannah wouldn’t admit she was stuck. When she gave her word to someone, she stayed faithful 100 percent. It didn’t matter if the president himself was on the phone, offering her a job with the department of education, Hannah wouldn’t have accepted it. She would settle for a life she didn’t necessary love out of misplaced loyalty.


    No, she’d never leave on her own accord. Not without a push.


    Deacon fisted his hair. The only thing he knew for sure was that he never should’ve crossed that line. He couldn’t regret it—the last few weeks had been the best weeks of his life. But he should have known it wouldn’t last forever.


    The band would be fine. If Hannah went back to Willow Creek, a replacement would come. Even though it’d be impossible to find someone even half as good as her, or a nanny who fit them as well as she did, they’d be okay. Max would be sad, but he’d always have her in his life. Hannah loved him like her own flesh and blood, and even if she ended up hating his father, she’d make Max a priority. The only question mark was him.


    As he fell back against the bus, a potential solution came to his mind. It was risky. If it blew up in his face, he could lose her completely. Just the possibility made him nauseous. But if it led to Hannah being happy, then he had to try.


    At least it wasn’t too late to correct his first repeated mistake.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Mornings off were rare. Between unpacking, setting up, sound checks, media interviews, and fan events, most days began early and kept on trucking until the concert. If they were lucky, they got a nap or decent meal in there somewhere. However, today was an anomaly, with nothing scheduled until the late afternoon…and, even stranger, the entire crew was crammed together inside Kid Central instead of off doing their own things around town.


    “Dude, I’m telling you, he’s a future drummer in there.”


    “Why’s it got to be a he, huh?” Sherry asked with a grin, patting Nate’s hand over her rounded belly. “Girls make kick booty drummers, too, you know. In fact, there’s this girl, Jazz, in one of my books who’s absolutely—”


    “Ahh!” Nate slammed his hands on either side of his head. “My virgin ears can’t handle hearing about another one of your books. I’m still recovering from the last one you told us about.” Of course, he waggled his eyebrows as he said this, and Arabella snorted.


    “Nate, the day any part of you is considered virginal is the day I become a nun.”


    The group cracked up, and the drummer blew their manager a kiss, then resumed feeling Sherry’s stomach for another punch or kick. She and Tyler had opted to be surprised this time, not wanting to know the gender of the baby percolating in her belly, but the guys were all convinced it’d be a boy. According to Nate, a future boy drummer.


    Making a quick sweep of the bus, Deacon took in the scene around him. His friends, laughing and joking. Hannah seated beside him with Max on her lap, a set of red headphones in place as he watched Super Why on the iPad. He honestly wasn’t sure how to feel.


    On the one hand, he was happy. His knee-jerk plan hadn’t panned out. The au pair agency he’d called hadn’t had anyone who could come out on such short notice, and admittedly, he’d felt a small sense of relief when he’d hung up. That alone proved he didn’t deserve Hannah.


    On the other hand, he genuinely believed she’d be happier in Willow Creek. Convincing her to take the job without a replacement already worked out, though, would be difficult. The woman could be stubborn when she wanted to be.


    The only thing going for him in this whole mess was that he hadn’t asked her to stay for the international tour yet. That would’ve made it impossible.


    Hannah caught him staring at her and beamed up at him like he hung the moon. It hit him straight in the chest.


    “Personally, I think it’s gonna be another girl,” Arabella announced, swatting Nate’s hands away and replacing them with her own. “We have enough testosterone around here as it is. Us women need more backup.”


    “Amen!” Hannah agreed, which led to a spirited debate over which was more annoying: the guys’ bad habit of leaving around dirty socks, or the girls cluttering the bathroom with their beauty garbage.


    A knock on the bus door floated over the chaos and Sherry called out, “Come in!”


    They were parked behind the venue, but with their fortress of security, no one was getting through without proper authorization. Whoever was outside was clearly vetted. A second later, the door opened and a young woman appeared trudging up the stairs.


    The suitcase in her hand was Deacon’s first sign of doom.


    As Charlie and Miles looked to Nate, obviously assuming she was there for him, Tyler stood and said, “Uh, can we help you?”


    The young woman fidgeted with the handle on her bag and swept the group with her gaze. “I’m here from the au pair agency?”


    The clear question mark at the end of that statement echoed in the faces of his friends.


    Deacon’s blood went cold.


    Tyler immediately shot him a look while Sherry set her hand on the back of the bench, pushing to her feet. “I’m sorry, but I think you’re confused. We don’t need an au pair.” She gestured toward Hannah, who’d wrapped her arms tightly around Max. “We already have a nanny, an exceptional one, right here.”


    The newcomer shifted uncomfortably. “My agency received a call a couple days ago…from a Deacon Latrell?”


    Deacon winced as Hannah went completely still. Sherry’s murderous gaze fell on him.


    “We were told the current nanny was going home unexpectedly, and that there’d be a healthy bonus if a replacement could meet you on tour this week. My schedule cleared last night, so I grabbed the first flight out here.”


    The entire room went silent, and Deacon watched as one by one, the band turned to look at Hannah. Only Sherry kept her eyes on him…well, Sherry and Hannah, but he couldn’t face her yet. As it was, he was almost certain he was having a heart attack.


    This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not here, not in front of everyone. The agency was supposed to call if they found someone. If they ever did, then he’d discuss the preschool gig with Hannah. He’d convince her that she had to live her own life and that she couldn’t put it on hold for him. He refused to hold her back anymore.


    But he was supposed to have time.


    Knowing he had to say something, Deacon cleared his throat and opened his mouth. But what could he say? Panicked, he swung his gaze to Charlie, and his friend’s mouth pressed into a thin line.


    “What’s your name, sweetheart?” Charlie asked.


    “Mary,” the young woman answered, looking around the room confused.


    He nodded and took her bag. “Well, Mary, what do you say we head over to the other bus and put your stuff down?” He glanced at the rest of the crew still standing around. “Let’s give these two a minute.”


    As the guys shuffled out the door, escorting Mary away, Sherry grabbed Lizzie and Arabella came to take Max. “Hey, buddy,” she said, scooping him into her arms. “Come hang out with Aunt Ella for a little while, okay?”


    Innocent of the drama around him, Max went easily, still watching his show, and Hannah whispered a thank-you. The hollow sound of her voice, and the look of disappointment in Arabella’s eyes when she glanced his way, nearly broke him.


    Once the door closed behind their friends, Hannah whispered, “I’m going home unexpectedly?”


    So much pain and confusion in one question. Deacon’s entire body tensed, wanting to sweep her into his arms and explain, to kiss away the hurt, but how could he, when he was the one who caused it? He’d always known one of his screw ups would burn her eventually. He just hadn’t expected it to be one intended to help.


    Shifting to face her, Deacon took a deep breath. The truth was, he knew Hannah better than she knew herself. If she thought, even for a second, that he needed her there, or that he regretted his hasty decision, she’d jump on the chance to understand and somehow convince him that she wanted to stay. Despite her dreams or what was best for her. Despite the pain that he’d just caused.


