
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    TRUE NOBILITY


    From the moment he knew he wanted to be a musician, Mason Maxwell decided he would go it on his own, even if his old man—Hollywood royalty—was famous enough to buy him his own record label. Mace’s career has taken off, and at twenty-two, with the backing of RiffRaff Records, he’s living the dream. But mid-tour he’s pulled back home, and there’s only one person who can keep the nightmare from swallowing him whole.


    Payton Adkins is everything he’s not—responsible, caring, an adult. He’s beyond grateful for her help, and she’s perfect, and beautiful, and special. But she’s always known love is out of the question for a man like Mace. Which means Payton won’t be his. Unless a spoiled prince who has redefined bad boy learns to become a real good man.
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  To my mom, thank you for encouraging me to write. All those kind words paid off. I have a spinoff series.
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  ROYALTY


  “Just remember this, my girl, when you look up in the sky,


  you can see the stars and still not see the light.”


  —“Already Gone” by The Eagles


  Chapter One


  Mason


  Before


  “Hey, bud, you awake?”


  I felt him in my room, but I sure as shit wasn’t ready to open my eyes. I’d had a long-ass night.


  “Hey? Can you hear me? Wake your punk-ass up.”


  Yeah, I could hear him. The music in my headphones had paused itself a few hours ago. Reluctantly, I opened one eye. I knew he wasn’t going anywhere until I acknowledged him.


  “I’m up.”


  “When did you get into town? And why are you sleeping with your Beats on?” He put his hands on his hips. “Are we going through another emo phase? Because I have to tell you, the first one was annoying as fuck.”


  I snorted out a laugh as I sat up in my bed. “No. I’m wearing my Beats because even through the headphones the sound of my incredibly hot stepmother screaming, Don’t stop. Fuck me harder, was giving me a chub.”


  My father made a face and looked down at my crotch. “You didn’t rub it out, did you?”


  I rolled my eyes. “No. I tried for a good ten minutes to remind my traitorous dick that it was my old man fucking her like that. But when that didn’t work I called a friend to come over.” I paused when my dad held out his fist for a bump. I obliged because he was right. I was a boss. “She couldn’t stay the night though, and I was terrified of a round three. Hence the Beats.”


  He nodded. “Which friend? Was she any good?”


  I shrugged. “She was okay. Got the job done. Definitely not the best I’ve ever had.”


  “There was a round three, but it was in the shower.” He winked.


  “Nice.” I put my headphones on my nightstand and stood, stretching my arms over my head. When I said “Nice” I really meant it. My stepmom was gorgeous, inside and out. I gave mad props to my dad for not only landing her, but for being a haus in the sack. If I could still make a girl scream like that twenty years from now, I’d consider myself lucky.


  “I thought you weren’t coming into town until tonight. Isn’t your gig at the pier tomorrow?” He plopped down on the armchair in the corner of my massive suite, and I picked up my old guitar and turned on the amp I’d bought the last time I was at home.


  “Yeah, but I have to leave the morning after. Since I haven’t seen you guys in a while I thought I’d come in early and surprise you.” I sent him an evil smile. “Good thing I didn’t bust into your bedroom and jump on your bed like I used to.”


  He chuckled. “I would have laughed my ass off. Katie would have had a heart attack.”


  Understatement coming: my dad and I have an interesting relationship. He’s a hella famous movie star, has been doing big-budget films since he was seventeen. That’s when he met my mom, and they boned in his trailer on a movie set, producing me. They were never together, not really.


  I grew up spending all of my time with my dad. We’re tight. Me and my mom? Not so much. She’s pretty self-absorbed and annoying as fuck. She doesn’t really want anything to do with me, unless it’s to talk to the press about how instrumental she was to my success as a musician. Which she wasn’t. At all.


  “Speaking of M Kat, where is she?” That was what I called my stepmom, M Kat. For Momma Kate.


  “Getting dressed.”


  M Kat was the light of both our lives. She and I had clicked instantly, which was not what I had expected when my dad told me he met someone. It had been just him and me for nearly fifteen years.


  At first I was afraid some gold-digging whore had gotten her claws into him. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. M Kat was an ER nurse who’d worked on my dad after he broke his leg doing one of his own stunts. She’s six years younger than him, and only eleven years older than me. She was the voice of reason around this place, and loved my dad so fully it made me blush sometimes.


  “Johnny?”


  He winked at me, in a watch this kind of way. “I’m in Mason’s room, baby. Come say hi.”


  I could imagine the wheels spinning in her head as she made her way across the house. “Mason? He’s home already? When, uh, when did he get in?”


  I couldn’t help but chuckle. She was going to turn three shades of red.


  “I came in last night.”


  She appeared in the doorway, came across the room, then threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tight. She put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me back so she could look at me. “Last night, huh?”


  I grinned. My dad cleared his throat. “Yeah, he heard you.”


  There it was. Red as a beet. “Oh, uh, Mace…I didn’t, we didn’t—”


  I held up my hands. “No worries.”


  “He had a friend come over and take care of the little problem your screams caused in his pants.” My dad loved to give M Kat a hard time. And the fact that she had a stepson who could be her younger brother? Gave us lots of ammo.


  “Little problem?” I shook my finger in his face. “No way, old man. It was a large and—”


  “You two are impossible.” M Kat let out a borderline irritated sigh. “Mason, I’m sorry for what you heard, we had no idea you were coming home last night. I’m sorry.” Turning on my dad, she scrunched her nose as she warned-asked, “And instead of fist bumping your twenty-year-old son, like I know you did, how about you being a parent and asking if he was careful? Used protection? Made her sign a nondisclosure agreement?”


  My dad and I started laughing. “Babe, you are so funny sometimes. The parenting ship sailed years ago with me and Mace.”


  I played a few chords on my guitar. “He’s right. That’s what we have you for.”


  She was a mom through and through. Even though she didn’t have any kids of her own, she was the only actual adult in this house. She and my dad had been married for four years now, but they’d been together for five.


  M Kat was the one who made sure I did my homework, and was who I called to let them know where I was and if I made it safely. She actually cooked for us and made us sit down at the table to eat together.


  She did all the things that neither of my bio parents ever bothered to try. Which was why I adored her. And missed her like crazy now that I was living up in New York.


  “And speaking of being careful. Are you two? Three rounds in one night? Am I going to end up being a big brother? Twenty years older than my little bro?” They looked at each other and smiled. That sappy ridiculous smile that made you want to vomit. “What? Wait. Are you—?”


  “I’m pregnant.” M Kat was beaming, her smile rivaling the sun. My dad stood and put his arms around her, letting his hands rest on her stomach.


  “Are you serious?” I stuttered.


  He nodded. “Twelve weeks today.”


  I started to smile, and was sure I looked as goofy as they did. “Oh my God, congrats, guys.” I put my arms around both of them. I was going to be a big brother. I was only kidding before. Never in a million years had I thought they wanted a baby. I knew it sounded stupid, but I was so damn happy. “Why didn’t you tell me? How are you feeling? Is it a boy?” I released them then sat back down on my bed.


  My dad went back to his chair and pulled M Kat down onto his lap as he said, “We wanted to wait until you were home so we could tell you in person.”


  She nodded. “Your dad wanted to call you right away, but I wanted you to be here, to be home. And it’s a girl, we just got the results in from our blood test yesterday.”


  My smile grew. “It’s a girl.” I was going to have a tiny little baby sister. My heart swelled, which was entirely unexpected. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life helping you protect her from assholes like me.”


  And an asshole I was. I wasn’t really what you could call a one-woman kind of man. I’d had starlets throwing themselves at me since I was thirteen.


  And let me tell you, I partook.


  A lot.


  My dad’s face turned serious. “She’s not allowed out of this house until she’s thirty.”


  “You two are going to be ridiculous. My poor daughter isn’t going to find a guy alive that you would approve of.” M Kat got to her feet. “Who’s hungry?”


  “Me.” My dad stood up and guided her out of my room with his hand on her ass. Horndog. “I’ll help.”


  I followed them out. “Since when does Dad help in the kitchen?” This I had to see.


  M Kat laughed. “He hinders more than he helps, but he’s learning.”


  I spent the rest of the day hanging out with my dad and M Kat. We ate brunch and then lay out by the pool.


  I missed the Texas heat. I knew that sounded insane, but I really did. New York had four seasons, which were beautiful, but I was used to two. Hot as hell and cold as fuck.


  Why Texas when my dad was a totally top A-lister? He wanted to raise me away from Hollywood, which was about the only parenting skill he got right. I grew up near South Padre Island on a badass, fully functioning ranch.


  Dad traveled a lot for work, and when he was on location somewhere cool, he’d bring me with. After seeing the biz from the inside, I never wanted to follow in his footsteps. Although I’d had plenty of offers to give it a shot, not to mention more than one modeling request.


  But that just wasn’t who I was. I picked up a guitar on the set of some rock and roll biopic when I was six, and I hadn’t put it down since.


  I used a made-up last name and threw myself into my music. I wanted to get to the top on my own, not for who my parents were. And after thirteen years of playing, I finally got my big break. I’d signed with RiffRaff Records, and they were the cream of the crop.


  It was just me, my guitar, and my amp. That’s how I played live. I worked with different lyricists, but all the tunes came from my brain.


  I was damn proud of where I was and of how I got there. I was a sexy twenty-year-old musician with money coming in and a trust fund the size of the thousand-acre ranch I grew up on.


  Life was good.


  Chapter Two


  Mason


  Before


  “You guys are still planning on coming to my show right?” I was dressed and about to head out the door. I’d been touring this year, mostly smaller venues. But this was the first time I was playing in my hometown as a headlining artist. I’d been to more concerts on the pier than I could count. And now I was the main attraction. Not to sound too sentimental, but it was surreal.


  “Of course we are. We wouldn’t miss it for the world.” M Kat was wearing short shorts and a tank top that showed lots of skin, with a pair of expensive-looking cowboy boots. She looked hot.


  “You’re going to get hit on all night, you know that right?” I pointed at her legs that were on full display.


  She lifted her tank. “You see this?” She rubbed her hand on her slightly protruding stomach. “This is your baby sister and she’s only going to get bigger. I’m going to wear what I want while I still can.”


  “I like this new little accessory of yours. I can’t wait until you’re huge, waddling and ready to pop.” My dad walked into the room and covered her hand with his, kissing her neck sweetly.


  I shook my head. “By huge, I’m sure he means beautifully pregnant with his child.”


  “Of course that’s what I meant. Is that not how it came out?” He winced and looked between the two of us.


  “I love having you home, Mace. You keep your father out of so much trouble.” M Kat stepped away from him and grabbed her purse off the entryway table. “Can we ride with you? I rather be backstage than in the crowd tonight.”


  They’d been to dozens upon dozens of my shows—before my big break and after. They were supportive as hell. My dad always had been, but until he met M Kat he was pretty much a workaholic and was gone a lot on location, so until he settled down his support was kind of long distance.


  “Of course, let’s rock and roll.” Playing in my hometown with both my parents watching side-stage. I couldn’t really think of a better way to spend my evening.


  ***


  The pier was packed and the crowd was singing along with every word. Nothing felt better than that. It was a high. Something I’d loved and craved for as long as I could remember. I looked over at my dad and M Kat and couldn’t help but laugh. My dad had his hands on her ass and his mouth at her ear. See? Horndog all the way. No wonder I was the way I was. Speaking of… I looked out into the crowd, searching for a girl to take home tonight. That was how I worked, every show, every time. I’d scan the crowd and someone would inevitably catch my eye. I’d then send someone to get her backstage and by the end of the night I’d take her home with me. Of course I’d send her packing with a smack on the ass in the morning. But for one night, it was just me and her. It was fun. And I’d never had any complaints because I was honest from the get-go, they knew the score before the clothes came off. No long term, no commitments, and no whining in the morning.


  “I have a favor to ask of you guys tonight.” I spoke into the microphone and the crowd got even rowdier. “My dad is here.” I waited for all the females in the audience to cream themselves before I continued. “With his beautiful wife.” I winked when some of them let out dramatically sad sighs. “He made me learn to play this next song the second he realized I’d far surpassed him in artistic talent. I was seven by the way.” I smiled a devilish grin that the girls always seemed to like. “So I’m going to play it for him right quick. It’s an old one, so don’t feel bad if you don’t know the words.”


  When I played the first couple of cords my dad started jumping up and down like some crazed fanboy, making me throw my head back and laugh.


  Hey kid, rock and roll


  Rock on, ooh, my soul


  I played my guitar like a champ, the chords to this song as familiar to me as the way the ranch smelled during the dead of winter. This was my dad’s favorite song and I loved playing it for him, even though I liked to give him a hard time about it. How it showed his age. He had his arms around M Kat and he was singing her all the words. If I didn’t want a repeat of last night, I needed to find a chick to take home. I searched the crowd, looking for the perfect short-term love affair. My specialty.


  My eyes landed on a gorgeous girl with long brown hair that was actually singing along. That hot-as-hell girl wearing a midriff tank and cutoff blue jean shorts knew this ancient song? Yep. That was the one for me. Well, the one for tonight anyway.


  Still looking for that blue jean, baby queen


  Prettiest girl I ever seen


  Well, it looked like I found her. And she was all mine.


  I called one of my roadies over and whispered the girl’s coordinates and description in his ear. He’d get her backstage, say she won something or whatever she needed to hear to feel good about it. And then after the show I’d work a little magic. Easy as pie. I finished up my set with another three songs of my own and then shouted good night to the crowd. I walked straight over to my parents and let them hug me. “Well, what did you two think?”


  “You know we loved it. You were great out there.” M Kat grabbed my face and placed a motherly kiss on my forehead.


  “Thanks for the song, punk.” My dad clapped me on the back. “And for announcing that your very old and less talented father was here tonight. It’s going to be chaos trying to sneak out.” He looked around backstage like he was already planning his exit.


  “I have tons of security and a no access backstage, we’ll be fine.” I slung my arm over his shoulder and pulled him close. “I just need to grab a little midnight snack and then we can get out of here. Feel me?”


  He laughed. “I think this is exactly the kind of behavior that Kate says I should discourage.” Then he shrugged. “But who am I to make you keep it in your pants, I never did.”


  I turned to go find my little blue jean baby and stopped short. There she was. Talking to M Kat like they were besties. Well, wasn’t that just convenient as fuck? “M Kat, are you going to introduce me to your friend?” The girl I’d picked out from the stage was even more beautiful up close. She had a tiny nose and pretty brown eyes. She had high cheekbones and a slender neck. She was like ballerina beautiful. Like she belonged in a sponsored story for Coachella.


  “Mason, this is Payton Adkins. Payton, this is my stepson, Mason.” M Kat looked between us, her eyes narrowed and suspicious. Yeah, she knew me well enough to see the excitement on my face. “Payton did a rotation in the ER a few months ago. She just graduated from nursing school.” M Kat still worked part time, even though she definitely didn’t need the money.


  A sexy nurse and the prettiest girl I’d ever seen? Could this night get any fucking better? “Payton, it’s nice to meet you.” I took her hand in mine and held it for just a smidge longer than necessary. Not long enough that it was creepy, but long enough for her to know I was interested. “We were about to head out and get something to eat, would you like to join us?”


  Payton smiled, but waved my words away. “Oh, uh, that’s really nice of you. But I don’t want to impose.” Her green eyes met mine and she bit at her lower lip. Fuck. I wanted this one bad. It was always the sweet, polite ones that I had the most fun with. It was like they were just waiting around for a reason to be bad.


  Insert M Kat, with enough manners to cover the whole family. “Don’t be silly. It’s so good to see you, please come with us.” M Kat looped her arm through Payton’s. “Besides, it’ll be nice to have another girl around. It’s usually just me and those two.” She jerked her thumb in our direction, leading Payton toward the exit.


  My dad and I followed.


  Discreetly, he held his fist out. And discreetly, I bumped it.


  Chapter Three


  Mason


  Before


  Once we were in the car and M Kat saw all the traffic leaving the pier to head toward town, she suggested that we just go to the ranch and eat there. Just like I knew she would. M Kat hated sitting in traffic, plus she really didn’t like Dad and me eating a lot of fast food. My dad’s driver brought the Tahoe tonight, so unfortunately Dad sat up front and M Kat and Payton sat in the captain’s chairs. Which left me lonely in the third row. I didn’t dare complain though. Payton was on her way to my house, and I hadn’t even had to lift a finger. Which was good because it turned out that Payton was really smart and not at all a groupie. She got the tickets to my show for free, from one of her friends. Apparently the girl had ditched her for some dude the second my show started.


  The women chatted and I listened to their hospital stories until we got to the ranch. Then, while M Kat cooked in the kitchen, we’d all sat around the island, talking and sharing a bottle of wine. I couldn’t tell if my dad was cock blocking me, or being a good wingman. He kept telling Payton stories about me as a kid. Embarrassing things I’d done or seen on the sets of his movies, and about other celebrities that adored me. Either way, he was making her laugh. And her laughter was one of the best sounds I’d ever heard.


  Once our late night dinner was ready, we all gathered around the dining room table. Payton wasn’t trying to talk to me, or get my attention. Which was a little different than what I was used to working with. But every now and then I’d look up and catch her staring. So she at least thought I was hot. Who wouldn’t?


  “Payton, did you grow up around here?” My dad wiped his mouth with a napkin and smiled at her warmly. I couldn’t help but laugh a little. My dad had banged chicks her age before he’d fallen for M Kat, and now he began to lay on the father small talk pretty thick.


  “I grew up in McAllen.” She took a sip of her water and I tried not to stare at her throat as it worked to swallow. She was really fucking sexy without even trying. “I went to Kingsville A&M and then came back this way to do my clinical for nursing school.”


  “She was the top of her class and the best nursing student we’ve ever had on rotation.” M Kat leaned back in her chair, resting her hands on her stomach. “It takes a special person to be able to deal with the chaos of the ER and Payton handled every shift with ease.”


  She shrugged, with a small smile. “I have three older brothers, I was pretty much raised in a constant state of chaos.”


  “Three older brothers? Wow.” My dad sent me a quick holy shit look. I knew exactly what it meant too. Be careful with her or her brothers might come kill you in your sleep.


  “My parents were both only children and decided they wanted a bigger family.” She laughed. “They went a little overboard if you ask me.”


  “I don’t know how your mom kept enough food in the house. Geez, these two put away more than a herd of cattle.” M Kat gestured over to us with her blonde head.


  “Speaking of, that fried chicken was delicious, babe. Thanks for cooking.” My dad placed a kiss on M Kat’s waiting lips and then headed toward the sink to do the dishes. Growing up my dad and I had round-the-clock, live-in help. Once he married M Kat, she insisted that we only needed the staff every few days or so. And now the spoiled man-child was cleaning the dirty dishes and putting them in the dishwasher. Would wonders never cease?


  Payton chimed in with a thank you, so I did too. “You are all very welcome.” M Kat yawned loudly. “Now if you will excuse me, I’m going to go pass the hell out. This baby growing business is exhausting.” She kissed me on my forehead and hugged Payton good-bye. “It was so good to see you again. You let Mace know when you’re ready to leave and he’ll call the driver.” Payton smiled and nodded. M Kat grabbed my dad’s hand. “The dishes can wait, come tuck me in.”


  Of course he got a wicked little glint in his eye. “Yes, ma’am.” He winked at me on his way out the door. “You kids should go out to the pool, all the lights are off and you should be able to see about a million stars.”


  Nice setup, Dad. Once they were both out of earshot I turned to Payton. “You game? It really is amazing out there.”


  “Okay, sure.” I wanted to raise my fist in triumph, but I didn’t, because I was a rock star. “We’ll be able to know when the driver is here, right?”


  Ego only slightly deflated. “Sure thing.” I pulled out my phone and pretended to text the driver. I’m not an asshole when it came to taking what wasn’t offered or anything, I just thought she was being a little hasty with her departure. I would give it ten minutes under the stars and if she still seemed like she wanted to leave, then I’d text him for real. No harm, no foul.


  I undid the sliding doors, which disappeared into the wall, opening the dining room and the back patio into one giant room. My pops was right, with none of the pool lights on, the stars looked incredible. I led Payton over to a longue chair and sat her down, throwing my leg over the other side and sitting behind her. Bold move, I know.


  “Uh, there are about ten other longue chairs out here.” She was stiff in her seat, her beautiful hair blowing in the night breeze.


  “True, true.” I put my hands on her shoulders and brought her back against my chest. “But this is the most comfortable way to look at the stars. Trust me.”


  “Does that line usually work for you?”


  I couldn’t help but grin. “I’ve never tried it before. You’re the first girl I’ve ever brought out here like this. So, you tell me.”


  “Nope.”


  This chick wasn’t going to make it easy for me. I got up and pulled another chair over to her as close as I could. It basically made a giant bed. I sat down, my arm against hers. “Better?”


  She took a deep breath and then let it out. “You smell really good.”


  “I always smell good. It’s a curse.”


  I smiled as she tilted her head back some, looking up. “It’s so pretty. I’ve never seen the stars like this. Did you grow up here?”


  “Yeah, we’ve lived on the ranch ever since I was two. My dad bought it after his second big movie.”


  “You and your dad seem really close. You actually remind me of two of my brothers, Poe and Parker. They are about three years apart. Parker is the oldest and then it’s Poe and Paxton.”


  “My dad is for sure more of an older brother than he is a father. He was only seventeen when I came along.” I never faulted him for it, mainly because I had no reason to. I’d always felt loved and safe and happy. Maybe he let me go and do as I pleased a little too often, maybe I didn’t have a curfew or a bedtime, but I had a great childhood and he was always my biggest fan. “He tries and things have changed a lot since M Kat came into our lives.” I reached over and ran my fingers through her silky brown locks.


  “What are you doing?” She straightened slightly at my touch.


  This one was touchy, one wrong move and I knew she’d bolt. “Your hair looked really soft, I couldn’t help myself. I’ll stop if you want me to.”


  “Stop.”


  I stilled my hand and rested it back at my side. “Okay, sorry.” I told her I’d stop, so I had. Not because I wanted to, but because I wanted to earn her trust. I was kind of a prick, but I could come across like a prince when necessary. I pointed up at the stars. “I live in New York now and it’s been months since I’ve seen the night sky like this. I’ve missed it.”


  “Kate talked about you all the time. She would show us YouTube videos and articles about your music. She’s really proud of you.” She laughed. “All the girls would beg her to introduce them. They all wanted a piece of Mason Maxwell.”


  Here was my opening. “What about you? Were you one of those girls?” I poked her in the ribs, trying to tickle her. She elbowed me in the stomach, causing me to huff out a breath. Damn. She was strong.


  Payton laughed again. “No. Sorry, rock star, but you aren’t my type.”


  “I’m everyone’s type, sweetheart.” Short-term anyway.


  “Cocky attitude with practiced lines? Not really what I’m looking for in a guy.”


  Who was? But here was what she’d yet to figure out; I wasn’t her guy. I wasn’t anyone’s. I was a good time and a fun story to tell your friends. When it came to hot one-night stands, I was what you wanted, what you needed, and everything you craved. “I’m not asking you to marry me, sweetheart.” I wouldn’t do that until I was way older, like my dad.


  She sat up and turned to face me, sitting cross-legged. “What are you asking me, Mason? The backstage summons, the chair, the stars. What are you trying to get?”


  Fuck she was hot. Her brown eyes were so dark they almost appeared black, her hair so brown it was the color of chocolate. Her skin was lightly tanned from the sun and her lips made me lose my train of thought. “I’m asking for one night. That’s all.”


  “You’re asking me to be your one-night stand? Are you serious right now?” She came across indignant, like she couldn’t believe my audacity. But see, I knew how to read between the lines. It was a skill I’d honed to perfection. Her pupils had dilated at my offer, and her nipples had gotten hard under her thin tank top. She had goose bumps on her arms, and although there was a breeze, it wasn’t cold out here. If she was pissed, she would have stood up. But she stayed rooted in place, her leg pressed against mine. She may hate the fact that she wanted me, but she did want me.


  “Give me three minutes and if you still want to leave, I’ll walk you to the door and I’ll never bother you again.” I held my left hand up and put my right over my heart. “Hand to God.”


  She pursed her lips and narrowed her gorgeous eyes. For a brief second I thought I’d read her all wrong and pushed too far. But then she grabbed my phone and set the timer for three minutes. She shrugged. “Go.”


  Some girls wanted a full-fledged attack, they wanted to be manhandled, they wanted to be so consumed by me, they couldn’t possibly think about leaving. Those were the ones that I would pick up and haul against me, devouring them without letting up when the three minutes were over. But not this girl. No way. If I did that she’d leave without a backward glance.


  Softly, I put my hands on her face, gently bringing our lips together. I kissed her sweet and slow, lazy. I waited for her to open before I invaded her mouth with my tongue. I waited for her to let out a soft little moan before I snaked one hand around her waist and pulled her closer. I moved my other hand into her hair, holding her firmly, but not aggressively, against me.


  And right before the timer went off I moved my lips to her ear and whispered, “You taste so fucking good, Payton.” I kissed that spot just under her earlobe, trailed my lips down her neck, then backed away as my phone started to ding.


  I held her gaze, pretending like I was searching for her answer. Begging for it. When in reality, I knew I already had her. She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “One night?”


  “One night with a rock star. And I’ll make it count, I promise.” Her eyes stayed on mine, like they were searching for something.


  “Okay.”


  I gave myself a mental fist bump and then grabbed her around the waist. I stood and she wrapped her sexy legs around me. “Where do you want to start, sweetheart? It’s your choice.”


  “Start? Is there already a location in which we will finish?” She raised an eyebrow, challenging me.


  “My bed. It’s one o’clock in the morning and very soon, you’re going to be very tired.” I winked.


  “Oh yeah?” She was going to dare me until the second she walked out the door. And I would fucking love every second of it. “What are my options?”


  “Hmmm. The pool? The stables? The media room? That one can be with or without porn on the big screen, ladies choice. Let’s see, my bedroom? We could just do a marathon in there. The shower?” Before I could say anything else the warm wind picked up and it started to sprinkle. We looked at each other and grinned. “The pool? In the rain?”