    She’d stay and end up despising him. She’d blame him for ruining her life, just like Krista. Deacon wouldn’t survive that. He had to push her away, for her own good, and he had to say what she needed to hear to do the right thing for herself.


    “You deserve more than this, Cherry.” Deacon looked down into heartbroken eyes and gave her a sad smile. “You know you do. This wasn’t your life goal. You stepped up to fill a needed position, and we’re all grateful, but this was only ever temporary. You didn’t bust your rear to graduate first in your class to become a tour bus nanny. You wanted to change children’s lives.”


    Hannah shook her head with tears sliding down her cheeks. “I can still change children’s lives, right here on tour. With Max and Lizzie and Bagel Bite.”


    She sounded so sure that for a nanosecond Deacon let himself believe this could be enough. That a life with him on a crowded bus would make her happy, and that he could actually keep her. But that wasn’t his life. He didn’t get to keep nice things. People left him, they all did eventually whether in body or mind, and most never gave him a second thought.


    Clearly, they couldn’t stay together. Long distance wouldn’t work. Heck, he’d screwed up this badly and they still lived together. He couldn’t imagine the damage miles could add. Expectations, frustration, insecurity. Paris had driven him insane and they’d only been friends. No, if he’d had any doubts before, this put them to rest—Hannah deserved better than him.


    “What are your plans, Hannah?” he asked instead. “Where do you see this going? Play it out, ten years from now when Max is thirteen, are you still here with us on the road? Is this the story of your life? Spending the next ten years playing wet nurse while I’m performing on stage. Is that what you’re going to amount to? A glorified babysitter to a fiddle player?”


    Hannah reared back like he’d physically touched her, and the pain crossing her face had him gritting his teeth to keep from taking it back. But he had to push forward. This was what she needed. It was probably why she’d never told him about the preschool opportunity over the last couple days, either, because she wouldn’t be able to hide how much she wanted the job. It was also why he couldn’t bring it up now.


    Hannah had so much to give. He couldn’t stifle that anymore.


    “Listen, I appreciate you coming here, putting your life on hold to help me out like you always do. Because of you, Max is thriving, and it’s been like old times having you with us. But this job is a waste of your time and your talent, Cherry. You know that.”


    She shook her head. “No, I don’t know that. How can being with you, sharing what we have, and loving on that beautiful little boy, be a waste of time?” Her wet eyes beseeched him. “This is exactly where I’m supposed to be.”


    Pressure mounted behind Deacon’s eyes, and he figured he was seconds away from losing it. He desperately wanted to fall on his knees and plead for forgiveness, beg her to stay, and she’d do it, too, because that was who Hannah was. But he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if she grew to despise him for making her discard her dreams. He couldn’t put Max through that, either.


    Deacon cared too much about her to let any of that happen. So, he said what he had to say to make her leave. “No, it’s not. Go home to North Carolina, Hannah. There’s nothing for you here.”


    …


    Hours later, Hannah still couldn’t stop crying. She’d managed to hide the sniffles from the kids, but it was harder with her girlfriends. Arabella had hesitated going to the arena with the guys, but Hannah had practically pushed her out the door, asking Sherry to go with her. She needed time to collect herself, she’d told them, and though it was obvious neither of them wanted to do it, they’d listened after pulling her into a long group hug.


    She’d broken down all over again in their arms, but she’d appreciated the gesture. Especially since it’d have to last them for a while.


    When Deacon left, he’d told her they would talk when he took her to the airport tonight, but what was the point? Obviously, she’d been fooling herself. He didn’t want her the same way she wanted him, and she’d already made an idiot of herself begging to stay. An awkward, drawn-out good-bye would be painful, and quite honestly, she wasn’t ready to face him again. She was still too embarrassed.


    Goodness. She’d actually believed he was falling for her.


    She must’ve been delusional.


    As much as the truth hurt, and it did, what hurt more was realizing how little he cared about their friendship. Honesty, at least about the big things, had been something they’d both always relied on. If Deacon hadn’t wanted her on tour anymore, he could’ve said something…or given some clue as to what he’d been planning so she wouldn’t be blindsided.


    Seriously…who did that??


    The final straw was the sympathetic looks everyone had given her before they’d ducked their heads and beelined out of the bus. How humiliating.


    Only one thing remained in her control, and that was grabbing hold of the vestiges of her tattered pride and getting out of Dodge before any of them returned to find her a puffy, red-faced, swollen mess. The girls would be hurt she hadn’t said good-bye, but eventually they’d understand.


    Wiping her wet face with her fingertips, Hannah raised her chin and walked down the hall.


    In the kitchen, the new nanny was setting out a snack while Max and Lizzie watched Caillou…arguably the most annoying kids show on the planet. The nasally main character did absolutely nothing but whine and complain, but then, it wasn’t Hannah’s job to have a say anymore. It was Mary’s job now.


    Swallowing back a sob, she set down her bag. “Hey, guys.” Taking a knee, she firmed her voice and said, “Aunt Hannah has to go.”


    Lizzie immediately toddled over, giving her a big hug and sloppy kiss before turning back to the television. She was well versed with the routine, telling her daddy good-bye every day. The little sweetheart didn’t realize that this good-bye might be for good, and Hannah was immensely grateful for that. Innocence was kind that way.


    As for Max, he approached her with a much more wary look in his eyes, and that look cut Hannah deep. It reminded her that this wasn’t her first time telling him good-bye. She’d already left him once, back when he was too young to realize what was happening. Now he was older and more aware. Over the last month and a half, she’d become his one constant on the road…and she was about to rip that one shred of stability out from beneath him.


    Swooping him into her arms, she kissed his chocolate spikes. Dang, she loved this kid. She’d have given anything to be his mama one day. Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away. “You be good for Mary, okay?” she said, leaning back with a sad smile. “Take care of Lizzie, and make sure you get lots of sleeps. You want to grow tall like your daddy, right?”


    Max nodded hesitantly, and over his head, Hannah saw her replacement watching with pity in her eyes. She swallowed down the bitterness rising in her throat and smiled at her favorite little boy. “I love you, monkey.”


    He clasped his tiny arms around her neck again. “I wuvins you, Hannah.”


    Yep, that did it.


    A sob broke free, but thankfully, Mary jumped into action. She picked up Max, handed him a graham cracker, and quickly nodded toward the door, silently urging Hannah to make her escape. As childish as it was, she considered not listening simply out of spite, but in the end, she’d only be hurting herself.


    Grabbing her bags, she gave the young woman who’d taken her place a forced smile. She gave a final look around the bus, memorizing every detail her gaze traced. The leather, the stainless steel, the crayons on the shelf. Then she rushed down the steps before she blubbered all over again. Out of the bus and straight to the idling cab that was waiting to take her to the airport.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Max’s tiny fist shot out in a dream, clocking Deacon in the jaw, and barely missed the Johnny Walker Red seated on his chest. Sunlight crept around the edges of the blackout curtain, hinting at morning, but he wouldn’t know. He hadn’t slept. It’d been a long, lonely night of staring at the bottle, never quite turning the cap, but the thought never being far. A smarter man would’ve put it away, knowing no comfort would come at the bottom. Deacon never claimed to be smart.


    Hannah was gone.


    When the show ended, Deacon hadn’t even bothered with a shower. He’d torn out of the arena like a bat out of torture, a sinking feeling in his gut and the tiny hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. He’d spent the entire concert stressing over what to say on the way to the airport, wondering if he should tell Hannah how much he wished things could be different, or how much he’d miss her.


    In the end, the decision had been taken from him. When he’d arrived at the bus, he’d found Lizzie on the sofa, Max in Mary’s arms, and Hannah nowhere to be found.


    He couldn’t even be mad about it. When that lie had slipped past his lips, telling her there was nothing for her here, he’d watched the light fade from her eyes. The hope, the love. He’d killed it. What twisted the knife deeper was knowing he’d hurt his son in the process.


    Once everyone realized Hannah was gone, the girls had started crying. Max, watching them, asked when she was coming back. It had fallen on him to explain that she wasn’t. That Hannah loved him very much, but she’d had to go back home.


    At that point, Sherry had excused herself to the bedroom. Tyler soon followed, taking Lizzie with him, and Arabella and Charlie had left for the other bus, suggesting Mary bunk with them for the night. That left Deacon and Max. Father and son. Together and alone. Missing the puzzle piece that completed them.


    Hence, the Johnny Walker.


    Alcohol would quiet the noise. It’d mute the screaming in his head, telling him to run after her, and that he’d made a giant mistake. But Deacon had been down that drunken road before, way earlier than most people, and it never solved any of his problems. Only magnified them.


    By the age of fourteen, he’d made good friends with the liquor cabinet and had experimented with things a lot harder, too. It was why his mom had jumped on the life boat of Willow Creek. She’d claimed the house her daddy had left them would be their new start, but she hadn’t even waited a day before falling into old patterns. She’d gone on living and drinking the same way there as she’d done in Gastonia. But for Deacon, the move had brought a redheaded, nosy neighbor into his life who’d changed everything. Who meant everything.


    He rubbed a circle over his aching chest.


    A chirp went off at the foot of the bed, jolting him out of the land between asleep and awake. Deacon shot to an elbow and clamored for his phone, not wanting to startle Max but needing to hear Hannah’s voice. If she could only tell him that she was okay, that she was home and safe, he’d feel better. Not great, but at least he could stop worrying about her safety. But it wasn’t her name lighting up his screen.


    It was her dad’s.


    Deacon flinched. Palming the phone, he made sure Max was still asleep and then slid out of the bunk. Unease trickled down his spine. Bill called him on Sundays. You could set a clock by that man. Seeing his name pop up on a Friday, the morning after his daughter had left brokenhearted, was not a good omen.


    Walking past the kitchenette, Deacon kept going until he reached the leather couch. He fell across it, fear making him hesitate over accept.


    Was he calling to say good riddance?


    Was this the moment he’d finally outstayed his welcome?


    There was only one way to find out. “Hello?”


    “Morning, son.” The familiar gruff voice and the word son had him releasing a heavy breath. “I won’t bother asking how you’re doing. If my daughter’s any indication, you’re in pain right now. Probably beating yourself up and staring down a bottle of Crown.”


    “Johnny Walker, actually,” he murmured somewhat brokenly. “But I didn’t…I didn’t open it.”


    “No, I wouldn’t suppose you would.” From the other side of the line, Deacon heard a chair creak, and he pictured Bill seated at his executive desk, feet planted firmly in front of him. “You learned your lesson about that poison years ago,” he said, his voice still warm despite the headaches Deacon had caused. “You also know there’s no answers to be found there.”


    “No, sir.”


    It felt like he was a teenager again, coming to Bill after he’d been suspended for fighting another one of the jerks who tried messing with Hannah. Bill had never judged him, he’d never played games. He shot it straight. Even when it was hard.


    “But if it’s answers you want, son, I think I have some for you.”


    Deacon narrowed his eyes and scooted until his head hit the cooled armrest. He propped it up, debating if he should ask, but Bill beat him to the punch. “If you’re finally ready to hear it.”


    That sounded ominous. Curiosity and dread had his stomach swirling like he had cracked that seal. “All right. Hit me with it.”


    “You pushed Hannah away before she could push you.”


    Deacon was shaking his head before he’d even finished speaking. “No. I did what was best for her, Bill. She never would’ve left unless I forced her to. This isn’t where she needs to be.”


    A soft sigh heaved across the line, and then his role model said, “You’re lying to yourself, kid.”


    The words, spoken kindly, jarred just the same. After waiting a moment to let that sink in, Bill continued, “I don’t know everything that happened. Hannah has her secrets, and those she did share, well, they were in confidence. But my daughter’s hurting right now, and I know enough to know she’s not the only one.”


    The reprimand stung, but Deacon couldn’t blame the man for his honesty. Max had fallen asleep crying in his arms, after all, and he’d refused to sleep in his own bed last night; it only proved his point.


    “From the way I hear it, you’re back to playing superhero,” Bill went on, his voice gaining strength despite the early hour. “Burning the candle at both ends, killing yourself in the process. But son, you’ve already proven yourself! Those guys are lucky to have you. You’re a talented musician, you work your rear off, and you have integrity. What is it going to take for you to wake up and realize how much you have to offer?”


    He swallowed hard, fighting a wave of emotion. It was the same sort of thing Bill had been telling him for years, but what Deacon wanted to ask was what would it take for the Fishers to realize what a lost cause he truly was and kick him to the curb?


    Aloud he said, “I’m still the new guy. I’ll slow down once I get my feet under me.”


    Bill made a sound like he didn’t believe him, and when he didn’t say anything, Deacon had a sense the older man was giving him one of his signature looks through the phone.


    The door at the end of the hall opened, and a few seconds later Tyler shuffled into the kitchen, headed straight for the coffee pot. Yawning, he scratched his bare shoulder and glanced around, doing a double-take when he spotted Deacon lying across the couch.


    He gave him a grim smile and waved the phone, and Tyler ducked back into the shadows.


    Bill wasn’t the only one disappointed in him.


    “Listen, son, I won’t keep you. I imagine you have a hundred things to do and talking to an old man ain’t one of them. But Lois and I needed you to know that regardless of what happens or doesn’t happen with our little girl, you and Max are family. Nothing will ever change that.”


    A knot lodged in Deacon’s throat and he fought to clear it. “Thank you, sir.”


    “Admittedly, we hoped you’d become an official member one day by marrying Hannah,” the man added almost offhandedly, and Deacon erupted into a coughing fit.


    “Excuse me?”


    Bill chuckled. “Don’t sound so surprised. I couldn’t ask for a better man for my daughter. You’ve always been there for her, protecting her when I couldn’t. Somewhere along the way, you surpassed me as the hero in her life, and that’s a good thing. It’s what every father wants.”