  “Sounds like the perfect place to start.”


  The universe was on my side tonight, that was more than apparent. A hot as hell girl who knew all the words to my dad’s favorite song? Who happened to be close to M Kat? I mean getting her here was a breeze. Now we got to fuck in the pool, in the rain, a la Perfect Catch? The Gods loved the shit out of me. There wasn’t even a chance of rain in the forecast.


  I sat her down and crossed my arms over my chest. “Strip.”


  The rain was picking up and our clothes were getting soaked, but she shook her head. “You first, rock star.”


  It took me all of ten seconds to rid myself of my clothes. I was standing before her buck ass naked with my hard-on at attention between us. I gestured to her. “Your turn, sweetheart.”


  She peeled off her sopping wet shirt and tossed it to the ground, then shimmied out of her cutoffs. When she was in just her black bra and matching thong, she turned and dove into the pool so gracefully she looked like a mermaid. I jumped in after her, not nearly as smooth. When I came up she was on the other side of the pool, her lingerie floating beside her. If I weren’t in a pool during a downpour, my mouth would have gone dry. She was so damn beautiful. She was like M Kat kind of beautiful.


  Payton was sexy as hell, but so much about her radiated from within. From the person she was. I’d been with enough pretty but shallow chicks to know the difference. I swam over to her and she wrapped her long legs around my waist. “Condom? Or did you leave it all the way over there in your pants?”


  I gasped in mock outrage. “What kind of man do you think I am?” I smiled and held up the blue foil packet I’d palmed before jumping in after her. I backed her up against the mosaic tiled wall and captured her mouth with mine. The rain was coming down harder so I sank farther into the pool’s warm water, leaving only our necks and heads above the surface. I kept up the slow and lazy pace that I’d used earlier, I didn’t want to rush things. I didn’t want her to change her mind. I let my hands roam over her body and I—


  “Fuck me.”


  I pulled back, my eyes wide. “What?”


  She cocked her head to the side. “I said yes to one night with a rock star, Mason. I don’t need you to treat me like I’m made of glass. Now, fuck me, or I’m going home.”


  The grin that overtook my face was so big it was almost painful. “You are a dream come true.” I fused my mouth to hers, taking without permission. I used one hand to put on the condom, which wasn’t easy underwater. Then surged inside her without warning, causing her to cry out into the night. “Yes. Mace. Just like that.”


  She wanted to get fucked, I’d fuck her. I set a relentless pace, making waves in the pool. She put her hands up on the ledge, keeping her legs locked around my waist. “Good girl.” I dipped down, sucking on her shoulder, nipping at her collarbone. She was so tight around me, so fucking flawless. I kept one hand in a punishing grip on her hip and used my other to tease her clit.


  “Don’t. Stop.” Her head was thrown back, half her body out of the water, and her mouth was open, rain was running down her face. Dripping off her perfect jawline. I took her nipple in my mouth, sucking all the water off her skin, biting down slightly. “Oh god, Mace.” Hearing her moan my name as she came made me lose it. Nothing was better than that. I pulled all the way out, and then buried myself to the hilt, coming harder than I had in a long time.


  Chapter Four


  Mason


  Before


  “Well, you didn’t disappoint.” Payton was lying naked in my arms in my king-sized bed, her luscious body surrounded by my royal blue bedding. The moonlight was streaming in through my window, and I was trying really hard not to be bummed that I was leaving tomorrow.


  “Did you think I would?” I kissed the top of her head and let my other hand caress her bare rib cage. I may be into one-night stands, but I liked to cuddle. I was a player with a heart of gold. “I promised I’d make it count.” Over the past two hours Payton had kind of wormed her way into my heart. I wasn’t in love or anything, but I liked her. None of my lines worked on her. She called me out every single time. It was different than what I was used to. Refreshing and fun.


  “I actually did. I thought you would be all talk and subpar action.”


  I scoffed. “Well, I thought you would be all meek and naïve.” I didn’t, not really. But I had to counter with something.


  She let out an amused sigh. “I have three older brothers, Mason. If I didn’t have a backbone I’d still be locked in my room sporting pigtails and a Rainbow Brite sweatshirt.” Her statement made me think back to yesterday when M Kat told me she was pregnant. I’d for sure try and lock up my little sister and throw away the key, especially if she looked like Payton. Gorgeous fresh face with a body made for sin? Irresistible to scoundrels like me. “Where are you headed next?”


  Payton was sexy and she was a wildcat in bed (and the pool and the shower), and she was smart and driven. She was the whole package and she was going to make some guy the luckiest man alive one day. “Seattle. Then San Diego, then Baja. Baja should be a blast. I’ve always loved it down there.”


  She rested her chin on my chest. “Do you surf?”


  “Yeah. I learned when I was a kid. My dad shot a film in Baja. We were there for four whole months. It was amazing.” I put one hand behind my head. “What about you? What do you do when you leave here tomorrow?”


  “I graduated last week and I start my new job on Tuesday. Not nearly as exciting as traveling through North America singing and surfing my days away.” She laid her head back down and started tracing the tattoos on my pec, music notes from the first song I’d ever written. “But I’m excited to actually start my career. School was grueling. I’m ready to put it all to use.”


  It was three o’clock in the morning and I knew the sun would be coming up soon, but I wasn’t ready to let her go. I liked the sound of her voice. It was soft and it almost put me in a trance. Put me at ease. “What made you want to be a nurse?”


  “My family is full of nurses and doctors and surgeons and paramedics. It’s just kind of what we do. It’s in my blood.” She kissed my chest and my dick began to grow hard again. This would be a record, even for me. She looked down when she felt me against her thigh. “Really?”


  I shrugged. “What can I say? You make my dick happy.” I winked and she laughed as she climbed on top of me.


  “Condom.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” She’d yet to let me forget. That also wasn’t something I was used to. A girl not trying to get me to knock her up. I grabbed yet another one from my nightstand and slid it on.


  She sank down on my cock and started a slow tantalizing grind. I looked across the room, watching her ride me in the reflection of my mirror and the glow of the moonlight. My hair was messy, sticking up everywhere from her constantly running her fingers through it. My jaw was set since I was trying like hell to hang on. She felt so fucking amazing on top of me. I ran my hands up her slender back, watching my forearms as they flexed. We would make one hell of a Tumblr GIF.


  Fuck, Payton turned me on. I ran my hands up her thighs, gripping her ass. “Ride me harder, baby.” Her skin broke out in goose bumps as she did what I asked. This was one girl who I would actually miss tomorrow. If I were a different guy, with a different life, I wouldn’t let this one go.


  ***


  I woke up when I felt Payton climb out of my bed. The sun was coming through the blinds, but it was still early. She was fumbling around looking for her clothes. “Hey, come back to bed.” I patted the mattress next to me. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t ready to kick a girl out. I wanted to spend the morning with her, have breakfast. Have more sex.


  “I can’t. I need to go.” She didn’t meet my eyes, just kept looking for her shoes.


  “Stay, we’ll grab something to eat. My flight doesn’t leave until this afternoon.” I was sitting up now, my sheets pooled around my naked waist.


  “I can’t.” She pulled her shirt over her head and stepped into her boots. “Uh, thanks for last night though. I had fun.”


  Of course she had fun. I was a fucking stud. “You’re really just going to leave? When I’m asking you to stay?” Did she have any idea how many chicks would have jumped at the chance to stay a little longer? How many girls basically begged me to let them stay for breakfast? And she was all but racing to get out of here.


  “Yeah, I, uh, I have plans and I really need to get home.” She piled her hair on the top of her head and finally looked at me. “My cab should be here any second.”


  She’d planned on sneaking out of here, and that thought alone made me say my next words. “I’d love to see you again.”


  Payton raised an eyebrow, a smirk on her face. “I thought it was one night with a rock star? Not a night, breakfast, and a second date.”


  Had she just used me? Had she really only wanted one night? I doubted she was one of those chicks that would bang someone famous just to prove she had. No. I was guessing her aloofness had more to do with protecting herself than anything else. Which meant she was smart. Smarter than any of the other chicks I’d ever slept with.


  “I said I’d love to see you again, not that I’d be able to.” I waited, watching her reaction. She didn’t so much as blink. “I’m traveling nonstop for the next year and a half.” I grabbed my phone from the nightstand. “But, maybe we can keep in touch?”


  She stared at my cell for a good thirty seconds before she grabbed it and entered her contact information. “Yeah, sure.”


  When she handed it back I took her hand and pulled her to me. She had to put one knee on the bed to keep from falling over. “I think you’re the coolest chick I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, Payton Adkins.” I met her halfway and kissed her perfect lips one more time. “Talk soon?”


  “Sure.”


  And with that, she was gone. I rarely asked for girls’ numbers. Like almost never. But there was something about Payton. Something that drew me to her, something that made me want more. I didn’t want her to feel like a cheap one-night stand, because it turned out I didn’t see her that way.


  About an hour later I finally decided to get my lazy butt out of bed. And the first thing I did? Text Payton. I wasn’t in love. That wasn’t for guys like me. I wanted to be a bachelor until I was old, then I’d find some hot young piece and start popping out kids. It was a good plan, a fool-proof plan that promised years of fun in my future. But, that being said, I did like Payton. And I didn’t want her to think I’d asked for her number, never to use it.


  Me: You get home okay?


  I sat my phone down and headed into my bathroom, brushing my teeth while staring at the shower where we’d screwed against the tile.


  “Put your hands on the wall Payton.” I waited until she did what I told her, then I used my foot to kick her legs farther apart. “You ready, baby?” I grabbed a handful of her wet hair as I slammed inside her tight body. My head fell back and my knees threatened to buckle. No one had ever felt that good wrapped around my cock.


  I was getting a hard-on just from the memories alone. I didn’t rush to my nightstand when I heard my phone ding. And I most certainly didn’t stub my toe in the process.


  Payton: I did, thanks for checking. Very un–rock star of you, friend.


  I couldn’t help but smile at her response.


  Me: Well, what can I say? Of late, I have been raised to be a gentleman.


  That was the truth. M Kat demanded no less from me, and I loved her for it. She was an amazing mom and my baby sister was going to be the luckiest kid in the world.


  Payton: Tell Kate I said thank you.


  Before I could type out a response my phone started to ding again.


  Payton: Wait. No. Don’t tell Kate anything about last night, or this morning. I don’t want her to think I’m a one-night stand kind of girl.


  I chuckled.


  Me: She won’t think that, because I don’t think that.


  Payton: You don’t think that? You offered me a one-night stand and I accepted. I did the walk of shame. It’s official.


  Me: If you were just a one-night stand, I wouldn’t have asked for your number. And I certainly wouldn’t have checked on you. I lied before. I’m an asshole. Don’t tell M Kat.


  Payton: Your secret is safe with me.


  I wasn’t lying. I really was a bit of an asshole. Which was evident by the fact that I forced myself to put my phone away. She’d texted last, which meant the ball was in my court and that was where I wanted it to stay.


  Chapter Five


  Mason


  Before


  “Morning, sleepyhead.” I walked into the dining room where my dad and M Kat were sitting, each with their iPads in front of them. After I’d gotten done texting Payton, I dressed and repacked my bags. I hated having to leave already, but screaming fans and groupies waited for no man.


  “Morning.” I sat down next to my dad and across from M Kat. I grabbed a bagel off the platter in the middle of the table and M Kat poured me a cup of coffee. I grinned because we looked like a Norman Rockwell painting and I loved it. I’d never had this before M Kat came along, and I’d never take one second of it for granted.


  My dad cleared his throat. “Please tell me you took advantage of the pool during that rain shower last night.”


  M Kat sighed, her shoulders slumping dramatically and I chuckled. “You know I did.”


  He hit the table with his palm. “Damn, I am so jealous. Do you know how often that happens around here? Rain without lightning? The universe loved you last night, punk.”


  “You have no idea.” I took a large bite of my bagel and wagged my eyebrows a few times, shooting my dad a wicked smile.


  “Yeah?”


  “Oh yeah. That chick was the perfect package of sexy and sweet. I felt like I was being bested by a Catholic school girl.” I swallowed my bagel and then took a sip of coffee. “We went five rounds in like three hours, man.”


  My dad nodded in approval. “Five? Good for you, punk.”


  “You know she’s someone’s little girl, right?” M Kat cocked her head to the side and placed her hand on her tiny baby bump. “Payton is someone’s daughter, someone’s baby sister. How would you two feel if twenty years from now someone was sitting at their dining room table talking like this about your sister? Your daughter?”


  Well that shut us both the hell up. I looked down at my plate like a scolded child and my dad choked on his yogurt. I winced and glanced over at the only mother I’d ever really known. “Sorry, M Kat.”


  “Me too, baby. You’re right.” My dad reached for her hand and then pulled her onto his lap. “Mace and I are so used to talking freely like this, but it’s not right and we need to stop. There is going to be a beautiful little girl with impressionable ears walking around soon.” He kissed her neck. “And I would kill anyone who talked about her that way. Kill them dead.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I kind of want to punch a hole in the wall just thinking about someone talking that way about my sister. We’re assholes.”


  “Very true. But your mine and I love you anyway.” M Kat climbed off my dad’s lap and then ruffled my hair on the way to the kitchen. “Make sure you shock the pool before you leave.”


  I made a face. “We have a pool guy.”


  “Yes, we do. But he isn’t the one who fucked a girl in it last night, now is he?” Before I could get out another protest she added, “And take the sheets off your bed.”


  I looked over at my dad. “She’s the best thing that could have ever happened to both of us.”


  He winked and then followed her into the kitchen. “Here, baby, let me finish up those dishes for you.”


  Chapter Six


  Mason


  Before


  “Hey, old man, how’s it hanging?” I cradled my phone between my ear and my shoulder as I pulled on a pair of tight, black jeans.


  “Thick and hard, punk. Thick and hard.”


  I snorted and put my cell on speaker, setting it on the bathroom counter while I started to fix my hair. “How is M Kat? She feeling okay?” She was six months along now and my dad sent me pictures and recordings of the baby’s heartbeat pretty much daily.


  “She’s great. She’s here, say hi.”


  “Hi, M Kat. Dad treating you well? You need me to come kick his ass for you?” I knew my dad was treating her like a queen. He worshipped that woman, and ever since she’d gotten pregnant, he hadn’t left her side, ready to hop up to fulfill her every want and desire.


  “He’s been wonderful.” She laughed quietly at something my father said that was too quiet for me to hear. It was probably about sex, because, horndog. “We were calling to ask you an important question.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s up?” I used my fingertips to tussle my hair, making it look just had sex messy. Chicks dug it.


  “We were hoping you’d agree to be in the room with us when the baby is born? You’re her brother and her godfather, and we just really want you to be there for everything. Starting from day one.” M Kat paused, she must have known I’d need a minute to let all that sink in.


  They wanted me in the delivery room? Wow. That was intense. “Uh, yeah, of course. Whatever you guys want, I’ll be there.” I made a cringy face just thinking about having to witness the miracle of birth.


  My dad laughed. “You’re making a face and trying not to gag right now, aren’t you?”


  “What? No.” I let the shiver run down my spine and gave myself a mental headshake. “I’m honored.”


  “You don’t have to watch, punk. We just want you to be in there, to hear her first cries.”


  Well that was sweet as fuck. Especially coming from my dad. You’d think I’d be jealous that my baby sister would get to have him as a real father and not as an older brother type. But I wasn’t. Not at all. I was so damn happy for her, so ready to see him with her. “I’ll be there. I promise.”


  “Have you talked to Payton lately?” M Kat chimed in again.


  I wrinkled my nose, looking at my reflection in the mirror. I should have never told them that I’d been staying in contact with Payton. Not a phone call went by without M Kat asking about her. I sighed. “I talked to her a few days ago. But things have been crazy around here. She’s usually asleep by the time I can break away and she’s at work when I have free time.”


  “I’ve had lunch with her a couple times over the last few weeks. She’s really thriving at the hospital. They love her. Hey, maybe you’ll get to see her when you come for the birth of the baby?” M Kat sounded super hopeful. Like she wanted to secure Payton as her future daughter-in-law.


  I had news for her. It wasn’t going to happen. As much as I liked Payton, husband with two kids and a dog wasn’t me. Not yet anyway, and I’d never expect nor ask someone to wait for me. “Yeah, maybe.”


  Luckily she let it go. “Talk to you later, Mace. Have fun tonight, love you.”


  “Love you too, M Kat.” And I did. I really did.


  “All right, punk, go make the ladies scream your name.”


  I chuckled. “You know it.”


  After we hung up, I finished getting dressed and then headed out of my hotel room. There would be a car waiting downstairs to take me to the stadium. I was in Portland, Oregon, for the next twenty-four hours and then it was off to Colorado. That gig I was pumped for. Smoke a little smoke, drink a little drink…find a hot random chick. That’s a good night right there.


  ***


  Two o’clock in the morning and I was alone in my room. There had been a girl, but she’d pretty much lost her shit when I told her one night was all that was on the table. Usually chicks were fine with it. This one? Wasn’t. I’d had to call security, and when they hauled her away her skirt had ridden up and showed the tattoo of my face on her thigh. People were fucking crazy.


  I picked up my phone and shot Payton a text. Sometimes I’d catch her when she was still awake, when she was on call at the hospital.


  Me: You awake, you sexy little nurse, you?


  I took a small sip from the glass of whiskey that was sitting on my nightstand. No banging? Might as well have myself a little cocktail and chat with one of my favorite people.


  Payton: I’m awake. And not feeling very sexy at all. A preemie pooped on me three hours ago and I just now got to take off that scrub top.


  Me: So, what you’re sayin’ is, you’re naked.


  Payton: No.


  Me: Can you just say yes? Just pretend that you are? Hold on, let my close my eyes. I think I can still conjure a pretty good image of you in the pool.


  Payton: Stop it.


  Me: In the shower.


  Payton: Don’t do it.


  Me: My bed.


  Payton: Why am I the only one-night stand that has continued for ninety odd nights?


  I laughed at her response and then hit her name in my favorites list.


  “You’re not like other girls, are you?” I spoke as soon as she picked up, smiling through my words.


  “What makes you say that?” She sounded like she was lying down. You could always tell that in a girl’s voice. She was probably in the on-call room on a crappy mattress with rough sheets.


  “We hook up, you leave even though I ask you to stay. And now, you act like being my friend is a chore, not a privilege. There is no jealousy. Are you immune to the Maxwell charm? That can’t be possible.”


  “We hooked up. I agreed to one night, and you gave it to me—”


  “Five times.”


  “Yes, Mason. Five times.” I knew her eyes were probably rolling. “I like being your friend, way much. But no, you’ll never see me bowing at your feet or begging you to sign my bra. As far as the jealousy? What would be the point?”


  “You’re a special girl, Payton.” She didn’t take my shit, and she didn’t give me any either. Some guy was going to win the lottery with that girl.


  “Yeah, well, you’re pretty all right yourself.” She sighed. “Speaking of, why are you alone tonight, friend?”


  “Oh man, wait until you hear this story.”


  I went into detail about the chick that had to be dragged out of my room, and about her creepy tattoo. I told her about talking to M Kat and my dad earlier and how they asked me to be in the delivery room. We talked about her brothers, particularly the one who couldn’t stay faithful. She bashed him and I dubbed him my hero.


  By the time we hung up she was falling asleep and my glass had long been empty. I put my hands behind my head and stared at the ceiling. I enjoyed talking to Payton. And even though it’d been months, I could still remember how much I’d enjoyed fucking her too.


  One day, too soon, she was going to find a boyfriend who wouldn’t tolerate our middle of the night phone calls. And that day would suck a little.


  Chapter Seven


  Mason


  Before


  “Dad? Holy shit what are you doing here?” I crossed the backstage area and threw my arms around my old man. I hadn’t seen him in five months. M Kat was eight months along and I was shocked he had left her home alone.


  “Well, Kate convinced me that I needed to come see one more show before our little girl was born. Said we wouldn’t get a chance to be alone like this for a while.” He shrugged. “So here I am.”


  I kept my arm around his shoulders as I steered him toward the exit, a gaggle of security following our every move. “I’m so glad you came.” I winced. “Sorry it’s to be in such a boring city in the middle of nowhere though. I’m afraid there isn’t much to do here, believe me, I checked.”


  He laughed and squeezed me tighter, making the air whoosh out of my lungs. “I’m flying home first thing in the morning. I was afraid to leave Kate for too long. So how about a few drinks at the hotel bar?”


  I nodded, climbing into the waiting Tahoe parked right outside the back entrance. “Sound’s perfect.”


  ***


  We were each about three drinks in, laughing and falling all over the bar in the tiny little hotel lobby. The gig I’d had tonight was mainly for charity, and the accommodations weren’t the best. But having my dad here was so fucking fantastic. I’d missed him over the last few months and I knew M Kat was right. After the baby was born, he wouldn’t be able to jet off to meet me like this. I wouldn’t want him to. My baby sister deserved the best, and I’d make sure he was nothing less when it came to her.


  “Hey, old man, your phone is blowing up.” I pointed to my dad’s cell with the whiskey glass in my hand. I smiled when he smiled, seeing M Kat’s face on his screen.


  “Hey, baby. How are you doing? Everything okay?”


  “Everything is great, Johnny.” M Kat laughed a little. “In fact, I’m here having some dessert with Payton.”


  I rolled my eyes and let my head fall to the bar top. Here we go again. M Kat was constantly trying to push us together. Hell. Not just push. Smash. She was trying to smash us together. “Hey, ladies.”


  “Hey, friend.”


  “Would you please stop being such a creeper? Stalking my mom is a little much, Payton.” I grinned, waiting for her response.


  “Says the rock star that calls me every time he feels lonely. Geez, talk about a creeper.”


  “Yeah, yeah. You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself if you didn’t hear from me every few days.”


  She snorted. “We both know you’re the one who sits and stares at your phone, silently pleading with it to ring.”


  I threw my head back, letting out a snarky laugh. “You caught me. I have no screaming fans, no adoring public, no job to do, nothing other than waiting to be your callboy.”


  She giggled and I tried not to love the sound. “Callboy? I’m pretty sure you just referred to yourself as a prostitute.”


  My dad put his face closer to the phone. “If the shoe fits. Am I right?” He started cracking up at his own joke and I knew both Payton and M Kat were joining him.


  I knocked him lightly with my shoulder. “Whose side are you on, old man?”


  “The pretty ladies. Always the pretty ladies.” He took his phone from me. “Kate, I’ll call you before I go to bed.”


  “Okay, love you.”


  “Love you more, baby.” My dad’s voice took on this softer tone when he was telling M Kat he loved her. Like his words were reverent and special.


  He ended the call and then turned to me, his eyebrows raised. “What was that?”


  I finished off my third drink, crunching on the ice. “What was what?”


  “You just flirted with Payton over the phone. You like her.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Of course I like her, she’s a cool chick. We banged, had a good time, and now we’re friends.”


  He turned more toward me, his hands on his hips. “You bang a lot of chicks, and I’m sure a bunch of them are cool. But I’ve never heard you even speak to a girl on the phone. It was text or nothing. And you two sound like you talk all the time.”


  I held my hands up, like I was warning him off. “It’s no big deal, okay? Payton and I are just friends. I’m not ready to settle down. I’m not ready for kids and a wife and a stationary life. I’m young. I want to live. I want to perform and fuck and drink and dance. And Payton? Payton is the girl you marry, you know? Timing just wasn’t on our side.”


  “So you’ll stay friends for a while. Have some fun, and then settle down with your dream girl. I’m sure she’s not quite ready yet either.”


  I scoffed. “Please, by the time I’m ready to be a father, Payton will have a husband, three kids, and goldendoodle.”


  He shrugged, pursing his lips. “You never know what the future might bring, punk.”


  Chapter Eight


  Mason


  After


  It was the phone call I never expected. The one thing I could never in a million years have predicted, anticipated, or prepared for. But that thirty-second phone call changed my life forever.


  I walked into the hospital, frantic and out of breath. It’d taken me four hours to get home. I had to book and catch a flight from Dallas, which was where I was supposed to be onstage. Right this very second. I was supposed to be hearing fans scream my name, not doctors getting paged over an intercom. I knew from the phone call that I needed to head to the NICU. That was where my baby sister was, the neonatal intensive care unit. And she was there alone.


  Because my dad and M Kat had died in car accident.


  I’d talked to them this morning. It was their anniversary. They’d gone to dinner together. I’d called ahead to their favorite restaurant and paid for their meal. I ordered my dad’s favorite wine and made sure that M Kat got one of every dessert on the menu. It had been the last meal they’d ever had.


  My whole body was shaking. I couldn’t even wrap my mind around it. “Excuse me. I need to get to the NICU.”


  The nurse at the station looked up from her computer, and her eyes narrowed when she took in my appearance. I hadn’t change. When the phone call from hell came through, I was in my dressing room. I’d just finished a sound check, which meant I was wearing ripped jeans and a ratty old concert tee, and my hair was a wild mess.


  “Hello? The NICU?” I slammed my hand on the counter. I wasn’t sure why I was acting this way, angry. I didn’t feel angry. I felt scared and alone and shocked and heartbroken, but not angry. Not yet.


  She pointed behind me. “Fifth floor.”


  I sprinted to the elevator and hit the call button twenty times in a row, like that would make the damn car come any faster. I needed to get upstairs. I needed to get to my little sister. She was all alone in this world.


  When the doors to the elevator closed I lost it for a second. For the first time since I’d learned that my father and the woman I’d considered my mother were gone, I was by myself. There were no assistants or managers, no fellow passengers or cab drivers. There was just me, in this tiny cold space with two more floors to go until I met my sister. I let a few tears escape, quickly wiping them away when I heard the ding letting me know I had arrived at the fifth floor. Letting me know it was time.


  Another floor full of busy people, another desk, another nurse. “I’m looking for my sister, I was told she was here.”


  “Name?”