    A strange sensation flooded Deacon’s body, pricking his skin, and his heart took off at a gallop. Still, he shook his head. “No. Trust me, Hannah deserves better than me.”


    “What a crock,” Bill muttered. “What she deserves is to be loved, cherished, and respected, and to be treated like a partner. That’s how Lois and I have seen your relationship since the first day you came to dinner.”


    Deacon wanted to argue, but he remembered Hannah had said almost the same thing that night in the limo. That she wanted excitement and passion in her life, and to be seen as an equal. For some reason, she never believed that was how he saw her. Hannah was stronger, braver, and fiercer than she ever gave herself credit for. And she was so beautiful it hurt.


    “She also deserves the man she’s loved half her life,” Bill added, and the candor from the same man who’d given Deacon a family and taught him what being a man even looked like had tears welling in his eyes. He hadn’t cried since he was twelve years old and his mom disappointed him for the very last time—but he was crying now.


    Slowly, almost painfully, the wall he’d carefully built around his heart disintegrated, and Deacon sat up. Suddenly, he was out of breath, like he’d just run a marathon, and his hands and feet tingled.


    “I miss her, Bill.” The words spilled from him as he stared out the window over the empty parking lot. His left arm tingled at his side, wanting to hold her. His heart started pounding, almost as if it planned on leaping from his chest.


    As quickly as the euphoria rose, panic set in, along with the realization of just how badly he’d screwed up.


    He’d shoved her out the door without even giving her a choice. He’d swooped in like he always did and made the decision for her—and it’d been the wrong one.


    That wasn’t treating her like an equal. That was being a tyrant. Hannah was an incredible, intelligent woman who knew her own mind and had every right to make her own decisions. He’d just been so scared of history repeating itself that he’d ignored what was right in front of him.


    Hannah wasn’t Krista, and Deacon sure wasn’t his parents.


    Yeah, he’d made mistakes. Plenty of them. But they’d always come from a place of love. He’d genuinely had Hannah’s best interest in mind when he’d pushed her away. If by some miracle she decided that this was where she wanted to be, even after his string of stupidity, then here was where he wanted her. Because he did see her as a partner, and he wanted to spend the rest of his life proving that. Lifting her up as much as she lifted him.


    Her own father, a man who knew them both so well, believed he was good enough for Hannah. Who was Deacon to argue? If she forgave him, he’d make it his life’s mission to prove he was worthy of her. He’d do anything…because Hannah was his heart.


    The revelation fell over him with a surprising amount of clarity.


    “I’m in love with her,” he whispered aloud, tasting the words on his tongue and feeling the truth of them settle in his bones.


    On the other end of the line, Bill laughed. “Well, son, I could’ve told you that.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The new building had promise. Walking down the empty hallways and through the large classrooms, she could see the potential hidden beneath years of neglect and cobwebs.


    “So, what do you think?”


    Spinning in a slow circle, Hannah imagined the space filled with laughing children and said, “I love it.”


    “Good.” Crystal grinned as she pushed away from the doorway. “Me, too.”


    The two friends had run into each other at Starbucks that morning, Hannah making up an excuse about being in town visiting her parents. She hadn’t the strength yet to admit how very wrong she’d been about Deacon.


    “Still wish you could join us,” Crystal said, sliding her arm through Hannah’s. She tugged her out the door and toward the main office. “Don’t think I won’t be calling you from time to time, asking for your advice or suggestions.”


    “Please do,” Hannah replied with a small smile. “I’d love to help any way that I can.”


    She really would. This space was going to mean a great deal to Willow Creek, and it was thrilling to know so many kids would be empowered like she’d been with the arts. But as happy as she was for the town, as Hannah walked the building and listened to Crystal’s plans for each room, she realized this wasn’t where she was meant to be, even without the possibility of Blue. Her heart simply wasn’t in it.


    Technically, her heart was in a rowdy tour bus hundreds of miles away, currently headed in her direction. Last night on the phone, Sherry had made a point of reminding her of the free throw championship and concert coming up that weekend. As if she’d forgotten.


    “You all right, sugar?” Crystal glanced at her with a worried line between her eyes. “I don’t mean to pry, but you’ve been real quiet all morning. I’m used to you singing and humming and dancing around. Not that a girl can’t have an off day—heaven knows, I live for the weekend when I throw on yoga pants and veg. But you seem a little sad. I hope you know you can tell me anything. I’ve always considered us friends.”


    Hannah squeezed Crystal’s hand in appreciation and lowered her head to her shoulder.


    “Me, too,” she murmured, drawing in a deep breath.


    On the one hand, it was easier to hold it in and pretend she was fine. Once misery got a foothold, Hannah worried she’d be curled in the fetal position in the middle of the school. But she’d learned a lot about trusting people over the last couple months, and how good it felt to share her feelings.


    She bit her lip. “It’s just…being here? I don’t know, I guess in a way it proves how much I really have changed,” she confessed. “This school used to be my dream job, but now, it fits a dream I no longer have.”


    “Sweetheart, I know that.” Crystal led her into the main office and then turned to face her. Hannah ducked her head, shielding her eyes. “I hope you don’t think I brought you here to sway your decision.”


    “No,” she assured her. “I didn’t think that.”


    “Good, because I really am happy for you. You deserve good things more than anyone else I know.” When Hannah just sniffled and nodded in response, Crystal shifted her weight. “Forgive me for pushing again, sugar, but I can’t help thinking there’s more that you’re not telling me.”


    She finally lifted her tear-glazed eyes, and her friend grabbed her hand in concern.


    “As it turns out, my new dream doesn’t want me, either,” she sobbed.


    “Oh, Hannah…”


    In the next breath, Hannah was wrapped in a fierce hug, and she buried her head in Crystal’s shoulder. But even with the welcome comfort, she refused to let the tears fall. She couldn’t. Once they started, they’d never end.


    Crystal took a deep breath and held it, but she didn’t say anything else. After a moment, Hannah raised her head and took in her friend’s conflicted expression. She forced a smile she didn’t feel.


    “It goes both ways, you know,” she said with a sigh. “You can tell me anything, too. Even things I don’t want to hear. I’m a big girl, I can take it.”


    The indecision in Crystal’s eyes firmed, and she released the breath she’d been holding.


    “It’s not very Christian to say…but I never did much like that Krista.”


    Hannah’s jaw dropped.


    She’d been prepared for hearing she’d aimed her stars too high, or even a reminder of just how far apart her and Deacon’s worlds truly were. But hearing the sweet, kind-hearted, church-going woman say, well, that, had Hannah laughing for the first time in over a week.


    Glancing around the vacant building, she admitted, “I didn’t much like her, either.”


    Crystal giggled, and the amused sound of their joined laughter bounced off the tiles, filling the empty spaces of the room. Hannah covered her mouth with her hand.


    Man, it felt good to laugh.


    “Truth is, she was a horrible friend,” she confessed. “I can’t believe I put up with it for as long as I did. I guess I was just so starved for acceptance…” Sighing, Hannah stared at the rim of her Vanilla latte. “Of course, by the time I decided I’d had enough, Krista already had her claws in Deacon. I had to find a way to live with her. I couldn’t risk losing him, too.”


    Crystal snorted. “Yeah, like that would’ve ever happened.”


    She scrunched her nose at her friend’s flippant response, and Crystal shook her head. “Girl, anyone who paid a lick of attention to the three of you back then knew the score,” she said. “Why else do you think Krista was so jealous?”


    Hannah sputter-coughed on her drink. “Jealous!”


    Dabbing at her now stained white cotton tee, she widened her eyes, wondering how on earth Crystal had gotten things so backwards. Seriously, had she visited a yearbook recently?


    “Jealous of what, exactly? My alluring stutter, or envious way with the male species?” She rolled her eyes, then snapped her fingers. “Oh, I got it! My off-trend, bargain-based, Pollyanna fashion sense. Now that was truly impressive.”


    Hannah blew a raspberry to soften her sarcasm—and deflate her pity-party of one—and set her drink on the counter. Making a face, she pushed up onto the receptionist’s desk and sighed. Her spiel had left a sour taste in her mouth.


    Growing up, she’d been all-too-aware of her social shortcomings, but she’d never once let those perceived flaws define her. At least not publicly. She’d left that to her tormentors.


    Instead, she’d woken up each day with a smile on her face, figuring if she couldn’t be a great beauty, or a smooth conversationalist, or a world-class flirt, then she’d be the best friend, daughter, and student she could be. She’d always tried her best to stay positive.


    Today was an all-new low.


    As if she could read her thoughts, Crystal hopped up beside her and said, “Krista saw in you what the rest of us did. At least those of us who bothered to pay attention.” Her eyes were warm and intense, as if she could will Hannah to believe her. “She was jealous of your kindness, sweetheart. Your patience and unique way of looking at the world. You’ve always radiated optimism and joy, despite not having the easiest start.”


    Then she grinned. “It didn’t help that Deacon always eyed you like a caveman starving for steak.”


    Hannah snickered. “I think that soy latte went to your head,” she replied, kicking out her foot.


    “I’m serious! That boy was completely crazy about you. We all knew it. Heck, anyone with a pair of eyes saw how gone he was, and from the pictures I saw posted from the Opry bash, he still looks at you that same way.” Crystal hooked her foot around Hannah’s swinging appendage and repeated, “Starving for steak.”


    Hannah smiled at the imagery, but she fought it, too. The possibility was dangerous, to both her heart and her psyche…but hope swelled anyway.


    In many ways, she was a polar opposite of the girl she’d once been. Her makeover and parts of her plan had given Hannah confidence to reach for things she otherwise wouldn’t have. But in other ways, she was the same off-beat goof she’d been at fifteen. Her friends and family still meant everything to her. She was still loyal and honest. She still made up silly songs about nonsensical things.


    And her heart still belonged to Deacon.


    When she’d returned from Paris, she’d vowed to start confronting things that scared her. Well, nothing scared her more than the fear of losing Deacon and Max. As she sat there, swinging her foot beside Crystal, she realized that was exactly what she’d do if she simply limped away without fighting for what she wanted.


    Operation Find My Happy had been a success. She’d made great friendships, gone after what she wanted, lived life, and even made love with Deacon. But she’d failed at the most vital level. She’d never really put herself out there—at least not in the way she’d swore she’d do.


    Not once had she told Deacon that she wanted to be with him, and not the band. Heck, she hadn’t even told him that she loved him. She’d let her actions do the talking, to a man who grew up believing he was worthless. How dense could she be?


    Why wouldn’t he believe she was settling? She’d given him no reason to think she wanted to be Blue’s nanny. How was he to know that by staying on tour, and staying with him, that she was finally following her heart?


    Hannah raised her head and met Crystal’s knowing smirk. “Looks like I’ve got a caveman to catch.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    The old gym smelled the same. Like stale sweat, popcorn, and a hint of Old Spice, a not altogether unpleasant combo that forever would be linked with some of Hannah’s favorite memories: cheering Deacon from the stands, stomping her feet and waving her handmade signs while ignoring the judging looks from her classmates. Whenever Deacon was on the court, she hadn’t cared what they said because those hours hadn’t been about her. They’d been about him.


    Today would also be about him. But, unlike those nostalgic days in the past, Hannah was utterly terrified.


    “This is so exciting!” Crystal enthused, grabbing her arm from the railing. They were seated in the front row of the second story. Otherwise known as Hannah’s unofficial spot. “It’s like a sappy rom-com come to life.”


    Hannah chuckled. “Let’s just hope it’s stronger on the romance than the comedy,” she murmured, biting her lip.


    When she’d looked up Blue’s schedule, determined to put it all on the line for Deacon, she’d discovered the band only had one stop before arriving in Charlotte. Waiting a few extra days had been torturous, but it’d also given Hannah time to create a plan. A potentially awesome plan to topple Deacon’s defenses for good and win his heart forever.


    Of course, the opposite could happen, too. He could say he didn’t return her feelings, and she’d make a complete fool of herself in front of the entire town. It certainly fit her stream of luck.


    Swiping her sweaty palms over the lap of her jeans, Hannah took in the madness. On the far wall, a huge banner was displayed for Life & Lyrics, Charlie’s foundation for teens fighting depression, along with a poster about the private concert.


    Courtside, organizers bustled like angry ants. A guy in a black T-shirt, dark jeans, and Blue baseball cap placed a microphone in the center of the floor, and when he glanced up to survey the crowd, Hannah recognized Brad, one of the band’s roadies. Seeing his familiar face somehow made everything seem more real.


    A quick check of the scoreboard showed it was nearly time to start.


    Butterflies exploded in her belly.


    Back in high school, just before Deacon would take the court, he’d find her in the stands. She’d raise her sign, he’d smile and shake his head, then he’d give her their special signal before the game. It was silly, really. Just a brush of the nose, a point in her direction, and a sly wink. But Lord, it had made her giddy every time.


    Would Deacon look for her today, too? Had Arabella let it slip that she’d be here? Would he give her that same silly signal like he used to?


    Does he miss me as much as I miss him?


    “Look, there’s Missy and Dave,” Crystal said, snapping Hannah out of her endless loop of questions. “Oh, and over there are Molly and Nicole. Hmm, I thought Nicole married…yep, there he is.” She turned to Hannah. “Mike Gleason was in your year, right?”


    Hannah smirked. Mike had been in her year, all right. As their resident class clown, he’d been one of her biggest tormentors, using her verbal slipups and handmade duds as easy fodder for laughs.


    In fact, as she looked around the crowded gym, Hannah spied several people who used to tease her, along with boys who’d passed her over and girls who’d been jealous of her relationship with Deacon. Every single one of them had seen her for her flaws, never once bothering to look beyond them. For so long, Hannah had thought that was how Deacon had seen her, too. His best friend, sure, but not a girl he could ever love.