  My blood ran cold. She didn’t have a name. She’d never met her parents. They’d never had the chance to pick one out. And now they never would. “I, uh, I don’t know her name.” My voice sounded shaky.


  The nurse looked up, eyebrow raised. “Last name? Do you know her last name, son?”


  “Cadence.” M Kat had taken my father’s last name when they’d gotten married. I assumed that would be the baby’s last name was as well.


  She looked at a computer screen, then pointed to the left as she said, “Go down this hallway and hang a right. Then it’s the first door on your left. I’ll let them know you are on your way.” I turned away, but stopped when she added, “I’m so sorry about your parents.”


  Word traveled fast. I’d kept my phone turned off after I booked my flight. I knew I’d have a bunch messages waiting for me. My agent, my father’s agent. I was sure his sudden death was all over the news. Social media. I was sure the whole world was mourning him. Saying what a shame it was, how the good ones always died too soon.


  I’d get a million emails, a trillion interview requests. They’d want me to make a statement and plan his funeral. Plan both their funerals.


  M Kat didn’t have any family. She was an only child and I’d never once heard her talk about her parents. It was going to be the four of us. And now, we were back down to two.


  I pushed open the heavy metal door. “I’m Mason Max…I’m Mason Cadence. I’m looking for my little sister.”


  The whole room went silent and still. So they all knew. They all knew that my father and M Kat were gone, and that my tiny preemie of a baby sister was an orphan. Someone came up and put their hand on my back. “She’s right over here, Mason.”


  I whirled around at the sound of that sweet voice. “Payton?” I knew tears were streaming down my face now, but I didn’t care. I was just so damn glad that she was here. “Fuck. I don’t know…I can’t…” I buried my head into her neck, letting her wrap her arms around me. It felt so good to be held by her. To know I wasn’t alone. That the baby hadn’t been alone.


  Eventually she pulled back and turned me to face a tiny pink bundle in a clear plastic tray. “You be here for her, and I’ll be here for you. Okay?” She rested her chin on my shoulder for a minute, staring with me at the baby.


  I let out a sigh, nodding my head and so damn grateful. Everything was so surreal. I was numb and hurting at the same time. The only thing that made sense was the small baby lying before me. There was a lamp over her, heat and light radiating out. And she had a bracelet on one ankle and some kind of wire coming off the other. She was only wearing a diaper and she had sticky pads on her chest. “Can I touch her?”


  “Of course you can.”


  I reached down and put my finger in her small fist. She tightened her hand in her sleep and my heart melted. “Hey, little girl.”


  Payton put her hand on my shoulder. “Here you go, Mace, why don’t you sit down with her for a bit?” She guided me into an ugly light tan leather glider.


  I didn’t let go of the baby’s hand. I was all she had in this world, and vice versa. “Is she okay? Healthy?”


  “She’s small, she only weighs a little over five pounds. But she was born at thirty-five weeks, so she’s actually a great size. She’s eaten. Her vitals are great. The only reason she’s in here is because…uh, well—”


  “Because there was nowhere else for her to go.” I finished the sentence for her. I wanted to save her the burden of saying it out loud. Payton had cared about M Kat too.


  This little girl would never know her mother, never know how she would light up when she’d feel a kick. Never know that her dad would get out this machine every morning so he could hear her heartbeat, recording each one. “What’s with the tanning bed she’s in?” My voice sounded strained, sounded foreign to my own ears.


  “She was a little jaundiced when she was born. Nothing to worry about, it’s very common.” Payton’s voice was scratchy, like she’d been crying too.


  “What now?”


  “Well, she needs to stay here for a couple days. Gain some weight. See the pediatrician. But then you’ll be able to take her home.”


  Take her home? Why hadn’t that thought crossed my mind? Who the hell else did I think was going to do it? Her parents were gone. I was her closest living relative. I was her big brother. Her irresponsible, man-whore of a big brother. “Is she going to wake up soon?”


  “She should sleep for awhile, she just drifted off right before you walked in.”


  “Are you still working?”


  “I have another few hours on my shift tonight. I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere, Mace.”


  “I won’t try to pick her up or touch any of the equipment.” I didn’t want Payton to feel like she had to babysit me.


  I wanted to cry, I wanted to wail. And I knew if I did that Payton would break down with me. Because she cared about me, and because she had cared about M Kat. We needed to get through her shift. I needed to get through my sister’s stay in the NICU. Then I needed to get home and lose my shit.


  “You can pick her up if you want. You can rock her or sing to her. You can do whatever you want, Mason. She’s your baby.”


  Sister. I wanted to correct her. She was my baby sister. But I knew that Payton hadn’t meant anything by it. I knew that she was just trying to help, trying to let me know that nothing I could do would hurt the baby. I held on to my little sister’s finger and closed my eyes, suddenly exhausted.


  “I’ll just be making rounds. I won’t be far, okay? If you need anything, call my name.” She squeezed my shoulders and placed a kiss on the top of my head.


  Chapter Nine


  Payton


  Holy fuck. I collapsed on my couch as soon as I walked through the door. Tonight had been one of the hardest nights of my life. And I was so thankful to have a few seconds alone in my silent apartment.


  Kate and Johnny Cadence were dead. They were killed in a car accident. Their daughter was born via emergency C-section. I was there. I heard her first cries. I held her and cried right along with her.


  I’d had to take a few minutes and compose myself. I knew if the hospital thought I was too emotionally involved they would have sent me home. If they’d sent me home, I wouldn’t have been there when Mason came in. When he walked into the NICU tonight, he looked like he was ready to break down.


  His messy blond hair was matted on one side and his green eyes were bloodshot. He was pale and he was shaking. So different from the cocky guy I’d met all those months ago. The one who’s ripped lean body had hovered over me for hours.


  I’d never had a one-night stand before. Never. But there was just something about Mason. I liked him, and I liked giving him a hard time. I enjoyed seeing him smile and making him laugh. I’d just finished nursing school and I wanted to cut loose. I wanted to do something young and foolish. So I’d said yes, when I normally would have said no. I didn’t regret it, not at all. Mason had become one of my best friends.


  I’d just closed my eyes to doze for a few minutes when my phone started vibrating in my pocket. It took me a minute to fish it out. “Hey, Mom.”


  “Hey, sweetheart, how are you doing? I saw the news. I’m so sorry about Kate, I know you two were close.”


  I swallowed back fresh tears. “Yeah.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know if I could talk without crying.


  “Did Mason make it in? How is he?”


  My mom knew that Mason and I were friends. I told her it was because of Kate, not because we’d had a one-night stand. “Yeah, he’s there with his sister right now. They were both sleeping when I left. He’s a mess. He was so close with his dad and Kate. This is going to wreck him.”


  “Well, all you can do is be there for him, sweetheart. Be a good friend. Be supportive. Help him when he asks for it. I’m sure that poor boy doesn’t know the first thing about taking care of a tiny baby like that.”


  “I know.” I closed my eyes and leaned back against my cushions. “I just came home to grab a shower and a quick nap. I don’t want him to be alone up there for too long.”


  “Let me know if you two need anything.”


  “Thanks, Mom, I love you.” Tears spilled down my face. I loved my mother so much. I couldn’t imagine life without her. And that tiny baby, she would never know hers. It was heartbreaking. Gut wrenching.


  “I love you too. Try and get some rest.”


  We hung up and I let my tears fall unchecked. I needed to break down here. I needed to get it all out so that when I went back to the hospital, I could be strong for Mason. I’d had lunch with Kate last week. I knew she had the nursery set up for the baby, she’d shown me pictures. It was beautiful. I knew she was prepared. She had bottles and pacifiers. Blankets, burp rags, diapers, onesies. She was so excited. She’d told me Mason was hopping on a plane the second she went into labor. I knew he was supposed to be in the delivery room. They wanted him to be a part of his sister’s life from her first breath.


  He missed the C-section, but I’d been there.


  I’d heard her first cries.


  Chapter Ten


  Mason


  Three days old


  “Mason?”


  I jolted awake, my heart pounding out of my chest.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. But the baby is up, I thought you’d want to feed her.”


  I blinked my eyes a few times, taking in my surroundings. Oh yeah, I was in the hospital.


  And my parents were dead.


  I’d been sleeping in this glider next to my sister for two days now. Nurses had come and gone. But Payton had pretty much been living at the hospital with me. She’d work, and then run home to shower and get us food. Then she’d be back. She was like an angel. And I had no idea how I would have made it these last couple of days without her.


  I sat forward and peered into the tiny clear tray. It was empty. “Where is she?”


  “She’s right here. I went ahead and changed her for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Payton had done so much for the baby, and for me. Over the last two days she’d taught me how to change her, bathe her, clean her umbilical cord, and make her a bottle. I’d held her to my bare chest and sang to her. We were becoming one hell of a team, her and me. And Payton. I think the baby knew I had no idea what I was doing, so she was going easy on me.


  “She’s a hungry little girl today.” Payton tapped the baby’s tiny pointed chin with her finger. “Aren’t you?”


  I held out my arms, smiling as I took the baby from Payton and put the bottle to her little baby lips. “Here you go.” She started eating right away, holding onto my finger like she always did.


  “She doesn’t do that with the other nurses, you know? I’ve seen them feed her a few times and the only time she reaches for a finger is when you do it.”


  Was she trying to make me melt into a pile of goo on the floor?


  She leaned against the countertop to my left, watching me feed the cutest baby in the world with a small smile on her face. “Have you decided on her name yet? I saw that list you have going on your phone.”


  When Child Services came by they told me she needed a name before she left the hospital. They made me sign a bunch of forms too. My dad and M Kat had a will and as soon as they found out they were pregnant they made sure that if anything ever happened to them the baby would be mine. They never told me that. Or maybe they had and I’d thought they were doing it as a nice gesture.


  Losing both your parents in one night is not something you ever think will happen to you. I was flattered that they thought of me, thought that I was worthy of this baby. Capable of raising her. I thought they were crazy as hell, but I was flattered nonetheless. “I was thinking about Katherine, Katie, after M Kat.”


  “I think that would be perfect, Mace.” Payton reached down and ran her hand over the baby’s soft head. I knew it was soft because I did the same thing, all the time. “Does Katie have a middle name?”


  Picking her first name was easy. It was her middle name that had given me trouble at first. I had scrolled through my phone looking at list after list of baby names, trying to pick something that M Kat would have liked. In the end, I went with something my dad would have enjoyed. “James.”


  Payton cocked her head to the side. “Is James a family name too?”


  I had to chuckle. “Nope. James as in James Dean.” I stroked her cheek with one of my free fingers. “Katherine James Cadence.” My baby sister. My responsibility. My whole world.


  “The song you sang that night at the pier. “Rock On.” You said it was your dad’s favorite, right?” Payton’s smile grew and she handed me a burp rag.


  “You remember that?” I couldn’t help but mirror her grin. It warmed me a little that she’d remembered my dad’s favorite song. “You replay that night over and over in your mind don’t you?” I winked. Then sobered because I had no right to be flirty right now. No right to laugh or make jokes. My parents were dead. My sister was an orphan.


  She rolled her eyes. “Of course I do. Every night, like clockwork.” She stepped one aisle over, checking the vitals of a baby boy that was much teenier than the one in my arms. “Katie gets to go home today, friend. She’s gained a few ounces. She’s eating. The pediatrician gave you the all clear.”


  I took a deep shaky breath, looking down at my sister. “Well, kiddo, looks like shit just got real.” I wrinkled my nose. “Guess I should stop saying shit, huh?” I was talking to Katie, but I heard Payton laugh and couldn’t help but enjoy the sound. I felt guilty again for feeling an emotion like joy. “What the hell am I supposed to do now, Payton? I need to talk to my label, our managers. I need to plan two fucking funerals. I need…” I hung my head, suddenly overwhelmed and completely heartbroken.


  “I told you, Mace. You be here for her, and I’ll be here for you.” She was sitting on the edge of my chair now and rubbing my back. “I already talked to the hospital. I took two weeks worth of vacation, starting tomorrow. As soon as I get off tonight, I’ll pack a bag and head to the ranch.”


  I looked up, unshed tears clouding my vision. “Really?”


  She nodded. “I’m here.”


  I laid my head against her side and breathed in her sweet scent. “I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to thank you for this, Payton.”


  “We’re friends, Mason. No thanks necessary. Kate was my…” She paused when her voice cracked with emotion. “I’m right here with you.”


  I’d spent the past two days in the hospital room with my phone turned off. I had shut the world out. But today we were going home, going back to a home that would feel empty. Feel haunted. It was going to be hard and it was going to hurt like hell. And I had no one else. I needed Payton more than I needed oxygen right now.


  I didn’t know the first thing about taking care of an infant by myself. I’d never planned a funeral. I’d never done anything a grown man should know how to do. I wasn’t the right choice for Katie’s guardian.


  I was the only choice and that made me sad for her.


  She deserved better.


  Chapter Eleven


  Payton


  I’d called Mason’s cell after my shift at the hospital was over. There was a screaming infant in the background and Mason sounded stressed as hell. It was about a twenty-minute drive to the ranch and I hoped that he would be okay when I got there. His whole life had just been turned upside down. In a matter of mere seconds he lost both his parents and went from playboy rock star to a surrogate father.


  A few minutes later, when I went to turn off the main road to head through the gates to the ranch’s driveway, I was met with about a million camera flashes. I winced and held my hand in front of my face. The lights were blinding. A man in a suit pushed through the crowd and knocked on my window. “This is private property.”


  I raised an eyebrow, surveying the crowd of reporters and paparazzi on the side of the road. “Doesn’t really look like it though, huh?”


  “Name?” He seemed annoyed.


  “Payton Adkins. I’m here to see Mason. I’m a, uh, friend.”


  The beefcake security man raised a sharp brow. “Isn’t everyone?”


  Damn Mason and his whorish ways. I smiled, as genuinely as I could. “I was one of the nurses that helped take care of the baby in the NICU.” I grabbed my wallet from the passenger seat and showed him my ID and the hospital badge.


  He nodded, then spoke something I couldn’t hear into his sleeve. The tall iron gates started to swing open and about ten more guys, all attractive and dressed in suits, came out. They blocked the reporters from getting any closer and made a path for me to drive through. “Holy shit.” I knew my eyes were wide, but this was like a circus.


  My heart ached for Mason and the baby. They’d lost so much and the world was treating it like a sideshow. I parked and walked up to the front door, knocking loudly. I could hear the baby crying, screaming really. But no one answered. I tried the handle, and when I found it unlocked I let myself in. “Mace? Where are you guys?” I took a few steps into the house, the Spanish tile gleaming under my feet.


  “Thank fuck you’re here.” Mason came into view, a wailing infant in his arms. He was wearing a gray wifebeater and some loose black drawstring pants. They hung so low on his hips that my eyes traveled down of their own accord. “I’ve tried everything. I fed her, I changed her. I burped her. She won’t stop.” He looked rough. His hair was sticking up all over the place, he had either pee or vomit on his beater, and his eyes were red and wild. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”


  Seemed those two had had a rough four hours since they left the hospital. Although he looked as if he had showered and shaved, and was handsome as hell. I crossed the open floor plan living room and took the baby from his arms. I held her close, shushing in her ear.


  “She’s used to the sounds of the NICU. Constant noise and voices.” I started to bounce her a little on my way to the old record player in the corner of the room. “Does this work?”


  “Yeah.” He came over, his shoulders slumped in defeat. Or exhaustion. I watched as he lifted the lid and turned it on. Even worn out and stressed, he still looked handsome. An old Eagles album started to play.


  “Turn it up a bit.” I unwrapped Katie from the blanket twisted around her body, and then rewrapped her without setting her down.


  “How did you do that?” He sank onto the large brown leather sectional. “I can barely get her swaddled when she’s still and lying down. Why didn’t you do a better job teaching me Payton? Why?”


  “You’re a terrible student.” I winked to match his humor. It seemed like every time he let himself feel an emotion even close to happiness, it bothered him. “And it’s swaddled, Mace.” I held her close, bouncing to the slow beat of the music. Within a few seconds, she stopped crying. Her eyes were open, taking in as much of her surroundings as she could.


  “I tried music. She wasn’t having it.” His arms were crossed, his gaze on the baby in my arms. “She already likes you better than me.”


  I snorted. “You tried music as a last resort. You were already worked up, tense because you couldn’t make her happy. She can feel your stress.” I placed a soft kiss on her tiny head. “Me? No stress. Bouncing with a preemie in my arms is what I do.” I smiled. “You’re great with her, Mace. You just need to get some rest.”


  He leaned his head back, putting his hands in his hair. “Unfortunately, rest isn’t in my near future. I have about a hundred people clamoring to talk to me. I need to make a statement and I need to plan a joint funeral.” His voice cracked at that last word. And my heart broke a little more for him and for Katie.


  I met his eyes. “Mason. It’s ten o’clock at night. You’ve had a really long three days and tomorrow isn’t going to be any easier.” I looked down at the baby. She really was one of the cutest infants I’d ever seen. And I’d seen a lot. “Go. Get some rest while I watch her. Tomorrow you can face the world.”


  “No. You don’t have to do that. You worked all day and just by being here you’re—”


  “We had sex, like four times. We did dirty things in your pool. And I’ve talked to you on the phone for hours at a time. Hell, I talked you through giving a naked groupie an EpiPen injection after you poured honey on her stomach.” I narrowed my eyes. “We’re friends, Mason. Right?”


  He chuckled at my words. “Yeah, Payton. We’re friends.”


  I liked seeing him smile. I knew those smiles were going to be few and far between over the next few weeks or so. “Well as your friend, I’m telling you to take your emotionally drained and physically exhausted ass to bed.” I gestured to the baby in my arms. “Katie and I? We go way back. And we’re going to be just fine.”


  He stared at me for a few seconds, then let out a sigh and got to his feet. “Thank you.” He came over to us, placing a kiss on her head, and then one on my cheek. “And it was five times, baby.”


  After he disappeared down the hall, I whispered, “Your brother is a mess, little girl.” Katie eye’s moved to my face, and I swear she winked at me.


  I shouldn’t have brought up our time at the ranch, or the things we did in that pool. Mason was going to need me as a friend, now more than ever. It certainly wasn’t the time to start anything more, anything physical. Not even close. He was vulnerable and hurting. He’d lost his parents. His world was spiraling out of control. I’d be there for him, for Katie. But only as a friend.


  I wouldn’t let myself be his escape, his emotional rebound.


  We’d both end up hurt when it was over.


  Chapter Twelve


  Mason


  Four days old


  I opened my eyes, then shut them. The sunlight streaming into my room was more than I could handle. I turned my head to the side, looking at the clock on my nightstand. It was eight o’clock in the morning. I bolted upright. I’d been asleep for over eight hours. I tried not to panic, I really did. What better hands could my baby sister be in than those of my gorgeous friend who just so happened to be NICU nurse? I climbed out of bed, pulling my jeans on as I stumbled off down the hallway, still somewhat groggy. I passed the nursery, then stopped short and backed up. Payton was rocking Katie in the pale gray glider, feeding her and singing along to the Eagles song that had played last night. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to come in that room yesterday. It was too sad, too hard. M Kat decorated it for her daughter. I knew she’d pictured herself here, doing exactly what Payton was doing. I put my hand to my heart again. Would this ache ever go away?


  “Hey, my beautiful girls.” I leaned against the doorframe, watching them.


  Payton grinned. She was just as stunning as I remembered, with the sunlight making her olive skin look gold. We’d texted and talked on the phone while I’d been on tour. But no FaceTime, no Snapchat. And looking at her smiling face now, I really wished we had.


  “Hey, you. How’d you sleep?”


  “Like a rock apparently.” I took a few steps toward her. She’d changed out of her scrubs at some point. She was wearing some yoga pants and a T-shirt than slipped off her shoulder. “I’m sorry, I should have set an alarm.”


  “No worries.” She spoke to Katie. “We had a good time. We danced and ate and danced some more. Then, and this is the best part, we took a four hour nap.” She looked up, amusement in her face. “And she pooped, twice.”


  “Glad I slept through all that.” I held my hands out. “You want me to take her? Do you have anything you need to get done today? I know you took time off, but…” I didn’t want her to leave. I didn’t want to handle today alone.


  “We’re good.” She met my eyes. “I’m here, Mason. Whatever you need, I’m here. And I meant what I said last night, we’re friends. Friends help each other. So please don’t hesitate to ask, okay?”


  I sat down on the ottoman in front of the glider, pulling my phone from my pocket. “Well in that case, would you mind just staying around the house with me today? I have a bunch of things I’m going to need to take care of, but I’m not leaving the property. It’s a madhouse out there.”


  She nodded, smiling.


  ***


  Eight hours later, I walked in to find Payton back in that glider feeding Katie. I couldn’t help but watch them together. Her long dark hair was piled on her head and out of the way. Her tank top was tight against her great tits. Her face was free of any makeup and she looked like a beautiful Lululemon ad.


  She was so at ease with the infant in her arms, so sure of her every movement. I didn’t know how I would have made it through today without Payton by my side. And she had been, right next to me. She helped me write a statement to address my dad’s and M Kat’s deaths. She helped me make all the funeral arrangements. She even went so far as to make me lunch and unpack my suitcase. Where she found the time to do all that while she was taking care of Katie, I’d never know. She was like a superhero. A superhero crossed with an angel who used to be a prima ballerina but now did yoga in the desert for fun.


  “Fancy seeing you here.”


  She looked up at the sound of my voice. “I know, right?” She waggled her eyebrows. “Apparently this is our sweet spot.”


  “Thank you for today. I couldn’t have done it without you.” I sat down in front of her on the matching ottoman, encasing her legs with mine and rubbed her thighs. “I think you’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” When she was near me, I itched to touch her. And then I felt guilty about it. I was about to bury my parents, and I had a baby sister who would never meet them. I had no business being turned on by the one person who had been willing to hop on this crazy train and help me.


  She took the bottle out of Katie’s mouth and set it on the little white table next to her. Then she sat her up a bit, holding her jaw in one hand and patting her back with the other. “Please stop thanking me for this, Mason. I’m glad I can be here.”


  “It’s like fate, right? That we met, that you knew M Kat.” I rested my elbows on my knees and put my head in my hands.


  Katie burped and Payton handed her to me, standing and walking over to her white dresser. “Yeah, I guess it is.” She took out some long gown-looking thing and shut the drawer.


  I wasn’t religious but I was spiritual, I believed in something greater than myself. My dad and M Kat were taken from us, and it hurt like hell. Like I had a hole in my chest. But at least I’d been given Payton to help me make it through.


  I wouldn’t have invited just any nurse into my home, into my safe space. I wouldn’t have trusted anyone but Payton, and the universe knew that. Knew I’d need some help, some support. I looked down at my baby sister, my smile going soft. “She’s perfect.” I felt a tear roll down my cheek. “She’s so perfect, and they’ll never get to see her.”


  Payton put her hands on my shoulders. “I bet they see her.” She rested her lips against the top of my head. “And I bet they see you too, see how great you are with her. Kate would be so proud of you, Mace.”


  I broke. I couldn’t help it. I’d held it in all day, made all the right decisions, made the right statements. But sitting here in the nursery, having Payton say those words to me, I lost it. I sobbed.


  Payton came around and sat back on the glider in front of me. She took Katie and put her up on her shoulder, then guided my head down to her lap. She rubbed my head, shushing us both to sleep.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Payton


  Mason hadn’t wanted Katie at the funeral. He didn’t want her around all those people. All those cameras. As much as I wanted to be there for him, and to say good-bye to Kate, I knew he needed me to be at home with the baby. So I’d stayed at the ranch with her. When she was older, when all the media hype calmed down, we’d go see her parents. We’d bring flowers.


  Mason kept everything on the other side of the gates. He’d deemed the ranch a safe space. He didn’t let agents inside the gates, reporters either. He’d do phones, he’d even Skyped a few times that I’d seen. But other than that, it had been him, Katie, and me for the last three days. No one else.


  Katie was officially a week old. Mason was great with her, and I doubted he’d even need my help. Although I’d knew he’d lie and say he did. He wanted me here because he was afraid to be alone. I knew he was still crying at night when he thought I couldn’t hear him. We’d been taking shifts getting up with the baby. Taking turns sleeping in the living room with her. We’d pass each other in the hallway, zombielike high fives exchanged. When I wasn’t on the couch, I was in Mason’s bed. It smelled like him and I couldn’t help but breathe deep every time I lay down.


  The baby was asleep in her bassinet when I heard him come through the front door. I wiped my hands on a dishtowel. I’d just got done cleaning bottles in the kitchen.


  He gave me a sad smile when I walked into the living room. “Hey.” His suit jacket was in his hands, his dress shirt unbuttoned a little, and his tie long gone.


  “How are you doing, friend?” I went to him, pulling him in for a hug and rubbing the back of his head when he rested it on my shoulder.


  “To be honest, I’m glad it’s over.” He pulled back a little, but kept his arms around my waist as he peered across the room into the frilly pink bassinet. “Maybe the reporters will leave now.”


  “Wouldn’t count on it, bud.” We both looked up and toward the door. “Hi.” The man standing there was gorgeous, in a cocky rock star kind of way. Even his little smirk screamed girls want me. “I’m Jacks.” He stepped farther into the room and held his hand out to me.


  Jackson Cole. He was in the Devil’s Share. No wonder I thought he was hot. Everyone in that band was so good looking it wasn’t even funny. “Hi.” I put my hand in his. “Payton.”


  He nodded. “It’s nice to meet you, Payton.” He smiled slightly. “Mason was telling us all what a godsend you’ve been over the last week.” Jacks glanced at Mace and let go of my hand.


  Mason put his hands on my shoulders, squeezing lightly and pulling me back against him in a gesture that made it look like we were together. Except we weren’t, and I needed to remember that.


  “What’s up, man? I thought you guys were all headed home right after the service.”


  Of course one of the hottest bands in the nation had come to Johnny Cadence’s funeral. “We are, we’re leaving first thing in the morning.” Jacks stepped closer to the bassinet, his smile widening when he looked down at Katie. “She so beautiful, Mace.” He straightened and put his hands in his pockets. “We wanted to talk to you before we left. Make sure you didn’t need anything.”


  “You mean you wanted to ask me about rescheduling the tour.” Mason’s voice was hard all of a sudden, his tone ice cold.


  “No.” Jacks met Mace’s steely gaze. “We don’t give a shit about the tour. Take your time, there is no reason to worry about that today.” He pointed at the bassinet. “Family is the only thing that ever really matters. Believe me, we understand that better than you could imagine.”


  Mason’s shoulders slumped somewhat, like the fight he thought he was going to need to muster left him. The front door opened again and yet another beautiful person walked in. It was like a revolving door of runway models. I looked down at the shirt I was wearing. It was covered in baby formula and I knew my hair was gross and messy. A gorgeous woman walked in and headed straight for Mason. He stepped around me and she pulled him in for a hug. And he hugged her back, his face contorting like he was about to cry. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her.


  The hugged for longer than an average hug, actually he clung to her. When she let him go she turned to me. “Hi, I’m Lexi.” Ah. Dash Conner’s wife. Well at least I could let go of that unnecessary and unwelcome twinge of jealousy their tight embrace had caused.


  She held her hand out, and I shook it. “Payton.”


  “Nice to finally meet you, Payton” She shifted her attention to Mason. “I know you’re probably drained after today, but Jacks and I just wanted a few minutes with you before we head home. Is that okay?”


  “Yeah, sure.” Mason put his hand on my lower back, leading me into the living room. I needed to talk to him about all this touching that was happening tonight. It wasn’t smart. We were grieving and emotional. Things could get misconstrued in a heartbeat. And, hell, Mason would be an easy guy to fall for, especially right now when he was vulnerable and raw.


  Case in point, he basically collapsed on the leather sectional. “Take a load off.” He gestured to the living room before him, indicating Jacks and Lexi should sit.


  I cleared my throat. “You know, since you are all in here with Katie, I’m going to go grab a shower.”


  Mason’s head jerked up. “You don’t have to leave.” His eyes were pleading with me to stay.


  “I’ll be quick, I promise.” There was no reason for me to be there. He wasn’t alone. Katie wasn’t alone. And I reeked of baby formula. “It was nice to meet you both.”


  “You too, Payton.” Lexi smiled, crossing her toned legs and settling in like she’d been here a million times. Hell, maybe she had. She was Dash Conner’s wife. Maybe they hobnobbed with actors like Mason’s dad all the time. Jacks winked at me on my way out of the room, and I fought the blush creeping up my cheeks.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Mason


  Seven days old


  I sighed, leaning back against the cool cushions. I was so fucking tired. Today had been the hardest day of my life. Laying both my father and M Kat to rest was gut-wrenching. But it had brought me a small amount of closure. The initial shock had officially worn off. My parents were gone. I needed to learn to live without them. And I had no fucking clue how to do that.


  “So. What’s up, guys?”


  Jackson Cole and Lexi Conner, two of the people in charge of my current career, and possible future with RiffRaff Records. Lexi sat forward. “Mace, we just want you to know that we are here for you. For whatever you need, whatever you decide, we are behind you one hundred percent.”


  “I appreciate that.” And I did. I just didn’t have the energy to jump up and down and give out any more hugs.


  She continued, “Mason, you are a really talented artist. We all know that.” She took a deep breath. “The thing about being an artist is, it’s part of who you are. It’s in you. It’s your makeup. After I had Halen, I lost myself in her, in being a parent.” I noticed she hadn’t said mom, like she was trying to spare my feelings. No such luck, it still made my chest ache. “So much so that I misplaced a piece of who I was before I had her. I felt unfulfilled. And I felt guilty about feeling that way when I had this beautiful baby that needed me.”


  “I don’t think postpartum depression is something I’ll need to worry about, Lexi.” Was it? Did guys get that? The person I would ask, the person who would laugh at my question, was gone. I’d never get to ask M Kat anything ever again. Like, why did you think I was good enough to parent my sister? Why did you ever think I could do this? Why did you believe in me so damn much?


  “What I’m saying is that you can’t give up who you are. It’s not good for you, and in the long run it won’t be good for Katie either. She needs you whole and happy. Giving up music, it’ll take its toll.”


  I scratched the back of my head. “I’m not giving up my music.” I couldn’t. I’d been making music since I was six years old. I wouldn’t know how to survive without it. It’d be like losing a vital organ. “You don’t ever have to worry about that.”


  “Good.” Lexi nodded once. She stood and placed a kiss on my head. “We’re here for you, Mason, all of us. Please don’t hesitate to reach out, anytime day or night.” She placed her hand lightly on Katie’s back. “You’re turn, Jacks. I’ll be waiting in the car.”


  After she shut the door I raised an eyebrow. “What are we talking about that Lexi felt the need to leave? I’ve already had the birds and the bees lecture.” I gestured to the bassinet. “And I know what unprotected sex leads to.” I was trying to make light of the situation. Of the fact that I had people in my home trying to give me asinine pep talks hours after I’d buried my parents.


  Jacks chuckled. “Careful, man. Protected sex leads to that too, just ask Dash.”


  That got a smile out of me. Which was rare these days, unless you counted all those times I couldn’t help myself where Katie and Payton were concerned. “What’s up then?”


  “I’ll never be able to understand what you’re going through, Mace. No one will.” He leaned forward, putting his forearms on his thighs. “Ask for help.” He gestured down the hallway, where Payton had disappeared a few minutes ago. “Payton’s great, and she obviously cares about both you and Katie. If she offers, let her help you. Let her be there for you. This isn’t something you’ll be able to do on your own. Writing, recording, touring…none of that is conducive to raising a child. It’ll take a team of people. Fine yourself a good team, a good family.”


  I wanted to scream in his face. I’d had a family, a fucking fantastic one. For the first time in my life, I’d felt whole. I had a father, and a mother, a baby sister on the way. My music career had taken off, and I was making it on my own. And without my dad’s name to get me there. My life was golden. And then, in the span of thirty seconds, it’d crashed. Now here I was, twenty-two years old with a child to raise, and RiffRaff Records in my living room giving me motivational speeches on the day I’d put my parents in the ground. Fuck that, I’d handled all I could.


  “Look, I really appreciate the advice and you two coming all the way out here—”


  “But?”


  “But I’d like you to get the fuck out of my house. It’s been a long-ass week and I haven’t even begun to wrap my mind around my next steps.” I walked over to my front door and held it open, inviting him to leave. “When I’m ready to restart my tour, you’ll be the first to know.”


  Jacks took one more look at Katie and then walked toward me, a sad smile on his face. “We only came here to offer our support. Our experience.”


  I nodded without looking him in the eye. “Today’s not the day, man.” I’d buried my parents. All I wanted to do was go to sleep, praying this was all one really vivid nightmare. “I’ll be in touch.” I shut the door behind him, throwing the lock in place and leaning back against it. I banged my head on the solid oak a few times, willing myself not to cry, to hold it together.


  “Mason?” Payton was standing in the living room wearing shorts and a tank top. Her hair was braided down one side and her hands were on her slender hips. She looked so damn good. For the first time since I’d brought Katie home, I was looking at Payton with something other than affection and appreciation on my mind. It was wrong to want her. It was wrong to be thinking about sex today. I felt guilty for wanting to feel something other than this pain gripping my chest.


  Today, on the second saddest day of my life, I was drooling at the site of the only person I trusted in this world. I was an idiot, a selfish prick. “Stay with me tonight.”


  She furrowed her perfectly shaped brows. “Yeah, of course, I’d already planned on it.” She looked over at the basinet. “Katie will be up in about an hour, ready to eat, so I’ll just hang out here with her so you can get some sl—”


  “No.” I walked toward her, my body on autopilot, taking its commands from the warring emotions in my brain. “Stay, with me.” When she opened her mouth to argue I cut her off again. “We’ll put Katie in my room, she can’t sleep in the living room forever.” After I’d finally crossed the room to Payton, I placed my hands on her face. “Stay with me, Payton. Please?”


  I could see the conflict in her eyes. And I couldn’t even blame her. This was dangerous territory. I needed her. At this point, I’d never survive without her. She was my best friend and she was the only soft voice Katie knew. The only one who could calm her late at night, the only one who could get her to burp without spitting up everywhere. Payton was all Katie knew of a mother’s love.


  And me wanting more from her? I couldn’t honestly tell you where that was coming from. My pain. My loneliness. My fear. And that was a dangerous problem to have, for all of us. I wasn’t ready to settle down, I’d told my dad that mere weeks ago. But here I was playing house. Asking the dream girl to risk it all because I was lonely.


  You never know what the future might bring, punk.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Payton


  I wasn’t sure what to think. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel. Yeah, I wanted Mason. He was hot and kind, and the best sex I’d ever had. He made me laugh, and I really had looked forward to each and every phone call. But. He’d gone through so much over the last week. I wasn’t really sure if he actually wanted me. If he’d actually thought any of this out. Or if he was acting out of instinct, out of self-preservation, out of loneliness. I didn’t want to be a Band-Aid for him. It’d be like putting a small patch on the Hoover Dam. It’d never hold and then I’d be the one drowning in the end.


  I looked up, almost afraid to meet his eyes, afraid that if I did I would cave. “Mace. I’ll stay. Of course I’ll stay. We can cuddle all night long if you don’t want to be alone. But that’s all, okay? We can’t complicate this with sex right now.” Deep down, I knew he wasn’t ready. I knew he had healing to do, and he had things to process. A life to learn how to live. Sex and what it might lead to would make things harder, more confusing.


  “Payton.” He put his finger under my chin, lifting until our gazes met. “I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me.”


  I let out a deep breath, thankful that he hadn’t pushed. That he hadn’t tried to kiss me, to tempt me. Because I wanted him, as much if not more than he wanted me. But Mason was going through something terrible. Something unfathomable. I needed to be smart for all three of us right now. And I needed to protect our hearts.


  I picked up Katie, cradling her close to my chest while Mace moved her bassinet into his room. He placed it beside his bed, adjusting it until it was within arm’s reach. He tossed his dress shirt toward the closet and let his slacks fall to the floor before stepping out of them. Then he collapsed on his mattress wearing only his briefs, watching me get Katie settled back down.


  “You’re so good with her, Payton.”


  I smiled and sat next to him, suddenly exhausted. “It’s kind of my job to be good with tiny babies.”


  He pulled me down and then wrapped his arm around my middle, spooning me. “It’s more than that. You’re so kind, so loving.” He buried his face in my damp hair. “Katie and I are so damn lucky that you’re here. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome, friend.” I was surrounded by his scent and by his arms. It all felt so good. Part of me wanted to turn and kiss him. I wanted him to roll on top of me, get lost inside me. I wanted to feel something other than hurt too, something other than grief.


  But I stayed right where I was.


  ***


  I woke up the next morning with Mason still wrapped around me. He’d gotten up with Katie more than once in the night, refusing my help every time I’d offered. Mason thought he needed me, but he didn’t. He and Katie would be fine on their own. I was selfish enough to let him think whatever he wanted for now though, because I wasn’t sure I was ready to leave.


  “Shhh. Don’t wake her.”


  I got shivers when I felt Mason’s breath against the back of my neck. He pulled me tighter against him and I couldn’t miss the hard length of his cock pressing against my ass. I should’ve moved away. I should’ve gotten up and gotten out of his comfortable bed, where the expensive sheets smelled like him. Like rich cologne and soap. But I didn’t. It’d been so long since I’d been touched that way, so long since he had touched me like that. I knew it was wrong, but just like the first night I met Mace, my body was driving and my brain was in the back seat. All the smart from twelve hours ago had left my head.


  “Do you like that? You have goose bumps.” He was whispering, and I resisted the moan that was lodged in my throat.


  “Mason.”


  He ignored the warning in my voice and put his hand on my bare hip where my T-shirt had ridden up while I’d slept. His touched caused even more of a reaction than his words. I closed my eyes when his palm snaked around and rested just under my breast. His lips on my neck made me squirm against him. I was trying to find the strength I had last night, the resolve I’d felt that staying away from sex with Mason was the right thing to do. But I couldn’t. I was a slave to whatever he wanted to do to me. It all felt so good.


  “I want you so fucking bad, Payton. Getting inside of you is suddenly all I can think about.” He moved his hand back down to my hip and pulled my ass against him tighter. “I understand why this isn’t a good idea. I do, I promise. But, fuck, you feel so damn good pressed against me right now. Tell me yes. Tell me you want this, please baby.”


  “Mason. I—”


  Katie started to wail from her bassinet. Mason collapsed behind me, his whole body going limp when he’d been coiled so tight just seconds ago.


  “Really, Katie? Little cock-blocker.”


  I snorted and sat up, more than relieved that the baby had woken up and kept us from making a terrible mistake. “Don’t say cock in front of the baby.” I picked her up and laid her down on the mattress next to Mace while I got a fresh diaper from the top of his dresser.


  “She doesn’t know what cock means, Payton.” He dipped down and kissed the top of her head and smiled. “And she never will. I’m locking her away in a tower like Rapunzel.”


  I sat down next them, turning her so that I could get her ready to start her little baby day of eating, sleeping, and pooping. “Nah. She’ll fall in love with some rock royalty kid, just to piss you off.”


  Mason gasped. “She’d never.”


  I giggled and went about what I was doing. Our banter might have been light and playful, but there was still an underlying sexual tension lingering in the room. I’d almost given in. I was about to say yes, to tell him that I wanted him too. Thank God that Katie had woken up. There would have been no going back once that three-letter word had left my mouth. Now, if I had to, I could pretend like I’d planned on saying no.


  “Payton, about earlier, I—”


  “I’ve already told you, Mace, I don’t think it’s a good idea.” I refused to meet his eyes, afraid that he’d see the want in my gaze. “You turn me on, you do. I would love to throw caution to the wind and give you what you’re asking for. See if we could break that five times record of ours.”


  “But?”


  “But it isn’t safe. And it isn’t smart.” I finally peeked up from under my lashes to look at him. He was watching me, his eyes darting from mine to my lips and back up again. “Maybe I should try and stay at home tonight. Give you guys some space, some time together without—”


  “Please don’t go. Not yet, Payton. Please? I’m not ready.” He reached out and took my hand. “I won’t do that again, okay? I promise to behave.”


  And there it was. He was scared of being alone. Everything I’d thought before, every reason I’d stayed away and kept the physical touch to the minimum was staring me right in the face. I’d been right all along, and I hated how much it stung.


  “I’ll stay for a couple more nights. But if there is one more repeat of what just happened in here I’ll move my stuff into the nursery. Understood?”


  He let go of my hand, some of the tension and fear leaving his face. His smile was small as he got out of bed. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  Well one day he was going to have to find out. I couldn’t stay here with them like this forever. We’d end up hooking up and then breaking each other’s hearts. Mason wasn’t ready for happily ever after, and I wouldn’t settle for anything less.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Mason


  Almost two weeks old


  Payton was smarter than I was, that much was certain. It’d been about a week since we’d almost had sex in my bed. And I still had blue balls from it, no matter how many times I tried to take care of the problem myself while picturing her face. She still slept next to me. She still let me spoon her all night long. But every time she accidentally brushed against my constant hard-on, she’d jerk back like my dick had burned her.


  Her vacation time was about up, she had to work tomorrow night and I was absolutely dreading it. I was trying to get as much done as I could before she left, and today while she watched Katie I sent emails and statements to all the venues I’d had to cancel. Personal messages letting them, as well as my fans, know that I was sorry. That I would reschedule, but that I needed a little time to get my life back in order. I believed what Jacks and Lexi had said was true. They wouldn’t force me to start the tour back up right away, that family was most important. But I also knew that my crew needed to get paid, and RiffRaff could only foot that bill for so long.


  When I walked into the living room, Katie and Payton were laying on the floor. Katie was on her back, kicking her little legs and Payton was on her side, smiling down at her. My baby sister had already grown so much in the past two weeks. It was easy to see that she’d be driving before I knew it.


  “Hello, my beautiful girls.”


  Payton smiled and Katie just kept staring at the ceiling. “Hey, you hungry? You missed lunch.”


  “No I’m good, it’s almost time for dinner anyway.” I lay down next to them, on my back so I could see what Katie was seeing. “Why is she always staring at the ceiling?”


  “You want the clinical nurse answer, or what I really believe?”


  I looked across Katie. “What you really believe.”


  “I think she sees y’all’s parents. I think they are always here, always watching over her. I think when we’re young we see things, we believe in things. And as we get older we have people tell us there is nothing there, and eventually, there isn’t.” She shrugged. “But what do I know, right?”


  I wasn’t sure what to say. It was a sweet thought, one that made emotion lodge in my throat. I wondered if I’d always be this way now, constantly close to tears. So much emotion bubbling under the surface that it was hard to function. “What’s the nurse answer?”


  “Babies eyes don’t focus really well when they’re this little. She’s just staring into space, learning to see.”


  “I think I like your first answer better.” And that was the truth.


  “Yeah, me too.”


  “Let me make you dinner tonight.” I chuckled as her eyes went wide. I had no idea where that came from either.


  “You cook?” She sounded skeptical.


  “I can make a couple things. When M Kat moved in with us, she fired our chef and taught me how to fend for myself if she wasn’t home.” She was one of a kind that mother of mine. Ours. That mother of ours.


  “Well, as long as you don’t end up poisoning me, I’d like that.”


  ***


  Fast-forward three hours. Payton was waving a dishtowel under the smoke alarm in the kitchen. “Mason. How did you manage to burn mac and cheese so bad that it caught on fire?” She had to yell over the sound of the alarm. Finally she just jumped up and smacked it down.


  I had my hands over Katie’s tiny ears. “I don’t know. I got distracted.”


  She turned toward me, her hands on her hips. “By what? Making the mac and cheese was your only job.”


  “You were bending over, making those cute little faces at Katie. And your ass looks fantastic in those pants.” We both looked down at the sweats she was wearing. She raised an eyebrow in silent question. “I can’t help it, I haven’t had sex in like four weeks.”


  She rolled her pretty eyes. “Oh, you poor thing. I haven’t had sex in like six months.”


  “You haven’t had sex in…wait. Am I the last guy you fucked? You haven’t had sex with anyone else since me?” I took a deep shaky breath. Please tell me that wasn’t the case. I was already turned on by the sight of her. Knowing I was the last man that touched her would send me over the edge.


  She bit her lip and took a sip from the glass of wine I’d poured her earlier. Mac and cheese and hot dogs paired nicely with a crisp Chardonnay. We were fancy here.


  “Yes.”


  I groaned and collapsed down into a pile of bones on the kitchen floor. I scowled at her when she started to giggle. “It’s not funny. Do you have any idea how hot that is?”


  “Really?” She sounded unsure.


  I sat up and grabbed her ankle, pulling her closer to me. “Knowing I was the last guy to touch you, to make you scream? Knowing that you’re horny, that it’s been so long you’d probably go off like a firecracker in my hand? Yeah. It’s hot as fuck.”


  “Stop saying fuck. You really need to get a grip on your language before Katie’s first word is a bad one.” She was avoiding the subject at hand. She was avoiding the elephant in the room. The elephant being, she needed my dick. “And it doesn’t matter how hot you think it is, or how long it’s been since I’ve had sex. It’s not happening tonight.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  Payton


  We ended up having just the hot dogs for dinner, sharing a bottle of wine, and then climbing into bed. Even taking turns with Katie, it was hard to get a good night’s sleep. And by the time eight o’clock rolled around, we were both exhausted.


  “Good night, Payton.”


  I smiled into the darkness. “Good night, friend.”


  I felt Mason prop himself up on one elbow behind me. “Why do you call me friend?”


  “Uh, because you’re my friend, and I’m constantly having to remind you of that.” I was mostly kidding, but he didn’t let it go.


  “Remind me, or remind yourself?”


  I snorted, trying my hardest to keep things light. “You’re a horny rock star, Mason Maxwell. You get hot and bothered by my sweatpants. It’s definitely you that needs the constant reminder to keep your hands to yourself.”


  “These hands?” He held them up, then moved them under the covers and across my stomach. “Are these the hands you are referring to?”


  I bit my lip to keep in a moan. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t give in. Tomorrow I went back home, I went back to work, to my life. If he wanted to see me, wanted to spend time with me, he’d have to call. He’d have to make a move. That would be the true testament regarding his affection, right? “Mason. Stop.”


  He sighed and wrapped his arm around my middle, pulling me against him. Which was how we slept every night. After several minutes of silence, right before I fell asleep he whispered, “Please don’t leave us tomorrow.”


  “I’m just a phone call away, Mason. Just like I’ve always been.”


  ***


  My first shift back at work was torture. Pure torture. Katie wasn’t even my daughter and I couldn’t stand being away from her. I had no idea how all the working moms did it. I’d get lost in my job for a few hours and then something would remind me of her, and I’d get sad all over again. I’d texted Mason earlier to check on them and he’d yet to respond. I was seconds away from sending a sheriff’s deputy out to the ranch when I finally felt my phone vibrate in my pocket.


  Mason: We’re good. It’s weird not having you here though.


  Me: I know. It was harder being back at work than I thought it would be. Is she eating okay?


  Mason: Yep. She’s going to be a fat baby if she keeps this up.


  Me: Good. Chunky babies are the cutest anyway.


  Mason: Have dinner with us tonight? We can meet you somewhere.


  I pouted, standing in the hallway outside the NICU.


  Me: Wish I could, friend. But I’m working until ten, one of the other girls went home sick.


  Tonight would be the first night in over two weeks I’d slept in my house by myself. And I was not looking forward to it. I wanted to be at the ranch. I wanted to be able to peek over the side of the bed and see that Katie was breathing. I wanted to feel Mason’s heartbeat against my back.


  Mason: Tomorrow?


  Me: Yes. I’m off at seven. I’ll come straight to the ranch after work.


  I knew I had a huge smile on my face. He’d asked me out. He wanted to see me as much as I wanted to see them. I’d held my ground when I was staying with him. I’d done the right thing. And now maybe we could move forward.


  I knew Mason was the type of guy that never wanted to settle down, never wanted to give up his lifestyle. But he had a child to raise. That had to change things for him, right? I’d lied last night. Calling Mason friend was to remind me too. Remind me that every phone call, every text while he was on tour, was because that’s all we were. All he was capable of back then.


  But things change, didn’t they?


  Chapter Eighteen


  Mason


  Fifteen days old


  When the front door opened, I had to fight the urge to jump up and down. I hadn’t seen Payton in almost two days and it was killing me. Being here at the ranch without her sucked. This big house felt empty without her in it. The loneliness and the grief found their way in much easier when she was gone.


  I came out of the kitchen, Katie on my shoulder. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” She looked amazing. She must have changed out of her scrubs before she left the hospital. She was wearing jeans and some off the shoulder blue flowy shirt. But damn, she looked edible. Her long hair was down and kind of wild. Like she’d driven with the windows down.


  She smiled and bounded over to us. She kissed my cheek loudly and then took Katie from me. “Hey, sweet girl.” She lightly kissed her forehead. “I missed you so much, I could barely stand it.”


  I stuck out my bottom lip. “Did you miss me too?” I acted like I was joking around, but I was fucking serious.


  She laughed. “Of course.”


  I gestured with my head toward the dining room table. “I had food delivered this time. No flames, no smoke.” I’d also showered, which wasn’t exactly easy to do when you had an infant, and set the table. I’d missed Payton for so many reasons, and I was damn glad that she was here.


  “Well, doesn’t this look fancy?” She placed Katie in the bassinet that I had pulled up in between our chairs and then sat down. She turned to me when I joined her, a kind smile on her face. “Thanks for asking me to dinner.”


  I winked. “Thanks for coming.”


  We ate and talked about what had happened over the last two days. And then, as Katie slept and we shared a bottle of wine, we talked about everything else. We talked more about our childhoods and movies and music. We stayed away from things that involved M Kat and my dad, but we didn’t avoid them altogether. And in my mind that was progress.


  “I should probably be heading home.” All too soon Payton stood, taking her dishes to the sink.


  “You have to work tomorrow?” I felt mildly panicked. I almost wanted to tie her to my bed and never let her leave us again. Hmmm. Tying her to the bed would actually be a really fantastic idea, we could—”


  “I do. I go in at nine.”


  “You could stay the night.” I winced at the desperation in my voice. “You know, if you’re too tired to drive back to your apartment.”


  She studied me, her plump bitable bottom lip between her teeth. I could see the war going on in her eyes. She wanted to stay, but she still wasn’t sure it was a good idea. I couldn’t blame her. I was being selfish, but I couldn’t seem to help it. I still wasn’t sure how to live this new life of mine. I wasn’t sure what to do with it, how to make it mesh with my old ways.


  I didn’t know how to date someone, how to be faithful and loving. I was just me. Mason Maxwell, playboy rock star extraordinaire. Only now I had a baby strapped to my chest.


  “It’s okay, Payton. There is no pressure here.”


  She sent me a small smile. “I want to stay, you know I do.”


  “What are you doing on Friday?”


  Her smile turned genuine. “I work until five, but then I’m off all day on Saturday.”


  “Come here after work? We can have a slumber party. Boys in one room, girls in the other?”


  “I would love to.” She bent down and kissed Katie good-bye and then crossed the room to me.


  I opened the front door for her. “Drive safe.”


  She stopped in front of me, placed her hands on my shoulders, and then sweetly kissed my cheek. “See you Friday.”


  ***


  A couple hours later I was lying in my bed, Katie’s bassinet beside me, staring at my ceiling. I couldn’t seem to fall asleep. I couldn’t get Payton off my mind. I didn’t know why I couldn’t stop thinking about her, or what I wanted from her. I didn’t know what our future held or how this friendship would survive morphing into something more. I didn’t even know if that was truly what I wanted. I loved having her here, and that was the only thing I really knew for sure.


  I grabbed my phone off my nightstand, dimming the screen so the light didn’t wake up the baby.


  Me: I hate that you aren’t here.


  Payton: Yeah, I’m kind of hating it right now too.