    Crystal had put things in a new perspective. For too long, she’d allowed her fears to blind her to the truth. That ended today. If it took declaring her love for Deacon in front of Mike and Nicole, Molly and Missy, Dave and the entire rest of the town, too, then so be it. She was fighting for her happy.


    Hannah was going after what she wanted. No, what she deserved. She was in love with Deacon Latrell, and for the first time in her life, she believed he might just be in love with her, too. She’d keep on believing that until he looked her square in the eyes and told her otherwise.


    Please don’t let him tell me otherwise…


    “Ever been to a Blue concert?” Crystal asked, waving away Hannah’s amused smirk. “I mean, before this tour.”


    “Nope. Deacon wasn’t in the band then, and it’s not like I had extra cash lying around for tickets. But I did download all their albums, even from the beginning.”


    “I hadn’t heard of them before ‘Rain Dance,’” Crystal confided, leaning in close. “But I got so tickled reading about the love story between Tyler Blue and his wife in the magazines that I flew right into uber-fan territory. It was so dang romantic. And to think, now I actually know one of the members!”


    It was weird hearing Sherry and Tyler talked about so casually, like they were Jessica Biel and Justin Timberlake or something, but she supposed they kind of were like that. Her new friends were bonafide celebrities.


    “Arabella has extra passes if you want to watch everything from the ground,” Hannah told her. “I’m staying here, of course, but I can give her a call if you want.”


    “And miss out on the fun?” Crystal asked. “Are you insane? I want a front row seat to the looks on everyone’s faces when Deacon publicly admits that he’s in love with you.”


    Hannah’s belly flipped at the words. “You know, he might not.” Crystal went to argue, and she lifted her palms in the air. “I heard you the other day, but we should still be prepared for the possibility that Deacon could reject me. If he does, I’ll be heartbroken…but I won’t regret coming here today. One way or another, I’m finally going to know how he feels.” She bumped her friend’s arm. “I’ve got you to thank for that.”


    Crystal smiled and then murmured, “Personally, I’m holding out for the fairy tale.”


    Smiling wistfully, Hannah laid her head on Crystal’s shoulder. “Me, too.”


    …


    It was surreal, walking around his former locker room and seeing Tyler, Charlie, Miles, and Nate standing around the benches. The lost, angry kid who’d stalked this room felt like a completely different person from the moderately successful, figuring-life-out man he was today. Still, everywhere Deacon looked, memories assaulted him.


    Grueling practices and games, both here and in college. Pounding his feet against the tile as he waited to take the court. So many days he’d bolt through those double-swinging doors, ready to release some of the aggression that clogged his veins, only to glance at the stands and find Hannah smiling at him. Even then, she’d been his calm.


    Of course, Krista had been in the stands, too, at least whenever something more important hadn’t come up. She’d made a production out of cheering for him. But Hannah’s quiet, steady presence and her sweet, encouraging smiles were the things he’d sought. It had always been her who he’d played for, her who he’d loved.


    Goodness, had he loved her.


    Why had it taken him so long to figure that out? He could wring his former self’s neck. Why couldn’t he have seen what she’d meant to him, or realize sooner that despite his mistakes and every single person who’d left him in the past, that he was worthy of love, too?


    “Dude, stop stressing so much. You’re gonna give yourself an ulcer.” Miles slapped him on the back as he came to stand shoulder to shoulder with him near the doors.


    “I can’t help it,” Deacon said with a sigh. “If you’d heard the things I said to her—”


    “It doesn’t matter,” the guitarist interrupted. “Deke, man, I’ve seen you together. I’m telling you, you go out there and give good grovel, things will work out. You and Hannah are too good together for it not to.”


    Deacon linked his hands behind his neck and stared at the streaked floor, considering his friend’s words. As much as he wanted to believe them, he couldn’t help thinking he was too late.


    “What about Lindsay?” he asked. A man’s business was his own, but Deacon needed to know. “You said once that she was your Hannah. Ever think about following your own advice?”


    Miles shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. “I waited too long,” he said, and Deacon heard the regret in his voice. “Missed my chance. Too much time’s passed now.”


    That’s what I’m afraid of, Deacon thought, glancing out the small window in the door.


    The stands were packed. Tickets for the free throw championship and private concert had sold out within hours. A line of media blocked his view of the crowd, but Arabella had assured him Hannah would be out there. She’d come for her new friends, if not for him, but just in case, Deacon had a backup plan.


    Heck, he had a backup plan for his backup plan, and if that didn’t work, he had no qualms about camping outside her house until she heard him out. He could be stubborn when he wanted to be, too, and nothing in his life had ever mattered more than Hannah. He wasn’t leaving Charlotte until he’d apologized for hurting her and told her how much he loved her.


    After that, he’d ask for forever.


    “About that time,” a deep voice bellowed, and when Deacon turned around, he’d have sworn he went back in time.


    Tom Mitchell, the winningest basketball coach in Willow Creek history, hadn’t changed one bit. Tufts of white hair stuck out of a faded red WC Tigers ball cap, matching the man’s high-waisted athletic shorts. Sports socks and beat-up Nikes covered his feet.


    Tom wrapped his knuckles on a clipboard. “Ready to show my boys how it’s done?”


    “You know it, Coach.”


    Tom gave his former player an approving nod, then pushed through the swinging door.


    Miles and Nate filed out behind him, and Charlie slapped Deacon on the back. “How about making a fool of yourself? You ready for that, too?”


    He shoved him off with a reluctant smile. “If it meant getting her back, I’d walk out there naked,” Deacon replied, psyching himself up for what he was about to do. “I’ll do anything for Hannah.”


    “Spoken like a true member of the Blue family,” Tyler said with an approving nod, setting his hand on the door. “Now, let’s go get your woman.”


    He pushed the door open and Charlie followed, Deacon taking the rear as his friend’s words washed over him. More than ever, he felt like a real part of the band.


    Sure, he’d had to grovel with them, too. Apologize for stepping out of bounds and calling the agency, but mostly for sending Hannah away. His actions had hurt everyone. Thankfully he’d gotten good at apologies over the years, and after he admitted how badly he’d screwed up, and how he planned on winning her back, every single one of them had his back. They’d rallied around him and helped him plan what he’d say today.


    Even better, he’d finally gotten his extension. Two days ago, Arabella had come up to him with a worried look on her face, wondering why she couldn’t find a contract or amendment that secured his place in the band beyond the tour. Sheepishly, he’d admitted because there wasn’t one. That was all it took. Arabella got on the phone with her dad while Tyler and the guys took turns razzing him for not saying something sooner, and an hour later, he was the new permanent fiddle player slash keyboard player for Blue. It felt good.


    It was just as Hannah and Bill had tried telling him: he hadn’t needed to bust his rear to prove himself to the band; he’d already been in. The only thing missing had been a signature.


    Now, he needed his center.