  Me: I understand why you didn’t stay.


  And I did. Payton was one of the only true friends I had left in this world. She was the only person besides my dad and M Kat who I had let in. Payton knew me. She probably knew more about what was going on in my head than I did.


  Payton: You and Katie mean the world to me. I just don’t want to go too fast and ruin what we have, you know?


  Me: You’re one smart cookie Payton Adkins.


  Chapter Nineteen


  Payton


  It was Friday evening and I’d just pulled up to the ranch. I’d been counting down the hours, the seconds, until I could see Mason and Katie again. He’d been texting me nonstop since we had dinner the other night. And he’d called me more than once. He was making the effort. And it was causing me to lower my walls.


  I opened the front door, already smiling. “Hey, guys?” The living room was empty and so was the dining room. I walked into the kitchen to find it the same. So I headed off down the long hallway leading to the rest of the house.


  Mason and his baby sister were on the glider in her nursery, looking at photo albums. “Oh, hey. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.” He smiled at me and butterflies took flight. It didn’t matter what he was wearing or if his hair was fixed. He always looked like he’d just walked off a photo shoot for a magazine cover.


  I crossed the room, then sat on the ottoman in front of them and happily took Katie from his arms when he handed her to me. “Hello, sweet girl.” I kissed her cheeks and her soft little head. “I swear she gets bigger every time I see her.” My eyes filled with tears and I quickly blinked them away. She wasn’t my daughter. I had no rights to her, but not seeing her every day was killing me.


  “Where is my kiss?”


  I glanced up, meeting Mason’s gaze. He was smiling playfully, but his eyes were different. He looked nervous. I leaned forward and kissed the corner of his mouth.


  “Getting closer and closer to where I want you to be. I’ll take it.” He winked and I smiled like a schoolgirl. I wanted to kiss his lips. I wanted him to push me up against the nearest wall and have his way with me. I wanted him to make me scream his name so loud that he’d have to cover my mouth so the security guys outside wouldn’t hear.


  “I agree.” He was getting there, but now still wasn’t the time. I refused to jump into anything until he was ready. “What are you two looking at?”


  He turned the album around so that I could see. “M Kat and my dad had some maternity pictures taken, and I guess she was getting a scrapbook together about her pregnancy.”


  His voice sounded sad, but not broken. I met his eyes and he smiled. “She was so beautiful. I bet Katie is going to look just like her.” I patted her back when she started to fuss at little.


  “Yeah, I hope so.”


  ***


  We’d finished dinner and were currently lounging on the couch. Katie was in her bassinet in Mason’s room and he had the baby monitor sitting between us. Every time the screen would go to sleep, one of us would reach over and bring her picture back up.


  “You want to watch a movie?” Mason pointed at the TV with the small remote in his hand and brought up Netflix.


  “If we put on a movie, I’d probably fall asleep ten minutes in. I feel like I’ve been at the hospital nonstop.” I settled down farther into the cushion and leaned my head back.


  “Would it be totally lame if I yawned and tried to slip my arm around you right now?”


  I snorted. “Yeah. Super lame.”


  “Don’t care, doing it anyway.” He yawned loudly and then sat up, stretching his arm all the way out and then awkwardly put it around me. “See that wasn’t so terrible.”


  I smiled and snuggled down farther into his side. “Not terrible at all.”


  “Okay, so a movie is out. How about we just make out instead?”


  I pulled back to look at him. “Is that really what you want to do?”


  “Pretty much. I mean I tried the lame yawn move. I got you buzzed on cheap wine. I suggested some Netflix and chill…besides you already agreed to a sleepover.”


  I wagged a finger in his face. “You said girls in one room and boys in the other.”


  “I lied.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at the sheepish expression on his handsome face. “You’re a mess.”


  “And you’re the last thing on my mind before I fall asleep at night.”


  His words took my breath away, they really did. Mason was gorgeous and kind and funny. I loved being around him. I loved talking to him. His whole world had been ripped apart a few weeks ago, and he never lost his ability to smile or to be sweet to me, or Katie. Tragedy hadn’t hardened him, and I was so grateful for that. “Mason…”


  “I’m not asking anything of you, Payton, I’m not expecting anything from tonight. I just wanted you to know that you mean something to me. You have from the first moment I saw you.” His eyes fell to my lips for a brief second. “I wouldn’t have made it these past few weeks without you. And I’ve hated every second that you’ve been gone.”


  “I’ve missed you too.”


  He rested his forehead against mine. “You’re my best friend.”


  I smiled, my eyes closing. “You’re my best friend too, friend.”


  “Kiss me.”


  His words were a whisper that my body took as a command. I couldn’t hold back, not anymore. I pressed my lips to his and his hands went into my hair. I fisted his shirt to make him come closer.


  I wanted him. I’d wanted him from the minute I’d walked out of his bedroom all those months ago. Things had felt different between us the last time I’d come for dinner. Like we were moving in the right direction, like he wanted this to happen for real. And tonight was no exception. Like our friendship was suddenly on fire.


  Mason may not know exactly what to do with his life, or how to be the world’s best boyfriend, but right now, I just didn’t care.


  I let him guide me into his lap. I helped him take off my shirt and then helped him take off his pants. We were both panting, both a frenzy of hands and mouths. Trying our best to never break our kiss as we got our clothes out of the way. I was moaning before he even slipped inside me. There was no foreplay. We didn’t need it. We’d been building up to this for weeks. I held onto his shoulders and slid all the way down his shaft. He filled me up completely, almost more than I could take. My head was thrown back and his lips were on my neck, my breasts. His hands wrapped around my back, making me ride him harder.


  “Fuck, Payton.” His forehead was on my chest, he was panting out his words. “You feel so fucking good baby.” He nipped at my shoulder. “Even better than I remember. You’re so damn perfect. Your body was made for mine.”


  I was so close to the edge. It’d been so long since I’d been touched. Now I knew the truth, knew for sure that no one had ever made me feel half of what Mason had. And no one ever would. He’d ruined me.


  “Mason, don’t stop.” I whimpered when he wrapped his fist around my hair. “Yes, just like that.”


  His teeth grazed the column of my neck, sucking for a moment on my rapid pulse. “Ride me, Payton. Harder, baby, give me everything you’ve got.”


  His words, his mouth, his body. He was perfect and I wanted to please him. I wanted to make him feel everything that I was feeling. I wanted to ruin him too.


  “That’s it, fuck, Payton, you’re so fucking perfect.” His teeth clamped down on my nipple. “Let me hear you scream, baby.”


  And I did. I called his name over and over as I came.


  Chapter Twenty


  Mason


  Almost three weeks old


  After I’d fucked Payton, bare, on the couch, I’d carried her to bed. My bed, the bed I was now currently in alone. But the house smelled like bacon, so I could forgive her for not jumping on my dick the second she woke up. Screw sleeping in separate rooms. That girl would be lucky if I ever let her leave this house again. Sex with Payton was on a whole new level, nothing else compared. I wanted to do it again and again and again.


  “Good morning, my gorgeous girls.” I followed my nose into the kitchen where Payton was standing at the stove wearing the shirt I’d had on last night. And Katie was in her swing in the dining room.


  I kissed my baby sister and then pressed my body against Payton’s. “Morning,” she purred.


  “Why didn’t you get me up? I could have helped you with Katie.” I placed a kiss on her neck. “And I like waking up next to you.” It was true. I liked having her here. I liked seeing her first thing in the morning. I liked holding her naked body as we slept. I just…liked her. Plain and simple.


  “You looked so peaceful.”


  “It’s because I had amazing sex last night.” I ran my hands up her thighs and under the hem of my shirt. “You aren’t wearing panties.”


  She shrugged a shoulder. “I couldn’t find them.”


  “You’re just trying to torture me, aren’t you?” I put my head on her shoulder and slipped a hand between her legs. She was wet. Just from my lips on her neck and my body against hers. My dick was instantly hard.


  She started to squirm, her voice shaky. “I’m cooking over a skillet of hot grease.”


  I reach in front of her and turned off the burner. “And I want to fuck you on the kitchen counter.” Before she could protest I took the spatula out of her hand and tossed it into the sink. I had her sitting on the cool granite with the head of my dick at her entrance in the blink of an eye.


  She put her hand on my chest, stopping me. “Condom.”


  I pouted. “Why? I didn’t wear one last night. I swear I’m clean. I get checked all the time.”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Is that supposed to make or break your case, rock star?”


  “Good point.” I met her eyes. “I would never hurt you, Payton.” She bit her bottom lip. “Ever.” I hoped I wasn’t lying to her. I prayed that I never hurt this girl. I prayed that I would get my shit together and figure out how to live this new life. To be the man that she and Katie deserved. My dad and M Kat thought I could do it, maybe they knew something I didn’t.


  She wrapped her legs tighter around my waist and guided me inside her. I tensed all my muscles and bit down on my cheek. She felt so good I felt like I could come in a matter of seconds.


  “Mason…please…”


  I smiled at the want in her voice and started to pump in and out of her tight pussy. I could live inside this girl. I could eat, sleep, and breathe nothing but Payton. “So fucking perfect, baby.”


  She let her head fall back and I wrapped my hand around the base of her throat. My grip only tightening when she moaned and bit her plump pink lip. “Don’t stop.” I ran my nose against the shell of her ear. My quiet growl caused goose bumps to cover her skin. She was close to the edge. I could tell by the way she was clawing at my back, her legs tightening around my waist.


  “Let go, baby.”


  Her head hit the cabinet behind her as she screamed out my name. I followed right after her, the sound of her orgasm like fucking music to my ears.


  ***


  After sex, and then breakfast, we decided to take Katie on a walk. Payton wore this sling thing and we took her around the property. I showed them the barns, the horses, the cows. We even had chickens. Thank goodness M Kat hadn’t made us get rid of the ranch workers.


  I got an ache in my chest every time I thought about my dad and M Kat. I wasn’t sure that it would ever go away. But walking in the sunlight with my two favorite girls, things didn’t seem to hurt as fiercely.


  “Will you stay the night again tonight? What time do you have to be back at the hospital tomorrow?” We were holding hands, headed back to the house for lunch. I didn’t want her to leave, ever. Things just seemed better when she was around.


  “Uh, yeah. I can stay tonight, but then I probably won’t be back for a few days. I work three shifts in a row.” She ran her hand over Katie’s tiny little back, like she was sad at the thought of being away from her.


  ***


  “Mace? Are you awake?”


  I opened my eyes with a giant grin on my face. Payton was wearing my T-shirt, nothing else, and holding Katie on her shoulder. They were two of the prettiest girls I had ever seen. And they were both here with me.


  “Yeah, baby.” We were taking turns with Katie and I knew it was Payton’s. But if she wanted me up with them, then I was more than happy to oblige.


  “I think there is someone outside.” I noticed for the first time that her voice sounded a little shaky.


  “What?” I sat up, rubbing my eyes. “Like one of the security guys?” We had security at the gates, and then some that did rounds on the ranch. Ever since my parents’ deaths, the reporters were ruthless. They all wanted a shot of the baby, of me. They wanted to get pictures of the ranch. They wanted it all.


  “No, Mace, I swear I saw a man with a camera outside of Katie’s room.”


  “Keep her in here, okay?” I threw the covers off, and ran out of the room, grabbing my cell phone on the way. I went straight into the nursery, but when I check the yard out the window, no one was there. I called the head of our security outside. “I need someone up at the house, right fucking now.”


  I walked around the house, checking windows and doors. Making sure there was no one there, making sure that everything was locked and secure. Were we going to have to keep all the damn curtains closed now? Was Katie going to have to live in a cave?


  I opened the door two seconds after the knock. Yelling instantly, “You want to tell me why there was a reporter outside the nursery? Why the hell do I pay you? There is supposed to be someone making rounds constantly.”


  The built man in the suit nodded. “We have searched the whole yard, the front of the property. We sent up drones. We didn’t see anyone, sir.”


  “If Payton says she saw someone, she saw someone.” I pointed in his face.


  “Yes, sir. All I’m saying is I have no idea how he slipped on the premises, or how he got off without being seen.” He met my eyes. “You tell me what you want me to do, sir. What do you need me to do make you feel like your family is safe?”


  I swallowed the lump in my throat. My family? Is that what they were? I mean, yeah, Katie was my sister. But Payton? Did they see her as an extension of me? Did they think she was mine? Was she? I pushed all that aside for now. “I want you to fire everyone who was on-site tonight. And then I want new men here by the morning.”


  “Mason, I—”


  “I don’t trust anyone that was here. You said no one saw him? Maybe it was an inside job? Maybe someone wanted to make a little money on the side? Get them off the property and replace them with better people.”


  He clenched his jaw. “Yes, sir.” Before he walked out the front door he turned toward me. “I promise you, we won’t let anything happen to your girl or your baby.”


  My girl. My baby.


  Had this become my life?


  Chapter Twenty-one


  Mason


  Four weeks old


  “Mason, hey, it’s Harlow Matthews.”


  I had Katie in the crook of my arm and a diaper rag over my shoulder. My cell was on speaker so I could make a bottle for the fussy infant. “Hey, Harlow, how’s it going?” A personal phone call from the head of my record label, I already knew what this was going to be about.


  “I called to talk to you about your tour.” She paused for a second, then continued. “I know that you’ve been through a lot over the last few weeks, and I hate to ask you this, but when do you think you’ll be ready to get back out on the road?”


  There it was. I knew this was coming. I knew that RiffRaff couldn’t afford to foot my bill without my help for long. They may be one of the largest, most successful labels in the country, but even they had their limits.


  “Uh—”


  “I’m so sorry, Mason, I really am. I wish I didn’t have to ask this of you. But we put out so much money to promote your newest album and we were really counting on that tour money to offset the cost. You have a crew of people who are now officially not getting paid and—”


  “Harlow.” I cut off her odd rambling. “It’s okay, I understand. I knew that I’d at least need to reschedule and finish out the tour, if nothing else.” I put the bottle in Katie’s mouth and smiled when her little hand gripped my finger.


  “Really? You don’t hate me for being an asshole? We wanted to wait until you were ready, until you contacted us…but we just can’t. We worked it all out though. You don’t need to reschedule every date. We just kind of picked a few of the big ones. You’ll only need to be gone for six weeks to recoup the cost.”


  This was why RiffRaff was the best. They cared about their artists. They knew them. Everyone at RiffRaff had made it a point to check on me, to keep in touch. They wanted things run with brains as well as heart. “Let me figure out what to do with Katie. I can’t take her on tour. She’s just too little. Once I have things settled, I’ll get back to you, okay? Just give me a few days.”


  “Okay. Talk soon.”


  I hung up and then went and sat on the couch with my baby sister. I felt so torn. Part of me couldn’t wait to go, to start performing again. And the part of me that wanted to head back on the road made me feel guilty as shit. Was this what Lexi had been talking about? The need to create my art, and the guilt of leaving my girls behind?


  My girls.


  Was that what they had become?


  Payton was at the ranch every chance she got, spending her nights under me in my bed. I dreaded every time she had to leave, and I hated not waking up next to her. Last night when I thought they were in danger, when I thought someone had breached our walls? I was panicked. And then when the security guy called them mine, my family? I’d panicked even more.


  And Katie? Was it okay for me to leave her? Who would watch her? I didn’t trust anyone other than Payton. But was that even fair of me to ask that of her? It would mean turning her life upside down even more than she had for us already.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  Payton


  I loved being at the ranch with Mason and Katie. I loved it. Mason was getting better, slowly, every day. He’d laugh more. Joke a little. He was becoming himself again, finding his footing in his new life. Everything I’d been worried about seemed like a nonissue at this point. He was perfect. And Katie was the best baby. It was hard to imagine my life before she came along.


  I walked through the front door after a long twelve-hour shift at the hospital, immediately peeled off my scrub top and tossed it to the ground. I pumped some hand sanitizer into my palms before basically jogging across the room to where Katie rested against Mason’s chest.


  “Hey, gorgeous, how was work?”


  I kissed his lips before stealing the baby from his arms. “It was good. Long day, we had three new babies come in. And I think they’ll be staying for a few weeks at least.” I kissed the top of her fuzzy infant head. “Katie Bug, I missed you so much. How was your day?”


  “You talkin’ to me or the little attention stealer there?”


  I sat down on the couch next to Mace, leaning into his side when he wrapped his arms around me. “Both.”


  “Well. Katie ate. I ate. Katie napped. I napped. Katie spit up, I spit up.” I could hear the smile in his voice.


  I laughed. “You spit up?”


  “Well, Katie projectile vomited in my mouth, so…yeah, I spit up too. That doesn’t make you not want to make out with me, right? Because I swear I brushed and used mouthwash.”


  I laughed even harder. “We need to set up cameras so I can watch you guys while I’m at work. I’d have paid good money to see this tiny baby throw up into your mouth.”


  “You and the rest of America, I’m sure.” He smoothed his hand over the top of my head and then placed a kiss on my forehead. “Speaking of the rest of America, I wanted to talk to you girls about something.”


  I smiled. I loved it when he called us that. His girls. It was adorable, and every single time I melted a little more. I didn’t even know if he was aware that he did that. That he called us his and grouped us together. “Okay. What’s up?” I brought my knees up on the couch and laid Katie on her back so that she could see both of us. “You have our full attention.”


  “My record label called this morning and they told me I needed to reschedule part of my tour.”


  I pulled back so I could look at him. “I thought Jacks and Lexi told you to take all the time you needed? It’s only been a month.” The thought of him leaving made a knot form in the pit of my stomach. What about Katie? What about me?


  “I know, but they held off as long as they could. I have a crew of people who aren’t getting paid right now. They depend on me. It’s not forever, six weeks, tops.”


  “Okay. Wow, um, you want me to help you find a nanny for Katie?” The thought of someone else watching her was making me almost sick to my stomach. She was so tiny still. She needed someone who knew what they were doing. I’m sure Mason could afford the best. Maybe we could find another nurse?


  “I was hoping you’d stay with her.”


  I cocked my head, turning my body to his. “Me? I have a job, Mason.”


  He replied quickly, “I’d hire someone to help you. Like you’d be in charge and I’d get you a nanny. We’d just replace me with someone who actually knew what they were doing.”


  Like I was a working mother, except Katie wasn’t my daughter. “Mason, working at the hospital and then coming here hasn’t been easy over the last week. It’s almost an hour drive each way. My days are long, and my nights are longer. I haven’t minded, at all. I’m glad I could be here for you and Katie, and I’ve loved seeing you guys at the end of the day but—”


  “You could take a leave of absence? Just until I’m done with the tour? Please, Payton. I don’t trust anyone else.”


  Did I falter when he said he wanted me to stay, that I was who he trusted to help him raise his baby sister while he was away? Of course I did. Was I sad thinking of being here without him? Certainly. Would our new relationship survive him being on tour? We hadn’t even defined what was going on with us. We hadn’t even talked about it yet.


  “What do you say?”


  “Mason, I love my job…” I didn’t want to leave her with someone else that was for sure. And I couldn’t imagine not seeing her every day, not witnessing every milestone. “Ugh, okay, I will take a six week leave of absence, but that’s it.”


  He let out a breath, a smile on his lips. “I’ll pay you. I can pay you whatever you were making at the hospital. And I’ll also cover the cost of a maid or a nanny. Whatever help you need, it’s yours.”


  “You can pay my rent and my car payment. I don’t need you to pay me that much to live in your house and take care of Katie. That’s ridiculous. I love her.”


  “I’m paying you, and if I have to contact the hospital to find out how much you make, I’ll do it.” He took my face in his hands, kissing my lips sweetly. “You’re saving my life here, baby.”


  I gave him a weak smile. “When do you leave?”


  “I told Harlow to give me a few days to get Katie taken care of, and then I’d let her know. I’m sure I won’t head out for another week or so.” He put his arm around my neck and pulled me back down against him. “We have plenty of time together before I go. Don’t start crying now.”


  I scoffed. “Me? We both know you’re the one who stalks me when you’re on tour.” Because I’d been his friend during his last one. I’d heard the tales of groupies and whiskey. I just prayed that things would be different this time. That I was enough for him.


  He kissed my temple, my cheek, the corner of my lips.


  “I’ll miss you both like crazy.”


  ***


  I woke in the middle of the night to find Mason’s side of the bed empty. I sat up, looking around the room, assuming he’d be perched on the chair feeding Katie. But he wasn’t there. I got up and tiptoed across the hall to her crib, she wasn’t there either. I walked silently down the hallway, following the sound of music coming from the old record player in the living room.


  I smiled when I recognized the notes to the Eagles album Katie loved so much. Her favorite song was “Witchy Woman,” but “The Best of My Love” was what they were swaying to. I leaned against the wall, watching Mace dance with his baby sister, my heart swelling with love for them.


  When he noticed me standing there, he grinned. “I couldn’t get her to fall back asleep, and we didn’t want to wake you.” When he held his arm out, I crossed the room and laid my head on his chest, my face next to hers. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to hear this song and not think of this moment.”


  I didn’t say anything, I couldn’t. My eyes were tearing up and my throat was clogged with emotion. I knew that Katie wasn’t my daughter, and I knew I was only here in their lives because of some horrible awful tragedy. But in that moment, I was so thankful. I felt so blessed to be wrapped in Mason’s arms, with my hand rubbing Katie’s back. I didn’t want him to leave, but more than anything, I didn’t want to either.


  When the song ended, she was asleep. Mason walked her back to the nursery and laid her in the crib, then grabbed my hand, pulling me back across the hall to his room. “She’ll be okay in her crib for a couple of hours.”


  I stuck out my bottom lip. “But she just looks so tiny in there.”


  He picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, dumping me on his bed a few moments later. “I’m going to make you make noises.”


  I watched him as he let his briefs fall to the floor and giggled when he lifted the hem of his T-shirt, the one I’d been sleeping in. “I figured it was just easy to never wear panties again.”


  “Good girl.” He hovered above me, his hands by my head and his lips inches from mine. “Tell me you want me.”


  I smiled, scrapping my lower lip with my teeth. “You know I want you.”


  His grin turned wicked. “Tell me how you want me.”


  Fuck me like you love me, like you never want to let me go. That’s what I wanted to say. Those were the words running through my head. But I wasn’t brave enough to say them. “You know I hate to be treated like glass, friend.”


  He chuckled and lined up the head of his cock at my entrance. “Then how about I shatter you instead, baby?” He surged inside me, burying himself as far as he could go.


  I arched up into him, my nails clawing at his lower back. “Fuck. Yes. Just like that.”


  He set a ruthless pace, driving into me over and over. His hands were on my thighs, holding them up where he wanted them. “You’re so good, so fucking perfect.”


  I love it when he said those words. I was always perfect when he was inside me. That was how I felt too. Like we were two pieces made for each other, my body made for his. “Please don’t fucking stop.”


  He hammered into me harder, my body moving up the bed with each thrust. I put my hands out, stopping myself on the headboard. “Good girl, stay just like that.” He grabbed one of my thighs, hiking it high on his hip.


  “Fuck. Yes.” I knew I was being loud, too loud probably. But everything about tonight was exactly what I wanted. What I needed. I wanted to feel wanted, like he couldn’t get enough. Like I drove him wild.


  His muscles were flexed, his arms bulging with excitation. There was a single bead of sweat running down his chest. I wanted to sit up and taste it. But I was too close, I felt like my body was about to explode under his.


  “Come for me, baby.” He pulled all the way out and then slammed home.


  I cried out into the darkness, my orgasm overwhelming all my senses.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  Mason


  Four weeks and three days


  Payton, Katie, and I were at dinner. I was leaving to go on tour in seven days. Payton had started her leave of absence from work today and we were celebrating. This was the first time that we had taken Katie anywhere other than doctors’ appointments or walking around the ranch.


  “You look especially beautiful tonight.” I reached under the table and put my hand on her thigh. She was wearing a short maroon dress with some little boot-looking shoes. She’d fancied up Katie too. She was in a dress and there was a bow stuck to her dark baby hair.


  “Thank you.” She licked her lips and smiled wickedly. “You look pretty good yourself, friend.”


  I chuckled. “Friend, huh? You ever going to stop calling me that?”


  “Are you ready to define our relationship, Mace? You want to have ‘the talk’? I figured still calling you my friend was just saving you from a panic attack.”


  Well. She fucking had me there. I was not ready to define us. I wasn’t ready to say that she was my girlfriend, even though we both knew she probably was. Hell, she was basically living with me and helping me raise my sister. We were legit playing house. “Uh, I mean…”


  She rolled her eyes and adjusted Katie’s frilly dress. “Just stop.”


  “Are you mad?” I picked up my whiskey and took a deep sip.


  “No, Mace. I’m not mad.” She shrugged. “I knew who you were before we even started doing whatever the hell it is we’re doing. No need to give you hives in order to pick a label.”


  I knew she said she wasn’t mad, but she sure sounded mad. Or at least, annoyed. I couldn’t blame her. I was acting like a child. How was I supposed to raise one if I kept acting like one?


  “We’re together. We’re banging each other, we aren’t banging anyone else…We’re, uh, dating?” We were going on dates, even if most of them consisted of takeout at home. She just stared at me, her eyes blinking steadily. “Look. You know that I care about you. You’re my best friend, you’re the only person I trust in this whole damn world. You’re too good for me. You’re an angel. But I’m trying here.” Please let that be enough. Because much more of this and I was going to honestly freak the fuck out.


  “That was sweet, in a Mason sort of way.” She put her hand on mine on top of the table. “I’ve never asked you for more than you can give. And I’m not going to start now, okay? I knew what I was getting into with you.”


  That made me sound like a mental patient or something. I wasn’t. I was just a guy who had always imagined his life going one way. And suddenly it was headed in the completely opposite direction. “I won’t sleep with anyone else, while I’m on tour, I mean. I swear.”


  Payton’s eyes went wide and she took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I would hope not, Mace. That would be called cheating.” She annunciated the word like it was one I’d never heard before.


  I couldn’t call it cheating. Cheating would mean that Payton was for real my girlfriend. I could think of her as my partner, my best friend, my soul mate…but the word girlfriend was making me start to get clammy. M Kat would be shaking her head at me right now, and my dad? His eyes would be darting back and forth between us. Because he’d understand where I was coming from.


  Luckily we dropped the relationship talk and fell back into an easy rhythm. We laughed and joked. We took turns holding Katie when she got a little fussy in her car seat. After we paid the bill and we were standing to leave, an older couple stopped us.


  “We just wanted to tell you how adorable your baby is, and how good.” The woman was smiling, looking into the car seat in my hands.


  I smiled back. “Thank you, I think so too.”


  “Pretty baby and a beautiful wife. You are a lucky man.” The old guy winked at me before ushering his wife out the door. I stood frozen in my spot. They thought we were a family. They thought it was mom, dad, and baby. That we were married. That we’d met and fell in love. That we’d had a wedding. That Katie was planned, that she was ours.


  But none of that was true.


  We weren’t a family. My family was dead.


  And we hadn’t met and fallen in love. We’d met and hooked up. And now? What were we doing now? Dating? That sounded so fucking lame. But I couldn’t even say the word girlfriend out loud?


  “Mace? You okay?” Payton snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Hey.”


  I shook my head and turned to her, a smile on my face I didn’t feel. “Yeah, I’m good. Sorry.”


  Her head tilted, her long hair falling over her shoulder. “Please don’t let what that man said freak you out. He didn’t know, and it’s not his fault. They were just trying to be polite. It’s not going to be the last time that happens, Mason.”


  I closed my eyes and allowed myself a moment to feel the pain his words had caused. Feel the loss of my parents, the injustice of it all. The confusion of Payton in my life. The fear that I’d lose her and Katie, that I’d be all alone.


  When I opened them she was still staring at me. I held my hand out. “Come on, gorgeous. Let’s get this baby home.”


  Chapter Twenty-four


  Payton


  Last night, after we got home from dinner, Mason drank the largest glass of whiskey I’d ever seen, and then passed out in bed. It was the first night since we’d started having sex that we hadn’t. He didn’t even stir when Katie woke up before dawn. I knew what that old man said would fuck with Mace’s head. And it had. It couldn’t have been worse timing either. After that talk we had about our relationship, some stranger basically calls me Mason’s wife? Yeah. I pretty much expected the alcohol-induced coma.


  I wanted to be irritated at him. But I just couldn’t muster the emotion. He’d lost his parents a little over a month ago. He was doing the best he could, and under these circumstances? I thought he was doing okay.


  “Morning, beautiful.” He walked into the kitchen where I was sitting at the island, sipping a steaming cup of coffee. He paused to kiss the top of my head, then bent to do the same thing to the snoozing baby in my arms.


  “Morning,” I murmured. He poured himself a cup and then joined me. “You okay?”


  He furrowed his brow. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”


  If he wasn’t going to bring up dinner, then neither was I. What was the point? He was leaving in less than a week. I didn’t want to fight with him, argue, discuss. None of it. “No reason.”


  “What do you want to do today?”


  And just like that, we brushed it under the rug.


  ***


  Mason and I were lying on the floor in the living room. Katie had fallen asleep during her tummy time and none of us had bothered to move yet. The sun had set hours ago. We’d spent the day lying around the house and being lazy. I’d done some yoga and Mason had watched. Then he’d put Katie in her crib and made me stay in downward dog for a while. Suffice to say, we defiled the hell out of my yoga mat.


  I couldn’t get enough of him. I wanted him all the time. I’d never had that reaction to anyone before. I’d had boyfriends, and I’d had plenty of sex. But the way I wanted Mason, the way I felt about him. It was something different. I couldn’t deny him, ever. Every time I thought about him leaving for six weeks, my eyes filled with tears. I didn’t want to tell him I was sad, that I was scared. I didn’t want to put any doubts or fears into his already overcrowded mind. So I kept my emotions at bay so that every once in a while, I’d be allowed a glimpse of his.


  “You want to just sleep on the floor tonight? I’m too tired to move.” I turned and looked over at him.


  He smiled, climbing to his feet. “Come on, I’ll carry my girls to bed.”


  I watched as he carefully picked up Katie, making sure not to wake her. “I really like it when you call us that.”


  “Call y’all what?” When the baby started to fuss he started swaying with her the way she liked.


  “When you call us your girls. It’s sweet. Makes me want to do dirty things to you with my mouth.” I took his out stretched hand when he offered it.


  “I call you that? Huh, I never even realized it.”


  “Oh, well in that case, never mind about the mouth action.” I shrugged a shoulder and headed into his room while he put Katie down in her crib. He liked her in there so we didn’t have to worry about waking her up.


  “Well, now, wait a minute…” I started to laugh when he walked into his room with his pants around his ankles. “You already said that you would. No take backs on things as serious as mouth action, gorgeous.”


  Chapter Twenty-five


  Mason


  Four weeks and four days


  Payton was lying naked in my arms, the moonlight illuminating her skin. My sense of déjà vu was strong tonight. Only this time she wasn’t awake, and her hypnotizing voice wasn’t keeping me grounded and sane. It was just me and my fucked-up head.


  I really like it when you call us that, when you call us your girls.


  Pretty baby and a beautiful wife.


  What the hell was happening? Why was I freaking out about it? Payton didn’t deserve someone who couldn’t even call her his girlfriend. I should be able to tell people I was happy they were mine. That I thought I was pretty damn lucky too. Because I did.


  Things could be so much worse.


  Katie could have died before she’d ever had a chance to be born.


  I could have never become friends with Payton.


  Where would I be without her? Where would Katie be without her? I was going to fuck this all up because I was a moron. I was a stupid kid who couldn’t handle his life. I slipped out from under Payton and headed into the living room. I picked a pillow up off the couch and screamed into it. I was going to fuck this thing up with Payton, and then Katie and I would both be lost.


  Katie started to cry and Payton was up and at her crib before I could even make it back down the hall.


  “Hey, sweet girl, what’s wrong?” Payton picked her up and checked her diaper. “Are you hungry? Huh? Or do you just need some love?” When Payton started to rock, Katie settled down. “There we go, you just needed to be held, huh?” She dipped down and kissed her forehead. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”


  Payton was so good, so kind, so caring. She loved Katie like she was her own, and I couldn’t even admit that I loved Payton the same way. That thought was sobering. I was no good for her, not like this. Indecisive and scared was not a way to go through life. They both deserved so much better than me.


  “Mason? What’s wrong? Why weren’t you in bed?”


  “I was thirsty.” We both knew that was a lie. I could see it in her eyes. But she wouldn’t call me on it. She was too scared to spook me, too scared that I’d freak out again. I was making her timid, and I hated myself for it. Payton had called me on my shit from the get-go, and I’d made her afraid to. “You want me to take her so you can go back to sleep?”


  She shook her head. “No we’re okay.”


  She wasn’t, and neither was I. I’d been spiraling the past two days, and there didn’t seem to be anything I could do to stop it. I was losing it. Everything I’d held so carefully together since my parents died was starting to come unwound. And it all started with a kind word from a stranger.


  “Mason, you can talk to me.”


  I smiled and kissed her lips. “I’m fine, beautiful. Come back to bed, we’ll put her in the bassinet.”


  I wasn’t fine. I was about to hurt my best friend, and I fucking hated myself for it.


  Chapter Twenty-six


  Payton


  I woke up the next morning to find both Mason and Katie gone. I pulled the collar of his shirt, the one I’d slept in, closer to my nose and inhaled deeply. I made my way down the hall, passing her empty nursery.


  “Hey. You two are up early.”


  He was sitting with her in the living room, feeding her a bottle with the news on TV. I cocked my head to the side when I realized that he was dressed already. Ripped jeans and a vintage The Who T-shirt. His hair was even fixed.


  “You going somewhere today?”


  He licked his lips, not meeting my eyes. “Yeah. I’m leaving.”


  My heart stopped for a second, my blood running cold in my veins. “Okay, where are you going?” There was no reason to be alarmed. I mean where could he go? The tour didn’t start back up for another couple of days. Maybe he had some errands to run.


  “The road. It’s time to restart the tour.”


  He still wasn’t looking at me. He’d look at the TV, at Katie, at my feet. But he refused to meet my eyes. “I thought you didn’t leave for another five days or something.” I swallowed past the bile that was quickly rising in my throat.


  “Yeah, well, I talked to the label this morning, and since it’s been awhile since I preformed they thought it’d be good to head out early. Get in some practice and get acclimated back to life on tour.”


  I snorted, suddenly more pissed than hurt. “Really? Two days after you lose your shit at dinner and drink yourself into a mild coma, your label calls? Super convenient, Mace.”


  He nodded, but didn’t speak, his jaw flexing.


  “You’re a liar, a coward, and an asshole.” There was so much more I wanted to say. I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to scream at myself. I was so stupid, so naïve. I thought that if I didn’t bring our relationship up, I thought if I just lived in the moment with him…


  I’d convinced myself that Mason was healing, that he cared about me. That he’d never intentionally hurt me. But that’s exactly what he was doing right now. Hurting me, pushing me away. Saving himself from having to feel something other than lust and pain. I’d been his friend. I’d been his lover. I’d helped him when he had no one else, and I’d given him my heart. Well. Fuck him.


  “Get out.”


  “I have a few hours, let’s have breakfast before I go.”


  I scoffed. “Not a chance, get out.”


  “Payton, I’m not doing this to hurt you. It’s my job and you knew I was leaving. I told you, the label called and—”


  “Don’t you dare give me that weak-ass excuse. We both know what this is really about. You can’t handle the fact that this is your life. That Katie and I are it.” I shook my head. “Take your shit and get out of this house.”


  He stood up, Katie in his arms. He looked like he hadn’t slept at all. Of course he hadn’t, he’d been up all night trying to think of an excuse to leave us. Trying to figure out how to get out of this new life of his. A life where he had two people who counted on him, who loved him.


  Mason leaving like this, running away—it would put a hole in my heart. He’d just ruined everything. He’d just ruined us.


  He wanted to leave, he wanted to pretend that we didn’t matter? Fine. But I couldn’t drag this out. I was fighting back tears, I was seconds away from sobbing. I could feel it coming. And I’d be damned if I let him see me fall apart.


  He didn’t deserve my pain.


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  Mason


  Four weeks and five days


  Telling Payton I was leaving nearly killed me. The look on her face, the unshed tears in her eyes. It broke my heart. But it I was too much of a coward to stay for another week. I was too scared of what another five days of being in her arms, being inside of her would do to me. I wasn’t good enough for her or for Katie. And I’d end up fucking it all up. They had each other, and Katie needed Payton to survive. Part of me had died the day M Kat and my dad were killed. But Katie? She was full of life, and so was Payton. They didn’t need me here, screwing up and bringing them down. Freaking out over what people assumed, and getting hives every time I realized Payton was my girlfriend. I was nothing. I was less than nothing. And they’d be better off without me.


  I peered down at Katie, smiling despite the sadness gripping my chest. Payton had gone to the kitchen, slamming doors and cabinets. I took Katie down the hall to her room, to the room M Kat had decorated for her. The room where Payton rocked her.


  “Katie Bug. I’m going to miss you so very much. I’ll think about you every day and I’ll call as often as I can.” I was whispering, my throat thick with tears. “I’m doing this for you, I promise. Everything I do is for you. To make sure you have the best life possible.” I kissed my fingers and then laid them on her cheek. “I love you.” I laid her in her crib, knowing without a shadow of a doubt that the second I shut the front door, Payton would come get her.


  We weren’t Katie’s parents. And apparently I wasn’t ready to pretend we were. I didn’t know if I’d ever be. I’d never be the dad she deserved, and she’d never get to know how it felt to be on the receiving end of one of M Kat’s smiles. I looked over to the bookcase in the corner, to one of the framed shots of M Kat’s maternity pictures. She was standing in a field, most likely here at the ranch, the sun was setting and my dad was standing behind her. His hands resting on her rounded stomach.


  I wiped away a tear and then left the only home I’d ever known.


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  Payton


  Seven weeks and five days


  I didn’t tell Mason good-bye. I didn’t care what he had to say. I didn’t want to hear it. I’d seen the look on his face the night before he’d left. I’d seen the emotion in his eyes as he watched me with Katie in that glider. And I’d seen the fear take root, the uncertainty. I’d told myself that things would be okay, that we’d talk it out in the morning. But I never imagined he’d be packed and ready to go when I’d walked into that living room. He was weak. He was a coward.


  And he was gone.


  It’d been three weeks since he left. Katie was almost eight weeks old now, almost two months. She was such a happy little girl. She had just learned to smile and she rarely cried. I sent him pictures, tons of pictures of Katie. Sometimes he’d respond with a miss you girls, or a give her a hug for me. But usually it was just a quick thanks. His calls to check on her where getting further and further apart. And when he did call, it wasn’t like it used to be. There was no laughter, no joking around. He was distant and he seemed almost uninterested or too busy.


  I think that was what hurt the most. When Mason had been on tour before, he called me all the time and texted me randomly throughout the day. We always found things to talk about. We’d share our whole damn days. I knew that he was capable of that kind of communication. So basic radio silence meant he was avoiding us. Me and Katie. Maybe he’d moved on already. Maybe he was whoring it up on Groupie Island and we were already nothing but a distant memory.


  My phone rang, and I couldn’t help but wish it was him every time, knowing it wasn’t. “Hey, Momma.”


  “Hey, sweet girl. What are you up to today?”


  I moved the stroller back and forth when Katie started to stir. She hadn’t been sleeping long enough for this to count as a nap yet. “Katie and I came to the botanical gardens for a little fresh air and beautiful scenery. What about you?”


  “I have all three of you brothers coming for dinner tonight.” She sounded put out, but I knew that was all a front. She’d have the four of us living at home if it were up to her. “Why don’t you come? Bring that sweet baby you’re raising for that asshole.”


  I took a deep calming breath, refusing to get into Mason bashing with my mother. It was quickly becoming one of her favorite pastimes. “We would love to come to dinner tonight, but we have plans.” We didn’t. Unless you included an Eagles greatest hits album and a glass of wine once I finally got Katie to sleep. I loved my family, and I loved seeing them. They adored Katie. But I just didn’t have the energy for my parents or my older brothers right now.


  “A date? Do you need a sitter? You can drop her off here with me.” My mother sounded impossibly hopeful.


  “Nope. No date. Sorry.” I knew she just wanted me to be happy. But if she tried to set me up with one more of her friend’s sons, I was going to go postal. No one in my family quite knew what to do with the fact that I’d taken a leave of absence in order to raise Mason Maxwell’s baby sister.


  “Okay. But I’m sending Parker over tomorrow with leftovers.”


  “Thank you, Momma.”


  “You’re welcome, baby girl.”


  We hung up and I sat down on a wooden bench. It wasn’t the most comfortable place to take a rest, but Katie was asleep and the air smelled like roses. I’d had worse.


  “Hi.”


  I looked up, somewhat startled. “Hi.” There was a man standing in front of me. He was wearing a collared button-down shirt and khakis. And loafers? He looked like he used to belong to a rich boy fraternity and now he sold stocks and bonds. I glanced at the phone in my hand. Had my mother sent him? Was she stalking me now?


  The man standing in front of me had a toddler with bouncy blond curls gripping his finger. He held his free hand out. “I’m David, I think we go to the same pediatrician.”


  I shook his hand, smiling warmly once I realized I wasn’t being ambushed. “You know, I think you’re right.” I bent forward addressing the little boy leaning against his leg. “Max, right?” He smiled.


  The man, David, pointed to the stroller. “And that’s Katie.”


  I nodded. “Yes. And I’m Payton.”


  “Payton.”


  He said my name with a grin on his lips. I wasn’t really sure what else to say. Small talk? The weather? “Have you guys checked out the butterfly exhibit yet?” Really? How did my family expect me to date? I couldn’t even have one casual conversation.


  “We are on our way there right now.” His gin grew. “Would you like to join us?”


  “We already walked through it.” I could have just said yes. I could have just gotten up and walked my sleeping baby through the damn thing one more time. What would it hurt? “Maybe next time?”


  He nodded. “I’d like that.” The kid clutching his hand started to fidget, swaying from side to side, and obviously done waiting for his dad to finish talking so they could go. “It was nice running into you, Payton. I’d love to do it again.” His face was hopeful.


  “Yeah, maybe.”


  He walked away, looking back over his shoulder. I waved. “Bye, Max.” The adorable little boy turned, waving wildly. Is this what my life had come to? Meeting divorced men through well checks?


  I sighed, peering into the stroller. “What’s wrong with me, Katie Bug? That guy seemed nice enough, right? He was cute. His kid was cuter, but still.” I rested my cheek on the hand that was holding her stroller in place. “What am I waiting for?”


  I was waiting for Mason to come home. In the back of my mind, no matter how pissed off I was that he left, I was waiting for the day he walked back in the door. The tour went on for only three more weeks. What was three weeks in the grand scheme of things? Maybe he’d come home and sweep me off my feet. Beg me to forgive him and ask me to live happily ever after.


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  Mason


  The tour had been five weeks of nonstop chaos. I’d made the label pack in the dates, told them I wanted to get as much exposure as possible. I wanted to capitalize on the media hype surrounding my parents’ deaths. If the press was going to be hounding anyone, it needed to be me. Not Katie and Payton back at the ranch. They’d had to double security on the road, and I wasn’t able to stay at hotels anymore. I lived on the bus, surrounded by guys triple my size packing more than just Tasers. I called home every once in a while, checking in on Katie. When Payton answered she was cool, distant. I didn’t blame her. I’d done this. I’d created this void between us. And it’s not like I had anything to say to her anyway.


  “Hey, man, great show tonight.” I looked up, watching Luke and Harlow enter my dressing room through the mirror.


  “Thanks.” I wiped my face with a towel. “I didn’t know you guys were coming tonight.”


  Harlow picked up an empty bottle of Jack Daniels and tossed it into the trash, shooting me a really? type of look. “Well, the tour is over in a couple of days so we wanted to make sure we caught you when we could. You were great out there. The crowd loves you.”


  The crowd loved the drama and tragedy surrounding my life. They loved that I looked broken, that I teared up when I sang certain songs. Songs that reminded me of Katie, or Payton, or my parents. They loved the heartbreak because they were assholes.


  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you guys about the tour as well, actually.” I got up and changed my shirt. “I want to extend it. Another six or eight weeks.”


  Luke and Harlow looked at each other, silently communicating. Luke moved his eyes to me. “Why? Aren’t you ready to get home? You haven’t seen Katie in over a month. You made your money, man. Your crew is set. The album is doing fantastic. There is no need to stay on the road right now.”


  He thought I was a heartless prick. I could see it in his expression, hear it in his tone. Maybe I was. But I sure as shit wasn’t ready to go home yet. I couldn’t face them, Payton or Katie. I didn’t deserve either of them. The half-life I’d been living since the morning I left them had tarnished my soul. I’d left, and they were better off without me.


  M Kat and my dad had made a mistake. Payton was good for Katie, and I was bad for Payton. Ergo, I needed to stay away.


  “I just think we should keep going. This momentum is crazy and we sell out every venue.” I shrugged like I’d given all this some real thought. “Katie is so little right now. I rather extend the tour, and then take a couple of years off to write another album. That way I can be at home with her when it counts. When she’ll miss me if I’m gone.”


  They looked at each other again, and I barely contained my eye roll. It was Harlow that made the decision in the end. “Okay. If that’s what you want, we’ll add another six weeks.”


  “Eight.” I couldn’t go home. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready.


  “Seven.” Her eyes told me not to push or she’d put an end to everything tonight. I could tell she wasn’t happy about the extension, wasn’t on board.


  “Deal.”


  ***


  “Payton, it’s me.” I swallowed a sip of whiskey. “I know I haven’t called in a few days, and I’m sorry. I hope everything is good. I hope y’all are well.” I cleared the familiar burn from my throat. “I just wanted to let you know that the label is extending my tour. They’ve added another seven weeks. I know that your leave of absence is up soon, but I hope that you’ll stay with Katie. If you can’t, let me know and I’ll get someone to help you find a full-time nanny. I know that what I’m asking isn’t fair, but there just isn’t any way around it, and Katie’s still too young to come on the road with me.”


  There was so much more I wanted to say, so much more I needed to say. But I was a coward, so I just hung up. I was alone on my massive tour bus. I reached down to the floor beside me, grabbing the bottle I’d sat there. I’d been drinking off it since the concert ended.


  I didn’t party. I didn’t hook up. I just played my songs, and then drank until I passed out. Rinse and repeat. This was my life now. I turned the bottle up, swallowing until my insides started to scorch. And just like the night before, and the night before that…I passed out seconds after the last drop.


  Chapter Thirty


  Payton


  Nine weeks and six days


  He wasn’t coming home. I’d gotten his voicemail while I was up with Katie around two in the morning. She was gassy and miserable. I looked down at the sleeping angel in my arms, the one I’d rocked to sleep and then laid down beside me because I was too tired to go put her back in her crib and risk waking her up again. Katie was beautiful. She was the perfect mixture of her mother and her father. Mason hadn’t held her in over six weeks, and now it’d be another seven. If he even came home then. I hoped he missed Katie. She was happy and healthy and growing. Flourishing. I hoped he missed me too, just a little. I was happy. I was heartbroken, but I was happy.


  I didn’t call him back. I just sent him a text, one that he never replied to.


  Me: I’ll stay with her.


  I didn’t want to hear his voice, I didn’t want to remember him singing to us in the dark. I wished I hated him. I wished I could. I got up and moved through the dark, quiet house. I kept Mason’s door shut. I couldn’t handle having his scent surround me.


  As I made my way silently down the hall, I realized it was time. Mason wasn’t coming home. I needed to let go of that fantasy. He was so distant, so detached and cold. He didn’t want to be here with us. I would need to quit my job. Which sucked because I loved working at the hospital. But I couldn’t leave Katie to a nanny, and I couldn’t call Mason and demand he come home. A big part of me just wanted him to stay gone at this point.


  I paused outside the master suite, the one neither Mace nor I had stepped foot inside. I couldn’t say this was what Kate would have wanted. Because it wasn’t. She’d be so disappointed in her son. So sad. But I didn’t have a choice anymore. Either I made this place mine, or Katie and I moved out.


  ***


  The next day I called my charge nurse and told her what was going on. She told me to take all the time I needed, that they’d always have a place for me when I was ready to come back. I needed to get my life in order. I needed to move all my stuff out of the apartment where I was still paying rent. I needed to stop pretending Mason was ever going to come home to us, because he wasn’t.


  Not in the way I had hoped he would.


  Chapter Thirty-one


  Payton


  Fourteen weeks old (three and a half months)


  “Pay. Is that you?”


  I dropped my purse on the entryway table. “Yeah. Where are you guys?”


  “Kitchen.”


  I followed the sound of my brother’s voice and started to laugh when I finally made it to him and Katie. “Spaghetti, huh?” The kitchen was covered in marinara. “Did you cook with the sauce? Or just use a paintbrush?”


  I placed a kiss on the top of Katie’s head. She rested in her surrogate uncle’s arm. Then I kissed my youngest older brother, Paxton, on the top of his head. He gestured to the table. “We made you a plate.”


  “You did?” I tickled Katie’s little tummy, eliciting a smile. “You two are the best.” I sat down next to them and started to eat. “I’m starving. I forgot to eat lunch today.”


  “How was it being back at the hospital?” Paxton shot me a look. More concerned than annoyed. My brother knew that Mason was still paying me to take care of Katie and that I didn’t need to work. But after a few more weeks of staying home with her, I’d realized that there might be a way for me to do both. So I’d called back and let them know I was availed to sub if anyone needed help. They agreed to keep me on as an alternate. It wasn’t something they usually did and I was grateful. That way, if Mason ever did come home, I really would have a job waiting for me.


  “It was good. I’d really missed it.”


  He made a silly face at Katie, making her smile come back full force. “I had to go to mommy and me zoo day.” He turned to me. “I still think it’s downright ridiculous to take a three month old to a mommy and me group. She doesn’t even know those other kids are there. Plus, do you have any idea how hard it was to be the only attractive man in a ten mile radius? I’m exhausted.”


  I laughed. “I’m sure.” I took a big bite, then talked around it. “How many numbers did you get today?”


  “Three.” He winked.


  My brother was a godsend. Paxton was a writer, a phenomenal writer to be exact. He had a widely successful blog, almost like a Sex in the City type thing, but for men. His audience was loving the new angle he was working, living here with me and helping me with Katie. After I’d made up my mind to move onto the ranch for the time being, I called him to see if he’d come help me move out of my apartment. And he’d never left after that.


  “Honeys, I’m home.” And that would be one of my other brothers, Parker. He was a paramedic. A few weeks ago his girlfriend kicked him out. I wasn’t sure my big brother had been faithful a day in his life. He’d showed up at our doorstep around midnight, hat in hand. He’d been here ever since too. I didn’t mind. I loved having them around. I got help with Katie from people I trusted, and this big house felt less empty. “Spaghetti? Yum.” Parker went and made himself a huge plate of food before sitting down to join us. “How was the zoo?”


  He was talking to Katie. He always spoke to her like she was fourteen years old, not fourteen weeks. Paxton answered for her. “It was great. Uncle Pax got some single mom digits. We’re going to set up some play dates. No big deal.”


  Parker chuckled. “Nice.” He pointed to Katie. “You and I are hitting the park tomorrow, though. Uncle Parker needs to get some.”


  I slapped him on the back of the head. “Don’t say that to her. And you both need to stop using that baby as chick bait.”


  Paxton looked down at her while he spoke in a sweet voice, “Your momma needs to lighten up, huh kid?”


  I went still at his words, swallowing loudly. “I’m not her mom, Pax.” I loved her and I took care of her. I’d never leave her. But I wasn’t her mom.


  Parker met my eyes across the table. “Then who is?”


  “Kate.” I got up and put my plate in the sink, my appetite suddenly gone.