    Breaking past the media line, the screams were deafening. Deacon wasn’t sure if it was the acoustics of the gym, or what the room represented personally, but the roar seemed louder than the largest stadium they’d played. Handmade signs with his name filled the stands. The newcomer who hung out in the shadows had a fan club. It was insane.


    But as always, only one person’s opinion really mattered.


    As Tyler grabbed the microphone, thanking the crowd for coming out, Deacon’s gaze honed in on the second story. Relief made his knees weak. He brushed a finger over his nose and pointed in her direction with a sly wink. She returned the gesture with a small, sweet smile, and pure happiness had him shouting without thinking, “Hannah!”


    Tyler paused mid-speech. Turning, he gave Deacon an exasperated look as if to say dude, you’re messing with the plan, and the entire room started buzzing with quiet laughter.


    A pretty pink blush bloomed across Hannah’s cheeks, and for a frightening second, Deacon wondered if he’d screwed things up again. Then she raised a hand, twitching her fingers in an amused wave, and he thrust out his hand. “I need the mic.”


    Tyler shook his head with a laugh, but handed it over, nudging him on the shoulder as he took a step back and gave Deacon the floor. The rest of the guys fell in line, leaving him front and center.


    Every eye in the gym focused on him. This wasn’t a concert. There’d be no hiding in the shadows or losing himself in the music, but with Hannah smiling at him like that, he found it impossible to care.


    “Sorry about the interruption folks,” he said, tearing his gaze away from the redhead in the balcony. With a nod at the young men waiting to try their hand at the competition he said, “As a former player, I get how annoying this is. But there’s something I have to say, and a woman who needs to hear it now.”


    Clearing his throat, he fought the desire to focus on Hannah again, instead addressing the crowd, wanting them all to hear his confession.


    “I’ve had two great loves in my life,” he said. “The first is my son, Max, who has more energy than ten cartons of Red Bull. Many of you knew me growing up, some of you even taught me, so I’m sure you’ll understand when I say he inherited my, uh, playfulness.”


    As he’d expected, the audience chuckled, and a lone scream rose from the back. “Karma’s tough!”


    “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered with a grin. “My son also happens to have the biggest heart and brightest smile I’ve ever seen, and as much as I’d like to think he inherited those, too, I know better. Those are a direct result of the second great love of my life. A woman who’s cared for him from the second he screamed his arrival and raised him right alongside me, being a parent in every sense of the word despite what biology might say about it.”


    Finally, he let his gaze find Hannah’s, and he watched her lift a trembling hand to her lips.


    “This same incredible woman changed the life of a fifteen-year-old angry kid and gave him a reason to breathe. She taught him what it meant to dream and continues to make him a better man just by believing in him.”


    The crowd shifted in their seats, clearly curious about what was happening, and as they found Hannah in the stands, whispers and conversation broke out. People in the floor bleachers pivoted to watch and a kaleidoscope of emotions washed over her face. Embarrassment, vulnerability, and hope illuminated her skin as tears cascaded down her porcelain cheeks. But it was the love he saw in her eyes that gave him the confidence to say what he did next.


    “Hannah Fisher,” Deacon called over the mic, erasing any mystery surrounding who he was talking about. “I was an idiot. The one thing I never wanted to do was hurt you, but I did that by pushing you away. I’m so sorry, Cherry. Please tell me it’s not too late.”


    Smiling, she softly shook her head.


    “Good. Thank goodness, because you’re the reason I get up every morning, Hannah. You’re the reason I ever chased this crazy dream to begin with. I fell in love with you ten years ago, I just didn’t know it. Luckily, I’m a lot smarter now.”


    Hannah’s jaw tumbled open as cautious hope filled her face. Deacon glanced back at his friends. One by one they nodded their approval, and beyond them, Sherry and Arabella clasped hands with enormous smiles. This was it. He, the loner who never thought he’d have a family, was about to offer his heart to the woman he loved and hope that she wanted it. He’d never been more terrified in his life. He exhaled a shaky breath, and the sound echoed through the speakers.


    Dang. That was embarrassing.


    Charlie smirked. “Not as easy as it looks, huh?” he muttered, and Deacon laughed in understanding.


    Reaching into his front pocket, he turned back to face Hannah. Her eyes were filled with wonder. His hand closed around what he’d hidden there earlier, and when he bent down on one knee, a collective gasp filled the room.


    “Hannah Katherine Fisher, you are my partner and equal in every way. I want to fill your days with passion and excitement, and make you feel as cherished and special as you deserve. I want to make babies with you and help you change the world.” Deacon’s voice broke with so much pride for this woman. She was a powerhouse who was only just beginning to understand her value. “Please, do me the honor of becoming my wife?”


    Hannah covered her mouth with her hands, and the woman to her right nudged her. Deacon recognized Crystal from the church, and she sent him a maniacal grin as she tugged Hannah to her feet.


    Visibly shaking, wiping tears, Hannah stared at him like he was a mirage. Deacon held his breath even as his chest burned for oxygen, waiting for her to respond. Finally, the sweetest voice he’d ever heard yelled out one word, crystal clear and hitting him square in the chest.


    “Yes!”


    The crowd erupted, and Deacon whooped into the microphone. He tossed it back to Tyler and jogged up the bleachers, grateful as people parted the way to make room. At the top, he met Hannah at the railing.


    “You mean it?” She bent down and he cradled her sweet, tear-stained face in his hands. “You’ll be mine?” More tears flowed as she nodded, and he brushed a swift kiss across her mouth. “I promise I’ll make you so happy.”


    A giggle-sob parted her lips. “You already have.” Hannah traced his jaw with her fingertips and looked him straight in the eyes. “I love you, Superman.”


    The declaration was like a balm to his soul, filling Deacon until he was near bursting. Unable to contain his emotions without losing it in front of everyone, he pushed up and claimed Hannah’s mouth, sealing their engagement with a promise.

  


  
    Epilogue


    The old gym was transformed once again. As Deacon led Hannah through the vine-covered pergola, he couldn’t take his eyes off her face. Every newly discovered decoration made her smile brighten. Last night, after the concert and still flying over their engagement, she’d told him all about her secret mission and plans for tonight. She’d blushed adorably, and he’d kissed the trail of crimson down her neck.


    Thank goodness for Paris. There was a thought he never thought he’d have, but it was the truth. Without her trip, she might not have ever decided to shake up their friendship, and where would he be now? Lonely, empty, and missing Hannah.


    “Is it everything you hoped it’d be?” he asked, guiding her to a pair of open seats at a nearby table around the edge of the room. A DJ was spinning songs in the corner, and center court was filled with people.


    Hannah set down her purse and smiled as she slid her arms around his waist. “It is, but it also could’ve been covered in fishing lures and I’d be just as happy. As long as I’m with you, everything is as I’d hoped it would be.”


    The combination of her words and the love in her eyes astounded him. How this perfect creature loved him like she did was a miracle, one he’d never stop being grateful for. Deacon swept her hair over her shoulder and dropped a kiss on her delicate collarbone. The slightest hint of funnel cake was mixed in with her usual sweet scent, and he grinned.