  Paxton shook his head. “You need to wake up and realize that you’re it. You’re the only mom this little girl will ever know. You can tell her all about Kate, you can correct her when she calls you momma until you’re blue in the face. But the truth is, to Katie, you’re her mother.”


  “Yeah, until Mason decides to come home. Then what? I have temporary guardianship papers. That’s all.” He’d sent them a week after he’d left. He’d included a letter telling me that this would make it easier for me to take her to the doctor. He’d also set up a bank account in her name. There was so much money in it my eyes had gone blurry trying to count the zeros.


  Parker’s face turned hard. He hated any mention of Mason. In my brothers’ eyes, Mace was lower than low. He’d abandoned us, so he was nothing. “Let him try to take her away from us. I dare him.”


  They loved Katie like she was their own flesh and blood. They’d die for that kid. I knew that the reason they’d come to the ranch was for me. The reason they stayed? That was all for Katie. I waved my hands in the air. “You know what? I don’t want to talk about this tonight. Okay?”


  “Sure. When would you like to talk about it, Pay? When he comes home and kicks you to the curb? Finds some hot Swedish nanny to finished raising his kid?”


  “He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t just shut me out of Katie’s life.” I closed my eyes and silently prayed that I was right. I’d been with Katie for over three months. I knew she wasn’t mine, but I was starting to have to remind myself of that more and more often.


  Chapter Thirty-two


  Mason


  The crowd went fucking wild when I almost fell headfirst off the stage. I was wasted. I played all my shows drunk off my ass these days. The audience loved it. It wasn’t like I was forgetting the words to my songs or anything. I just went on stage with a full bottle of liquor, and when the show was over I’d toss the empty one out into the crowd. A souvenir.


  I knew everyone from RiffRaff was waiting for me backstage. You’d think I’d have stayed semi-sober for them. Nope. Not a fucking chance. Sober hurt too much. Sober made me think of Katie and Payton back at home. The two most beautiful girls in the world, and I’d abandoned them both because I was a fucking coward. Because I was afraid.


  I opened the door to my dressing room and eight pairs of eyes stared back at me. RiffRaff, the Austin branch at least, was operated by the family that owned it. The Devil’s Share, and their wives, were involved in every aspect of the company. Which meant they were all meddlesome pricks in my opinion. Always so concerned, always with an opinion.


  “To what do I owe this pleasure? All of you? In my dressing room? I must be one special little boy.”


  No one laughed.


  Harlow crossed her arms over her chest. She was really pretty. Hell, all the wives were. Like one giant runway show. “Mason, I think you need a break. We’re all worried about you, you almost passed out on that stage tonight.”


  I scoffed. “The crowd loves it.” And they did. The more messed up I was, the higher my sales went. People were fucking crazy. “I’m just tired. I need a few days off to rest and then I’ll be fine.” I spewed the same shit I’d been telling her and Luke for the past five weeks. I knew they’d regretted extending my tour.


  Lexi raised an eyebrow. “Fine? You haven’t been fine since this tour started up again. You left your world back in Texas and I think it’s causing some—”


  “It’s not like I left my wife and child at home. Geez. I left the glorified nanny I was fucking and my baby sister.”


  Whack! My head whipped to the side. I placed my palm on my cheek, loving the burn from Lexi’s hand. At least I was feeling something other than sadness. Even if it was pain.


  Dash stepped forward. “Kitten.”


  She held her hand up, stopping him. “No. He deserved that, and it was a long time coming.” She turned to face me, no apology in her attractive green eyes. Not that I expected one. She’d been against me extending the tour from the second she’d heard about it. “What in the holy hell has gotten into you? We needed you to finish your tour, not spend the first year of Katie’s life on the road. You need to wake the fuck up and fix the mess that has become your life. Your music is suffering. Half the road crew has up and quit. You’re a fucking drunk disaster. And now, a liability.” She shook her head, obviously more than fed up with me. “You know what? I’m done, this tour is over.”


  I laughed. I wasn’t sure why but it seemed goading her, letting her see she didn’t scare me, was all I had at the moment. “I make you money, lots of it. And you don’t have the authority to just cancel the damn tour. I still have two weeks’ worth of dates left.”


  Luke cocked his head, studying me like I was a stranger. “Yeah, she sure the hell does have the authority. And you think all that matters to us is money? You’re dead wrong, man.”


  “You’re joking, right?” They wouldn’t actually cancel my tour. They couldn’t. I wasn’t ready to go home. I didn’t even know if I had a home left at this point. It’d been over a month since I’d talked to Payton.


  “Nope. Serious as hell.” Lexi grabbed my jacket off the back of a chair and tossed it to me. “You’re done, pack your shit. You just bought yourself a one-way ticket home. You better hope Payton lets you in the damn door.”


  My eyes jerked to Lexi’s face. I hadn’t heard anyone speak Payton’s name out loud in weeks. Unless you could count me. Because I dreamed of her every damn night. “You’ve talked to Payton?” The only contact I had with her was the pictures she sent me of Katie. Every single one of those pictures was saved on my phone. And every time a new one came through, I’d pray like hell that Payton would be in it too.


  She never was.


  Lexi looked over at Jacks. “We talk to her.”


  I followed her gaze to see him staring at me. More than contempt in blazed in eyes that zeroed in on me as he sneered. “I talk to her at least once a week. You stopped calling to check on your sister, but we never did. They’re good by the way, both of them.” He perused me up and down, and I tried to act like I wasn’t ashamed of what he saw. He shook his head as they all filed out.


  Harlow was the last one out the door. She turned with her hand on the knob. “You need to get yourself together, Mason. RiffRaff isn’t the same label it used to be. Money isn’t all that matters anymore, and we won’t let you destroy yourself in the name of rock and roll.”


  When the door shut behind her, I turned up a fresh whiskey bottle. I literally wanted to pass out. I didn’t want to think about going home. I didn’t want to feel the fear, feel the uncertainty. If I thought I didn’t deserved Payton when I’d left, I sure as fuck didn’t deserve her now.


  I’d abandoned her.


  ***


  I woke to sunlight streaming in my face and someone pounding on the door of my tour bus. I stumbled down the hall, shielding my eyes from the bright light of day. Fuck, my head was pounding. When I opened the door, I let out a loud groan that didn’t make the pain any better. “What now? Didn’t shit on me enough last night?”


  “You were wasted last night. I wanted to make sure I could shit on you when you were sober enough to remember it.” Jackson Cole walked through the door, his nose wrinkled. “It fucking reeks in here, bro.”


  I shrugged. “I probably puked at some point.”


  Jacks peered down the hallway. “Any chicks back there? If so, kick them out.”


  “There is no one else here.” There had never been anyone else here. Payton was the last girl I’d been with. Not for lack of trying on the groupies’ part, but from lack of desire on mine.


  No one compared to Payton, no one made me crave the way she did. No one made me feel the way she did.


  “What do you want, Jacks?”


  “Well, for starters I want you to pull your pretty little head out of your ass.” He leaned over and opened a couple of windows. “This isn’t you, man. This drinking yourself into oblivion, avoiding your life? You’re better than that.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “You climbed your way to the top on talent alone, you refused to use your father’s last name to get a leg up. And now you’re throwing it all away. All your talent, your reputation, your family.”


  I clenched my jaw. “My family is dead.”


  “No they aren’t.” He shook his head, disappointment written all over his face. “Your family is who you make it, Mason. Your parents? You’re right, they’re gone. But Katie? Payton? They’re still here. They are still alive. You can hold them. You can kiss them. Why are you wasting that? You of all people know how precious life is, how quickly it can be taken from you.”


  “Katie needs Payton, and if I’d have stayed—”


  “If you’d have stayed, what? What would have happened? You’d have fallen for her? You’d have hurt her? What are you so fucking afraid of? What are you running from?”


  “I would have screwed it up. I’m broken. I don’t deserve a girl like Payton. I could never make her happy. Hell, I couldn’t even call her my girlfriend. How fucking pathetic is that? I’d never be able to give her the life she deserves. I’d lose her, and if I lost her, then so would Katie.” That had been my thought when I’d left eleven weeks ago, and it was still in my head today.


  “You have a woman and baby at home who love you. They’re there, waiting for you to come through that door.”


  “I can guarantee you that Payton isn’t sitting around hoping I’d come home. And Katie isn’t my baby.”


  “Oh yeah? Whose baby is she? Is she Payton’s? You willing to give her up? You willing to sign away your rights to your kid because you’re too scared to love them both? Too scared to lose them?”


  I knew my face was red. I knew he could tell I was close to tears. I also knew he wasn’t going to back down. He wanted a fight? He wanted to play holier than thou? Fine. “Katie is not my kid. She’s my dad’s and M Kat’s. I’m just a weak substitute. I’m not good enough for either of them. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know how to be a good parent. Hell, the only good example I had was ripped away from me.” I was screaming by that point. “You’d never understand.”


  He chuckled, rubbing his eyebrow with a fingertip. “I’d never understand? Really? I’m probably one of the only people in your life that even halfway gets it.”


  I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t believe him but my throat was sore from all the singing, whiskey, and yelling.


  “Two years ago a social worker showed up at my front door with my nine-year-old daughter.”


  I knew Jacks had a kid, and I knew that he hadn’t been in her life in the beginning, but I didn’t know how it’d happened. The media pretty much portrayed him as some deadbeat dad that finally decided to show up.


  “She had been neglected, she’d been tossed aside. She was afraid of adults, afraid to trust anyone. My life was turned on its ass, man. You think you’re a playboy? I’ve gotten more ass than the seats in the arenas you’ve filled. I’ve drunk more. I’ve smoked more. I’ve snorted more. I was the ultimate rock star, for a decade.” He took a breath, closing his eyes for a moment. “But from the minute I laid eyes on that little girl, she was mine. And I was going to do anything and everything in my power to love her the way she deserved to be loved.”


  “What if I don’t know how? I don’t know how to be a good dad…as much as I love my old man, he wasn’t ever really a father to me.” I had quieted down, Jacks’s words making me feel like I could be honest.


  For the first time in a long time, I was being honest.


  He shrugged a shoulder. “Call Smith, talk to him. He never really had a dad, he was abused by that piece of shit his whole damn life. But the look on that man’s face when he holds his little girl…it’s pretty poetic, bro.”


  The concept seemed to elude me. Or, truthfully, scared the shit out of me, so I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “I don’t know how to be a boyfriend either. I don’t know how to be in love with someone. I don’t know how to be the man they need.”


  Jacks shook his head sadly. “You know, I truly think this is something all of us struggle with. We spend so much time with the groupies and the drugs and the booze. Then when something good comes along, something real? We think we’re not good enough, not worthy. But let me tell you something, man. If you let that girl love you, really let her in? You’ll never regret it a day in your life.”


  “What if I can’t love her back the same way?”


  “The fact that you left because you thought you weren’t enough for them says it all. You were in love with Payton when you walked out that door, and you’re in love with her now. That pit in your stomach, that ache in your chest when you think about a life without her in it? That’s love, Mason. Don’t let your fear rule your life. Don’t let it keep you away from the people you need to survive. Don’t kill yourself because you’re afraid to live.”


  I hung my head, letting a few tears fall before I wiped them away. I was afraid to lose Payton. I was afraid to lose Katie. I was afraid that they’d both wake up one day and realize they could do better than me. I was afraid that my dad could see me. That M Kat knew I was failing.


  I was afraid that if I went home and loved those beautiful girls, the universe would take them away too.


  Chapter Thirty-three


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks old (almost four months)


  I pulled my giant mom SUV into my parking space at the house and cut the engine. I leaned my head against the soft leather seat and studied the windows, trying to see who was still awake and who wasn’t.


  I’d told my brothers that I’d had a date. It was a lie I started to tell them every so often over the last few weeks. It got them off my back about moving on and forgetting about Mason. Usually I’d go to dinner with my friends from the hospital or see a movie by myself. The alone time was nice, and my family had stopped bitching so much and trying to set me up with friends and coworkers.


  I walked into the house to find my brothers on the couch, Katie sitting between them in her bouncy seat. “It’s almost ten o’clock. Why is she still up?” I made my way into the room and stepped in front of the television. Both of them moved their heads to the right, trying to see around me. “Really?”


  Pax frowned, waving his hand for me to move. “Every time we tried to put her down, she’d wake up. Finally we just let her have her way and put on a movie. What’s the big deal? It’s not like she has to get up early for school tomorrow.”


  I put my hands on my hips. “The big deal is that we’ve been working on this sleep training for a solid two weeks and I’m pretty sure you two just unraveled everything.” I didn’t know why I was even bothering. Neither of them had looked away from the TV once.


  When I threw my hands in the air, Parker grabbed the remote and pressed pause. “Why are you home so early? Who are these losers you’re going out with?”


  “Just because your dates don’t end until the sun comes up, doesn’t mean mine have to.” I unbuckled Katie out of her seat and cuddled her to me, sitting down in the brown leather club chair. “Come here, Bug. You need to go night-night.” I kissed her chubby cheeks and started to rock her a little.


  Pax grabbed his cell. “Speaking of dates, since you’re home, I’m going to go have one myself.”


  I wrinkled my nose. “Dates that start at ten o’clock at night are booty calls.”


  “Don’t I know it?” He winked and headed out the front door.


  After he left I glanced across the room at Parker. “What? Why are you staring at me like that? Sorry I didn’t have sex with Nate, geez.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “I thought you had a date with some dude named Dan tonight?”


  “Oh, uh, yeah. I meant Dan.” I giggled like an irritating schoolgirl, trying like hell to sell my lie. “I just go on so many dates these days that I’m getting guys confused. You know me, just a dating machine.”


  Parker tilted his head to the side. “Didn’t you say you were meeting up with a Chuck last week?”


  “Oh, uh, yep. Chuck. He’s in real estate investments.” I sighed dramatically. “It’s not going to work out between us though, he has daddy issues.”


  My brother gasped loudly, pointing at me and startling Katie. “You aren’t going out with anyone. You’ve been lying this whole time.”


  I gasped right back, trying for indignant. “I most certainly have not. Katie and I don’t have to sit here and listen to this. We’re going to bed.” I went to stand.


  “Sit back down.” He was using his big brother tone. I didn’t want to listen, but my body kind of automatically responded. Years of conditioning. He started ticking off points off on his fingers. “Nate? Dan? Chuck with daddy issues? You’re going through the characters on Gossip Girl.” He shook his head sadly. “How dumb do you think I am?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Not as dumb as Pax, if that makes you feel any better. I told him Dan was a writer and his first book caused quite a bit of controversy. He still didn’t catch on.”


  “Why lie?”


  “I was tired of everyone telling me what to do. Tired of everyone wanting me to move on, to pretend like Mason doesn’t exist.” I smiled down at the baby in my arms, kissing the top of her head. “Because he does. And one day he’ll come home.”


  Parker narrowed his eyes. “And then what happens, Pay? You welcome him back with open arms? You hand over Katie without a fight?”


  I sent him a small smile. “I don’t have all the answers, Parker. I just know that he will come home. That one day the tour will end, and he’ll be standing at the front door. And when that day comes? Things are going to be hard enough. There is already going to be so much we need to figure out. I don’t think bringing another guy into this mess is fair.” I stood up, maneuvering Katie to my shoulder, a practiced move I did a hundred times a day. “I already brought you and Pax in, already put you two in a position to get hurt. To lose someone you’ve come to love. I won’t do that to anyone else. It isn’t right.”


  Parker got to his feet, holding his hands out and smiling at the little girl he thought of as his niece when she cooed at him. “If you think that I’ll let you just hand her over to him, you’re wrong. He doesn’t deserve her. And he doesn’t deserve you either, Pay.” He took Katie out of my arms and held her close to his chest. Both my brothers had come to love her like she was their own. They were with her every day. They were helping me raise her and watching her grow. They were already wrapped around her little finger.


  I placed my hand on her tiny back and met my brother’s eyes. “You’ve never seen them together, you don’t know how much he loves her. You don’t know what it was like in the beginning.”


  “You’re right. I was just here for the aftermath. I listened to my baby sister cry herself to sleep when she thought no one could hear. You haven’t moved on, you haven’t even tried.” His body was relaxed, but his face was hard. I opened my mouth to argue that point, but he kept talking. “You can play the martyr all you want. You can tell me it isn’t fair to start a relationship right now. You can tell me that Katie is your only priority. But I know the truth. Mason hurt you, Pay, devastated you. You might not want to admit it to me, or to yourself. But he did.” He shook his head. “You dropped everything to help him. You were there for him when he had no one else. You turned your life upside down to raise his baby sister. The child his parents left as his responsibility. Your social life, your job? All that is gone. You gave it all up for a man that walked out on you without a backward glance.”


  “He didn’t walk out on me, Parker. He had to go back on tour. He didn’t have a choice.”


  He snorted. “Sure, keep telling yourself that.”


  I watched as my brother walked down the hallway, Katie cradled in his big arms. Once he turned into her room, I headed toward the kitchen. If Park was going to put her bed, I was going to have a glass of wine. I poured myself a tall one from the opened bottle of red on the counter and then sat at the table. I pulled out my phone and started flipping through the old pics I’d saved. The ones from the beginning, the ones of Mason and Katie I’d taken. When we were best friends and we were turning into more. When we were becoming a family.


  I hadn’t gotten over him, my brother was right. But how could I? I was living in his house, raising his baby sister. It wasn’t like I could take Katie and run. That would be kidnapping, if he ever decided to come looking for us. I could only sit here and wait for the day he came home. And hope that I was the only one who ended up hurt.


  I took a deep breath and picked up my phone. Jacks had been calling to check in on Katie and me. Something Mason had stopped doing altogether once they’d extended the tour. Something Parker had said was weighing on me. It was a thought I’d had then pushed to the furthest corners of my mind. But it was time and I needed to know the truth.


  Me: Did Mason have a choice about going back on tour?


  I waited, drumming my fingers on the counter and sipping my wine. When my phone dinged, my stomach dropped. I was terrified of seeing his answer.


  Jacks Cole: No, he had to do the first six weeks or his crew wouldn’t have gotten paid. He had people depending on him and he did the right thing.


  I let out a small sigh of relief. Okay, so when he left, he had to. He did it because he cared about his crew, the people his tour had employed.


  Me: And extending the tour? Whose idea was that?


  Jacks Cole: Mason’s.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, trying like hell not to cry.


  Me: Thanks.


  Jacks Cole: I’m sorry. I know that wasn’t the answer you wanted to hear.


  Me: No. But it was the one I needed to.


  I placed my phone facedown on the table. I didn’t want to see those words staring back at me. They were making me sick. It was what I had feared, put out there in black and white.


  Mason hadn’t wanted to come home. He didn’t miss us so much that it hurt. He wasn’t lying awake wondering how we were. He was just done. He didn’t want this life. He didn’t want to be part of this family.


  I took another sip, a larger sip. I took a deep breath and when I let it out, I let him go.


  Chapter Thirty-four


  Mason


  Home after eleven and a half weeks on the road


  There were giant steel planters on the front porch, teeming with multicolored succulents. They looked expensive and custom made. I knew the silver Tahoe sitting in the driveway wasn’t Payton’s. I’d had a Mercedes GLS delivered two days after I left. I’d done a lot of research and that was one of the best and the safest. So either she said fuck you to my gift, or there was someone else here. The sick nervous feeling in my stomach intensified.


  I tried the door and found it locked. I told myself that was a good thing. Payton was being safe and cautious. I fished my key out of my pocket, a key I hadn’t used in over three months. I frowned when it wouldn’t fit in the lock. I was forced to knock on my own front door. I held my breath, waiting to see her face. I almost wanted to close my eyes.


  I was terrified.


  “Can I help you?” I jerked back. The man who opened the door was built like a brick house. He had dark hair and dark eyes, his face set in confusion.


  “Uh, can I help you?” My voice sounded like a spoiled sixteen-year-old girl’s, and it made me wince.


  His expression deepened, an almost smile playing on his lips. Yeah, I sounded ridiculous and we both knew it. “What?”


  “This is my fucking house.” I wanted to hit him, even though he had a couple inches and like forty pounds on me. Payton had moved some guy into my house? Screwing him under my roof? With my sister down the hall? I wanted to hit him, and then lean over the new planters and throw up everything I’d eaten today.


  “You’re Mason.”


  Of course I was Mason. I was famous as fuck, not to mention that my pictures were up in the damn house. Lining the hallway, sitting on the dresser. That smug prick knew who I was. “Are you going to move? Or am I going to have to call security.” I had started to get my voice back, and I sounded a lot stronger than I felt.


  He crossed his arms over his chest, his massive body blocking the whole doorframe. “Go ahead, asshole. Call them.” He gestured toward the gate with his big head. “I’d love to know why they let someone on the property without calling the house first.”


  My eyes widened. “Because it’s my fucking property.” I all but screamed in his face. “Move.”


  He stared at me for so long I was seriously wondering if I was going to have to go get security. Security I’d hired. Men I paid to make sure that Payton and Katie were safe. Finally he let out an annoyed sigh and stepped to the side. I picked up my worn, army green duffle off the ground and brushed past him. I made sure to knock my shoulder into his, but he didn’t really budge.


  “Where’s Payton?” My eyes scanned the living room. The furniture was the same brown leather stuff my parents had picked out. But it was rearranged and there were toys scattered in baskets on the bookcases, and there was a pink and gray foam play mat under the windows.


  “Pay took Katie to mommy and me yoga. They should be home any second now.” The beefcake was still standing by the door, his muscular arms still crossed over his chest.


  Pay? How long had those two been shacking up? “Are you the nanny?” Please God, let him be the nanny. Payton hiring a hot and built manny would be so much better than her moving her boyfriend into my house.


  He threw his head back and chuckled. “No.”


  Well shit. I turned my back to him, once again surveying the house. All my pictures were gone off the shelves, the walls. They were replaced with pictures of Katie. There was one of Katie and Payton that made my heart stutter in my chest. I walked closer, studying it. They were in the field of wild flowers that always grew on one of the back acres of the ranch. They were both dressed in white and she was holding Katie up, the sun lighting their smiling faces.


  “I’m guessing Pay doesn’t know you were coming back today?”


  I cleared the lump out of my throat and spun around, irritation on my face. “No. I didn’t call Pay to let her know I was coming home. To my own fucking house.” I sounded like a straight up asshole now. But I was scared that she’d moved on, moved on to someone better. Someone who had been here for her and Katie when I’d all but abandoned them.


  He shook his head, a smile forming on his stupid pretty face. “You should have called, bro.”


  I opened my mouth to go off on him, but before I could get a word out, the front door swung wide.


  “We’re home!” Payton walked in, her long hair piled on top of her head and Katie in her arms. There were both smiling at the man I’d quickly grown to hate.


  Katie started to squirm and he scooped her up, making her coo and Payton chuckle. The sound of her laughter made my heart stop.


  “I know everyone thinks their kid is the cutest kid, but I’m telling you Pax, our girl was the—”


  Her words cut off when she noticed me standing in the middle of the living room. Her gaze took me in and her face froze, like she couldn’t really believe I was here.


  “Hey, Payton.”


  “Mace?” She took a step closer, her light pink tank top flowing with the sudden movement. Her mouth was open and her eyes were wide. I’d shocked her. Maybe the Hulk was right. Maybe I should have called. “What are you doing here?”


  I swallowed around the lump in my throat that had formed the minute she’d walked in the door. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. “The tour is over.” I looked from her to my baby sister sitting happily in another man’s arms. “I, uh, it was time to come home.”


  “Pax. Uh, could you—”


  “Come on, Katie Bug, let’s go see the horseys. You want to go see the horseys?” He glared at me on his way out of my house, holding my sister. “Say bye-bye.” He picked up her tiny little hand and waved gently for her. “Bye. Bye.”


  “Bye-bye, Bug. Have fun.” Payton blew her a kiss and smiled until the front door shut. Then she turned to me, her expression wary. “You didn’t call.”


  “Yeah. Well I didn’t realize I needed to. Since this is my house.” My tone was way harsher than it had any right to be. I should be acting contrite. But seeing her, seeing Katie smile at that guy? It was like a punch to the stomach.


  Payton crossed her arms over her chest. “This isn’t your house, Mace. It may be in your name, but you don’t live here. Not anymore, not since the day you decided to extend your tour.” She raised an eyebrow and dared me to tell her a lie. Did she know that it was my idea to extend? “You should have called.”


  I mirrored her position, even though I should have been groveling at her feet. “Why? Afraid I pissed off your meathead boyfriend?”


  She snorted. “Who? Pax? That’s one of my brothers.”


  Holy shit. That was one of her brothers? What did the other two look like? They could kill me with one hand tied behind their backs. Were they all like the Hulk? Just less green? I shrugged like I was indifferent, not slightly alarmed. “What was he doing here?”


  She sighed, clearly already annoyed with my dumb, snarky ass. “Not that it’s any of your business why my brother was in my house, but he lives here, helps me take care of Katie.”


  “Where’s the nanny?”


  “I fired her the second you hired her. I told you I’d stay with Katie when you extended the tour, there was no need to get a nanny.” Payton crossed the room, picking up a couple of Katie’s toys off the floor.


  “Your leave of absence was over, I thought…”


  “I knew Kate wouldn’t have wanted that for her, wouldn’t have wanted her daughter raised by a stranger. So I took on an alternate position at the hospital, and my brothers moved in here to help me.”


  “Brothers? As in more than one lives here?”


  “Two live here and—”


  “Katie wasn’t going to be raised by a stranger. I was coming home, the tour would have ended eventually.” Payton scoffed. Clearly she didn’t believe me. Which was okay, because I didn’t really believe me either. But for some reason I was hell-bent on selling the lie. “This leg only had two weeks left anyway.”


  “Oh did it? Or were you going to call up RiffRaff and beg them to extend it again? What happened? Did they say no? Tell me, Mason, why are you home early?”


  Did she know? Did she know that they’d sent me home like a scolded child? Facing my fears being my ultimate punishment. “It was just time.” That was only a partial lie. It was well past time for me to come home, and everybody knew it.