    They’d spent the day together, him and Hannah, showing Max their favorite rides and games at the carnival. They’d eaten their weight in funnel cake and snuck in as many covert kisses as they could, but they’d waited until they’d returned to her house before telling Max about their engagement. They’d wanted to make the day as special for him as they could.


    As he’d predicted, his son had been thrilled. Deacon wasn’t sure if Max understood everything that would change, but he grasped one thing right away: he was going to have a mommy, just like Lizzie.


    Max’s arms had been around Hannah’s neck before they’d even finished talking. When his sweet voice rang out crystal clear, “I wuvins you, Mommy,” there’d been no stopping her tears. Deacon could admit he’d gotten emotional, too.


    Pressing another kiss to her shoulder, he took Hannah’s hand and led her out onto the dance floor. A slow song was playing, his personal favorite, because it meant he could hold his fiancée close.


    “So, tell me,” he murmured a few moments later, letting his lips brush the shell of her ear, “does this mean Operation Find Your Happy is over?”


    Hannah shivered at his touch. “Since I’m incandescently happy, I’d say it is.”


    He nipped her earlobe, grinning at her sharp intake of breath, then leaned back to look into her eyes. Eyes shining with love. “You never needed the makeup or clothes, you know. I love you every way I can take you. I just needed to get my head out of my rear.” She smiled at that, her eyes going soft, and he said, “But please tell me the lingerie is permanent.”


    Hannah laughed. “Yes, Superman, the frilly panties stay.”


    “Score!”


    Her head fell back with her giggles, strawberry-blonde curls tickling his arm, and Deacon swore he grew five feet taller. There was nothing better than the sound of her laugh, and if it took acting like an idiot to hear it, he’d happily act like a goofball for the rest of his days.


    Cuddling her close, his fingertips skimmed across the exposed skin of her back, and he bit down a groan. With her parents babysitting Max just across the street, it made sense to stay there tonight instead of heading back to the bus or getting a hotel room. But his body ached for hers.


    When he’d asked for their blessing, Bill and Lois had given it instantly. Last night they’d officially welcomed him to the family, and over dinner this evening, the five of them had talked wedding plans. Still, Deacon respected them too much to sleep outright in Hannah’s bedroom. His and Max’s things were across the hall in the guest room. That didn’t mean he didn’t plan on sneaking over in the middle of the night. A man was only so strong.


    Thankfully, he was 99 percent sure Bill didn’t own a shotgun.


    The slow song ended and a fast one began. Hannah glanced beyond his shoulder and beamed. “Can we take pictures now? The line doesn’t look that long, and I want one for a frame.”


    “As you wish,” Deacon replied, earning another one of her laughs for the reference. She’d always had a thing for Wesley, but then, what woman didn’t love The Princess Bride?


    While they waited in line, watching couples pose for the photographer, Deacon couldn’t help remembering another dance, and another picture he’d taken with the wrong girl.


    If he’d opened his eyes sooner, so many things would’ve been different. But, as Hannah said, then they wouldn’t have Max. His son was the light of his life and he’d never regret anything that brought him into it, so Deacon would have to settle for thanking his lucky stars that Hannah loved him through his idiocy. And make sure every day of their future together counted.


    Hannah’s sudden stillness, followed by a foreign hand coasting across his arm snapped him out of his trip down memory lane.


    “Deacon Latrell. Long time no see.” A short blonde with a pixie cut squeezed his elbow, and he promptly shook her off. Undeterred, she said, “I hoped I’d run into you tonight.”


    “Me, too,” another voice cut in, and Deacon glanced at the brunette at her side. “I bought tickets for your concert tomorrow. I think the whole town did.”


    “Great,” he muttered, scowling at their ridiculous display. Batting their eyelashes, playing with their hair. Did they think this made them look hot?


    As the blonde’s painted lips curved into a grin, Deacon suddenly recognized them. Lisa Michaels and Julianne Simms had been on the cheerleading squad with his ex. They also used to torment Hannah.


    “We heard about your split with Krista,” Lisa said. “Can’t say that I’m surprised. She always was a ruthless one, but I don’t guess I need to tell you that, huh?”


    Julianne nudged her friend aside. “It’s a shame we never got together in high school,” she said, shifting in such a way as to brush against him. “I used to have such a crush on you. But maybe we can make up for lost time now.”


    Deacon’s vision swam with red. They had to have seen Hannah standing there. His arm, the same one Lisa had groped, was slung around her waist. And they would’ve known who she was, too, because Hannah had never been far from his side, even back in high school. His jaw ticked and his back teeth clenched, thinking of the many ways he could teach these women a few manners.


    But then Hannah…his sweet, beautiful, future bride…turned in his arms and shook her head. The calm to his storm. They locked eyes, and the first thing Deacon noticed was that there wasn’t even a hint of insecurity in her expression. For once, she seemed to know her worth.


    She believed he loved her. She wore his ring. That was enough for her.


    Sadly, it wasn’t completely enough for him.


    Smiling, Deacon slid his arms lower, settling them over the curve of his fiancée’s rear. He leaned down, nuzzling her nose, and said, “You two must not have been at the free throw championship yesterday.”


    Lisa, clearly the brazen one of the duo, coughed. “No,” she said, sounding a touch frazzled, “but I’m sure you won. No one was better than number eleven in high school. You remember, I used to cheer for all your games.”


    “Actually, I didn’t enter,” he told her. “I shot a few hoops, but I left the competition to the rest of the guys.” Trailing his gaze across Hannah’s pretty face, and down her slender throat to where her heartbeat fluttered, Deacon shook his head in amazement. “But I did win. Something a heck of a lot better than a trophy, too. I won this beautiful woman’s heart.”


    As Hannah’s smile grew, her eyes overflowing with love, Deacon bent his head and kissed her. Right there in the photo line, he staked his claim, letting Lisa and Julianne and anyone else who might’ve missed the memo know that he was very much taken.


    Deacon Latrell was off the market. Head over heels in love with Hannah Fisher, the stunning woman so many people looked over, but who shined brighter than anyone he’d ever known. He was hers, and she was his, and that made him the happiest man in Willow Creek.


    When he finally lifted his head, Hannah blinked in a daze. The women were long gone, the line had moved on without them, and neither one of them gave a blasted about it.


    “Want to get out of here?” she asked, the slide of her eyes from his mouth to his eyes like a physical touch on his skin. Deacon bit back a groan.


    “I thought you wanted pictures,” he told her, pulling her body against him so she felt what she did to him. They both moaned. “What about your mission?”


    “Mission shmission,” Hannah said with a silly grin. “I’ve already found my happy…” Pressing onto her toes, she whispered against his ear, “Now I’d like to make you happy. Very, very happy.”


    “Check please,” Deacon called out, raising his head to address the room as Hannah giggled into his chest.


    Keeping an arm around her back, he led her out of the gym and to Bill’s car, the sound of her tinkling laugh trailing behind them. By far, it was the best Harvest Moon Dance in history.


    [image: ]
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