  “I don’t believe that for a single second.” She stood straight, finally looking at me. Really looking at me. I watched as her eyes glassed over with unshed tears.


  I closed mine, trying to find the right words. Trying to figure out exactly what to say to convey my regret, my sorrow. “Payton. I am so fucking sorry.” I took a step toward her. “I did the wrong thing, and I made the wrong choice.”


  She shook her head, like she was trying to block out my explanation.


  “I’ve missed you so damn much. And I know that I have no right to beg for your forgiveness, no right to be asked back in, but Katie is—”


  “Katie is your sister, and I’d never try to keep you away from her.” She raised her chin. “But you sure as hell aren’t going to get my forgiveness. So please, don’t even try.” She pointed down at my duffel. “I took over your room, you’ll have to sleep in the master.” She headed toward the front door, throwing it open.


  I panicked. No lie, I fucking panicked. My heart started to pound and I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. “Where are you going?” Was she leaving? Would she just walk out that door and never come back? Did I even have the right to ask? Was that what I’d done to her?


  “I’m going to get Katie. She needs to eat, and then she needs a nap.” She took two steps out and then turned on her heel, glaring at me. “Why are you following me? Go unpack or something.”


  “She’s my sister and…”


  Suddenly Payton’s finger was in my face and I was walking backward to keep from getting jabbed. “You listen and you listen good. Katie may be your sister. She may be your blood. But she has been my responsibility, my life, for the last eleven weeks. Don’t you dare think you can come in here and demand that I just hand her over. She doesn’t even know you any—”


  “I just wanted to see her, Payton. I just wanted to come with you, that’s all.” I held my hands up in surrender. The truth was I didn’t want to be alone in that house. The truth was that I was itching to hold my sister. And longing to be near Payton.


  Chapter Thirty-five


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks and two days old (just about four months)


  I took deep, calming breaths as I made my way around the kitchen, cooking dinner for everyone. Mason was in the living room, lying on the floor with Katie. I could hear him talking to her and it was like listening to the voice of Christmas Past. He was watching her every move, kissing her tiny bald head every few seconds. It was clear that he’d missed her. He was our shadow, following me and Pax around as we went about our normal routine with her. Paxton spent most of the day busting Mason’s balls, because that was Paxton. I did my best to not be in the same room as Mace.


  He looked tired and thin. But still he was handsome. Sexy, wild, hot. All of the above. My body still reacted to his scent, to his nearness. But my brain and my heart? Not a fucking chance. I’d held out hope for a long time, thinking he’d come home. I had tried to comfort myself with the fact that it was all the label’s doing. However, the moment I’d read the text from Jacks, all that went out the window. Fuck Mace for leaving, fucking him for staying gone, and fuck him for not calling.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  I jumped, spilling some chicken broth on the counter when I heard Parker’s booming voice. I sopped up the mess and then took a large sip from the glass of white wine I’d poured myself. I knew this was coming. Paxton was laid back, he’d punish Mason in a passive aggressive way, with wit and veiled humor. Parker? He’d rip his head off and shove it down his throat.


  “This is my house. Shouldn’t I be asking you the same thing?”


  Oh, that was not going to go over well with my brother. I walked into the living room to see Parker towering over Mason. Not only was he a few inches taller than Mace, but Parker was standing one step up in the entryway. “Really? Last I checked it’s Payton’s house, my sister, the one who actually lives here. You know? The girl you walked out on?”


  Mason opened his mouth to fire something back, but I honestly didn’t want to hear it. Not tonight. “Mason.” When I said his name, his gaze flew to mine. That was the first time I’d spoken to him since our initial conversation. I shook my head. “Let it go, please? Today has been hard enough, and I just can’t deal with the two of you fighting.”


  He studied me for a few seconds, some of the fight leaving his body. “Fine.” He turned narrowed eyes on Parker. “But let’s get one things straight, this is my house. Mine.” He stalked off down the hallway.


  Parker went and picked Katie up off her play mat and followed me into the kitchen, Pax hot on his heels. “What is he doing here, Payton?”


  I took another sip of wine. “Tour’s over, and this is his house. I told you he’d come back one day.” It was as simple as that. This was his house, Katie was his sister, and I was just a glorified nanny. My heart hurt at seeing Mason again after all this time. And at the thought of losing Katie. Of not being around to watch her grow up.


  “So this is it? You really are just going to let him come home and take everything from you? Take the baby you think of as your own? The little girl I love like she’s my niece? He leaves you both, like a coward, and then returns home to no fight. That’s fucking weak, Pay.”


  “Hey, Park, come on man. That’s not fair.” Paxton put his hands on his hips, taking up for me.


  I hung my head, letting my tears fall. Seeing Mason, it was almost surreal. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that he was here, that he was home. I was hurting and scared. I was walking around on pins and needles just waiting for him to tell us to get out.


  I’d told Parker once that Mason would never do that to me, that he’d never hurt us like that. But that was before I knew the truth. He’d stayed away because he wanted to. I thought I knew him. I thought I understood his fears and his hang-ups, his heartache.


  Turned out, I never really knew him at all.


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Parker. This is throwing me for a loop too, okay? I come home from mommy and me yoga, and he’s just standing in the living room. It was like seeing a damn ghost.” I sat down at one of the barstools, smiling gratefully at Paxton when he went to the stove to rescue dinner. “He’s Katie’s brother, her godfather, her actual guardian. I can’t keep him from her. This house is in his name. The SUV that showed up two weeks after he left with a giant red bow on the top, I’m sure that’s in his name too.” I sighed and rested my forehead against the cool granite.


  “I want to kick his a-s-s. Real bad.” Parker was bouncing Katie in his arms, a mean look on his face.


  I couldn’t help but start to laugh a little at the sight of a big bad man spelling out ass and rocking a baby wearing a miniature pink tutu. “Please don’t kick his a-s-s. I don’t think that would solve anything.”


  “I won’t let him hurt you, Pay. I won’t stand for it.”


  I picked up my head and squared my shoulders. “Just give me some time to figure everything out. Let me talk to him, see what his plans are. Who knows? Maybe he doesn’t even want to live here. Maybe he doesn’t want to raise Katie.”


  “If that’s the case he’s even stupider than I thought.” Parker shook his head and headed out the back door, probably to walk off his anger, taking Katie with him.


  ***


  Mason didn’t come to dinner, not that any of us invited him. Pax was giving Katie a bath and I had a plate of leftovers in my hand.


  When I knocked on the door to his parents’ bedroom he answered, “It’s not locked, Payton.”


  “I thought you might be hungry.” I sat the plate of chicken and rice on his nightstand. I hadn’t ever been in here, although I’d stared from the doorway. When my brother’s moved in, I thought seriously about making the master my own. But I knew that it wasn’t right. Mason needed to go through his parents’ things in his own time. So I’d bitten the bullet and taken Mace’s room. I’d cried the whole time I was cleaning it out, boxing up everything that reminded me of him and replacing it with new things. Things not attached to a person or a memory. I may have also burned his sheets.


  It didn’t matter how many times I washed them, his scent still clung to them.


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  I nodded. “You’re right, I didn’t.” He was lying on his bed, staring up. Staring at the ceiling like he always did when he was thinking too hard. “We need to talk, Mace.”


  He sat up and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Where is Katie?”


  “Paxton is giving her a bath.” Pax loved bath time, he was the only one of us that let her splash and kick her tiny legs to her heart’s content.


  “He’s good with her.” His words came out strained, like they were hard for him to say.


  “They both are.” I shrugged. “They’ve been here for over a month now, every day. They help me with everything. The cooking, the cleaning, errands, Katie…I couldn’t have done it without them.”


  He met my eyes. “I told you I’d pay for help.”


  He still didn’t get it, and that made me sad for him. “Kate wouldn’t have wanted that. Remember? She didn’t like having a staff.” When he opened his mouth to argue with me, I held my hand up, stopping him. “I’m doing my best here, Mace. I’m doing the best I can to raise Katie the way Kate would have wanted. She was never my mom, but she was my friend. My mentor. And she talked about the future a lot, about the things that she wanted for her daughter. As well as the things she didn’t.”


  He was quiet for another few seconds, and stared at me. “It’ll make you happy if your brothers stay?”


  It’d have made me happy if you’d have stayed. It’d have made me happy if you’d called me, texted me. If you’d rushed home the first second you could.


  “Yes.”


  He nodded. “They can stay, for now. But if Parker gives me any more shit, he’s out.”


  I knew it was his way of trying, his way of making an effort, of trying to start healing the hurt between us. “So we’ll all live here? Together? You don’t want me to leave?”


  His forehead wrinkled. “Of course I don’t want you to leave, Payton. This is your home. Katie is as much yours as she is mine.” I let out a deep breath, one that I had been holding from the moment I saw him this afternoon. His shoulders slumped and his eyes turned sad. “I hurt you. I know I did. And I know that you may never forgive me, and I can live with that. But Katie and me? We can’t live without you in our lives. I’d never ask you to give her up. Never.”


  “Okay.” Those were weak words for what I was feeling. I wanted to sink to my knees and cry with relief. “I’m going to go put Katie to bed. It’s been a long day.”


  “Can I come?”


  No. “Yes.”


  He followed me across the hall where Paxton was getting Katie dressed in her jammies and brushing her wispy baby hair. He shot Mason a look but didn’t say anything when he sat down on the ottoman. Just like he used to before he’d abandoned us.


  “Good night, Bug. Love you, sweet girl.” Paxton’s voice was soft and sweet, like it always was with Katie. But he glared at Mason his whole way out of the room.


  “Come here, love.” I scooped her up off the changing table and went to sit in the glider, turning off the light on my way. I started to hum “Best of My Love” to her, as I did every night. Her beautiful hazel eyes started to get heavy. Mason was sitting so close. If I rocked just right, my knee would touch his. I didn’t want to crave that touch. I didn’t want to miss it. After a few minutes she was asleep, her tiny chest rising and falling peacefully. I stood and headed toward her crib.


  “Wait, can I…?”


  I turned, Mason was on his feet, looking down at his sleeping sister. I walked back to him and put her in his arms. “You can do whatever you want, Mason. She’s your baby.” My throat clogged with fresh unshed tears.


  Those were the same words I’d spoken to him in the hospital. The same words I’d used to assure him that he wouldn’t hurt her, that she was his to love.


  I wished we could go back, I wished I could go back to that day and never let myself fall in love with him.


  Chapter Thirty-six


  Mason


  Fifteen weeks and three days old


  For the first time in a long time, I woke up without a hangover. The sunlight was streaming into the room, and I welcomed it. Seeing Payton, being around her? It was the greatest form of torture. I knew I couldn’t touch, but I couldn’t stop looking. She was so damn beautiful. And she was so in love with Katie. She loved her like a mother would. She loved her like M Kat would have, if she’d been given the chance. I meant what I’d said to Payton last night, I would never ask her to give Katie up. Never. And part of that was selfishness was for me. If she still wanted Katie, she still had to see me too. We were a packaged deal.


  Sleeping in my parent’s room was hard but not as hard as I thought it would be. It was nice, being surrounded by them, by their things. The hurt that I thought would overwhelm me when I first opened the door never came. Instead I’d felt at peace for the first time in a while. Everything about being home made me feel like an idiot for staying away. For being afraid to come back. I’d hurt my girls, and I’d wasted precious time. Time that I’d never be able to get back. Jacks was right. He was wise for a former fuck boy.


  I walked out of the room and slammed smack dab into Payton. I put my arms out to steady her, and they landed on her slim hips. I bit my cheeks to keep from smiling at the contact. I doubted she’d appreciate it. I tensed all my muscles to keep from pulling her toward me. She’d probably punch me, or get one of her oversized brothers to do it. “Sorry.” I stepped away, but she didn’t leave.


  “It’s okay. How did you sleep? I’m sorry I took your room, but I just didn’t want to go through all their things without you.”


  Why was she apologizing to me? “Payton, there is not one damn thing that you need to be sorry for. I’m glad you took my room.” And I was. Sometimes, when I’d let myself think about her, I’d picture her here at my house. In my bed, wrapped in my sheets. “Do you think you could help me? Go through their things, I mean.” I was just looking for an excuse to keep her near me. I wasn’t really ready to let go of my parents, to box up their clothes. But they were gone and Payton was here. I needed to fix things between us. I needed to know if I had any chance of repairing what I’d destroyed.


  “Sure.” She headed into the living room, talking over her shoulder. “Paxton and Katie are probably still out on their run, and Parker had to be at work first thing this morning. So we can get started now if you want.”


  I didn’t want. In all actuality it’d probably be better for me to pack up their room by myself, slamming a bottle of whiskey the whole time, sobbing and listening to David Essex on repeat.


  “Yeah, that’d be great.” I’d take anything she would give me.


  ***


  We’d been at it for over an hour now. Payton offered to go through M Kat’s things while I went through my dad’s. But I wanted to see it all. I wanted touch everything before we put it away. I wanted to pick out things that reminded me of them, things that evoked memories, so that I could share them with Katie one day. And I wanted Payton near me.


  We had a system going, I’d pick up an item and then pass it to her. She’d put it in one of three piles: charity, keep in the house, keep in storage. I wasn’t ready to let anything actually go, unless it was going to a good cause. We could probably auction off a bunch of my dad’s things and donate a nice chunk of change to one of his favorite charities. “Thank you for helping me with this.” I’d said it a dozen times already. But I just couldn’t seem to stop.


  “You’re welcome.” If I’d never left, she’d have laughed at me thanking her over and over.


  You don’t have to thank me for this, Mace, I’m just glad I can be here with you.


  “Why are you being so nice to me? I don’t deserve it.” I climbed down off the step stool I’d been using to get stuff off the top shelf.


  “No, you don’t.” She shrugged. “But I know that going through their things is hard for you. I know that making this room your own is going to pull at your heart.”


  She knew because she’d had to do it with mine. I looked down at the sweater in my hands. It was hideous. My dad’s in the nineties. There was a picture somewhere in the house of me standing beside him, sporting a matching one. “I hurt you.”


  She was sitting on the floor, crossed-legged. Her long hair piled on her head and her face scrubbed clean of makeup. “You leaving the way you did? Yeah, that stung a little. But I knew you, and I knew what you were going through, the things you were struggling with. I forgave you for leaving like that. Then, when you stopped calling, stop texting, that sucked. Because the last time you were on tour, we were friends. You called all the time, you texted when you were thinking about me. So radio silence was, uh, pretty tough to handle. And when the tour was extended, it didn’t feel good. It didn’t. But, you know, I still had this spark, this tiny little flame inside me that still cared. I would defend you when my brothers talked about what an asshole you were. I told them it wasn’t all your fault, that the label had done this. That you wanted to come home, that you would come home.”


  She paused for a minute and my stomach dropped to my feet. “When I found out that extending the tour was your idea. That’s when it fucking hurt. I mean rip my heart out and tear it to shreds kind of pain. That was the moment when I realized that you didn’t want to come home. That you didn’t miss me as much as I missed you. That you weren’t counting down the days until you could see Katie again. Until you could hold her. That was the moment when everything changed.”


  I could see her pulse in her neck, the rapid movement of it drawing my eyes and making my mouth water. I could close my eyes and remember the way it felt against my tongue.


  “Payton.” I knelt in front of her, not brave enough to try to touch her. “I am so fucking sorry. For all of it. I was coward. I was an asshole. I was exactly what your brothers thought I was. Okay?” I dipped down, making her meet my eyes. “But I never stopped thinking about you, I never stopped missing you. Either of you. If you don’t believe anything else, please believe that. I never stopped loving my girls.”


  “Don’t you dare.” She shook her head. “You don’t know the first thing about love, Mason. Love is being there, love is coming home even when it’s hard.”


  “I was scared.”


  “And you think I wasn’t? I fell in love with a guy who never wanted to fall in love. I gave my heart to a guy who offered me a one-night stand the first time I met him. I was terrified that you’d break me. But I loved you anyway. Because not loving you wasn’t an option for me. I pushed through my fear. I was here. Every damn day. I was here for you. I even forgave you for leaving, for staying gone. For all of it. Two weeks ago I’d have welcomed you home with open arms. I would have been ready to work on this, to fix what you broke. But now? No. Fuck you, Mason, I’m not one of your girls, not anymore.”


  She got up and left before I could stop her. Losing M Kat and my father at the same time was the hardest thing I’d ever been through. Nothing had ever hurt me that much. But listening to what Payton said, seeing the look in her eyes, that was definitely second in line. I curled up in ball on the floor in my parents’ massive closet. I grabbed one of my dad’s shirts off the hanger and pulled it on top of me.


  How had this become my life?


  “Why the fuck is my sister crying?”


  I didn’t bother to look up. That was the brother who hadn’t yet threatened to rip my head off. I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to kill me while I was in the fetal position on the ground. “Because I’m a piece of shit.”


  “Yeah, but she already knew that. So I’ll ask you again, why is my baby sister crying?”


  Payton is someone’s daughter, someone’s baby sister. How would you two feel if twenty years from now someone was sitting at their dining room table talking like this about your sister? Your daughter?


  M Kat’s words came flooding back to me, making me feel like even more of an asshole than I already did. “She’s crying because I hurt her. She’s crying because she’s too good for me, and now we both know it.”


  “Dig deeper, dickhead. Why is she crying?” I picked up my head at the questioning tone of his voice and met his eyes. I thought he’d look angry, pissed. Maybe even murderous. But instead he was just watching me, like he was waiting for something.


  “She’s crying because, even though she doesn’t want to, she still loves me. That’s who she is. She’s crying because she’s relieved that I’m home. That she doesn’t have to worry or wonder anymore. She’s crying because she loves Katie, and she’s thankful that I’m not asking her to leave. She’s crying because the whole time I was gone, she was here, being strong.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “Okay. Now, what are you going to do about it?”


  I frowned, somewhat confused. “I’m going to leave her alone?” What was the right answer? Was there one?


  “Nope. Wrong answer, jackass.”


  Apparently there was. “I’ve already hurt her too much. I don’t deserve her or her forgiveness.”


  “Well that’s the fucking truth. But still, wrong answer.”


  I finally stood, tired of having a giant hovering over me. “What do you want from me, man? Why don’t you and Hulk number two go ahead and kick my ass and it get over with? I hurt your sister. Beat the shit out of me. Please. Someone should.”


  “I’d like to kick your ass. And Park? Fuck, man, Parker would enjoy the hell out of it. But that’s the last thing Pay needs right now.” He poked me in the chest, hard. “What she does need is for you to man the fuck up. Stop letting Park and me help her take care of Katie. Get your life back, bro. Show her that you’re here, that you’re never leaving again. Show her that you love her. Show her.”


  Were their parents saints or something? Why was everyone in that damn family so fucking nice. I wasn’t worthy of anyone’s kindness. “You want us back together?”


  “I don’t know. Were you ever really together in the first place?”


  “Yeah, of course we were. We were living together. We fucked nonsto—”


  I fell to the floor. One hit was all it took from the monster of a man standing over me. “Don’t talk about my sister like that.”


  Yep. I had that coming for sure. “You’re right. My bad.” I climbed to my feet, holding my cheekbone, which felt like it was shattered. “We were together. She was my, uh, she was my…” I cleared my throat.


  “Stop being suck a damn pussy, they’re just words.”


  “She was my girlfriend.” There, that wasn’t so hard. Maybe it was easier because I was distracted by the searing pain in my face.


  “Was that all she was to you? My sister was just your girlfriend? Sounds weak.”


  I took a deep breath. “No, of course not. She was more than that. She was my best friend. She was everything to me. We were raising Katie together. Payton was it for me. I hate myself for leaving. I hate myself for not being good enough for either of them. For being scared of my life. You’re right, I’m a weak-ass pussy.”


  “Dude, I am two seconds away from clocking you again.” He took a step toward me.


  I kind of wanted to take a step back. But I didn’t. The truth was, I didn’t want Payton’s brothers to think I was weak. I wanted to prove to everyone that I had it in me to be a good man. “You honestly want me with your sister?” I wouldn’t want someone like me with my sister. Hell to the fucking no.


  “Absolutely not. But Payton loves you, and she loves Katie. And Park and me, we love them both. So it’s time for you to step the hell up and be the man they deserve. The husband and the father they deserve. Give them their happily ever after, man.” He turned and walked out, his massive frame taking up a lot of the doorway.


  The husband and the father they deserve.


  My dad was a great husband, and he would have made an amazing father to Katie. But he was gone, and I was still here. I had Payton and I had my baby sister. Pretty baby and a beautiful wife. All the words, all the fears that had sent me running in the first place, now seemed so harmless, so right.


  Paxton was right, they were just words.


  Chapter Thirty-seven


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks and three days old


  “Will you go to dinner with me?”


  “Nope.” I was sitting on the patio in a lounge chair, Katie’s baby monitor beside me. She was a big girl these days, napping in her crib. I didn’t bother opening my eyes when I felt Mason sit down next to me. I was really hoping that he’d spend the rest of the day in that closet, hiding from me. I’d said some harsh things. True, but harsh. And I’d pretty much told him there was no chance for us, so I had no idea why he was out here asking me out.


  “I really think we need to get out of this house and talk, Payton.”


  I snorted. “Really? That’s weird, I said everything I needed to say earlier when we were in the closet.” And then I’d cried for an hour straight. Because I felt bad for hurting him, and I hated myself for still caring.


  “We’re going to be living in the same house again, raising Katie.”


  “It’s a big place, we can coexist. We’ll schedule things out, via email, since I know you aren’t a big fan of texting these days.” I was acting like a scorned chick, something I’d never done in my whole life.


  “It’s not that big of a house, Payton.”


  I turned to him, shielding my eyes even though I was wearing big black shades. “Then we’ll build you a little casita on the other side of the property.” I smiled sweetly and moved my face back toward the sun. I wanted to ask about the red mark on his cheek, but since I was trying to care less, I didn’t.


  “I’m not asking you to fuck me—”


  Mason’s head whipped forward when Paxton walked behind him and smacked it on the way to the next chair over. “Don’t talk about my sister like that.”


  “You’re right. My bad.” I was surprised when Mason didn’t jump up and get in Paxton’s face for hitting him. And I was even more surprised that Pax was choosing to be out here, sharing space with Mason. “Payton. It’s just dinner.”


  I sighed and got to my feet. “I understand that ‘no’ is not a word you hear all that often. Lord knows, I didn’t ever say it enough. But I’m saying it now. No.”


  “We need to figure out this co-parenting thing with Katie, you know we do. Right now she can’t feel the tension, but someday soon she will. I know you don’t want that for her, and neither do I.”


  In my mind my jaw was on the floor. He’d called us co-parents. He’d referred to himself, and to me, as Katie’s parents. And he wasn’t sweating or scratching at imaginary hives.


  I glanced past him to my brother. He rolled his eyes like he was annoyed with both of us. “Just go to dinner with him so he’ll stop whining like a little bitch.”


  I sighed, shaking my head slightly. “Fine. One dinner to figure out how we’ll go forward with Katie. As long as Pax can watch her tonight.”


  “I can watch her until around ten.”


  Mason raised an eyebrow. “You got a date?”


  “For the last time, dates that start at ten o’clock at night aren’t dates.” What was it with guys? You know what else didn’t count as a date? Breakfast. “But that’s fine, we won’t be long anyway.”


  ***


  “You ready?” I came walking out of my room around six-thirty. I wanted to get this stupid dinner over with as quickly as possible. I didn’t want to sit across from Mason while he looked handsome. I didn’t want him to make me smile or say sweet things.


  I didn’t want to forgive him.


  Ever.


  I headed straight for the door, getting my keys out of my purse.


  “You look amazing, Payton.”


  “Thanks.” He did too. But I wasn’t going to admit it. He was wearing some dark jeans and a soft, faded-looking button down. His hair was messy, but in that on purpose kind of way.


  “Do you want me to drive?” We were both standing in front of my car, the car that he’d bought for Katie and me. The giant Mercedes SUV really was a dream. Did letting him drive send the wrong message? Would he take that as a step in the right direction? “I’m offering to drive, Payton. Nothing more.”


  I tossed him the keys and made sure to frown the whole time he was opening my door for me. “Thank you.” I was trying to be tough, but I wasn’t an ingrate.


  “Do you like the car? I wasn’t sure what you would want and—”


  “You could have just called and asked me.” That was bitchy, but it felt good.


  “And you would have told me that you didn’t need a new car. That there was nothing wrong with yours.”


  I sighed, looking out the window. He was probably right. “It’s perfect for Katie. You did a good job.”


  We rode the rest of the way in silence. And it was not the comfortable silence we used to share. The easy kind where words would just get in the way of the peacefulness. When we pulled up to the restaurant, a valet came around and opened my door, helping me out. He was cute and he smiled at me. But I got nothing. No butterflies, no chills. Nada. Which was why I hadn’t been on a date since Mason left. He’d ruined me for all other men. No one would ever make me feel the way he did, and I pretty much hated him for it.


  After we were seated, and I had a glass of wine in front of me, I clasped my hands on the table. “You wanted to discuss Katie, so let’s discuss.”


  “First, I just wanted to thank you for taking care of her while I was gone. I know that you rearranged your whole life to do that. So thank you.” He took a sip of his whiskey and I tried not to remember the way his lips would taste after he had a glass.


  “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Katie.” That was mostly true. In the beginning I’d taken the leave of absence for both of them. We were a team and I thought he’d go on tour, come home to us, and we’d live happily ever after. When he extended? I stayed for Katie, and Katie only.


  He nodded, but left my comment alone. “Like I said, I want you to stay. I’d never ask you to leave Katie. You’ve been with her from the beginning, you’re all she knows, Payton.”


  I’d cried in relief when he’d told me that he had no intention as asking me to go. Of raising Katie without me. And I was tearing up again, just hearing that I’d never have to leave her. I’d lain awake for hours last night thinking about what all this meant. What Mason being home would mean for me. “I want paperwork drawn up. I mean, I’m not asking you to sign your rights away. I just want some rights too. I don’t know how that works or even if it can…But I want to talk to some lawyers.”


  “Payton, there is no need for that. I already told you—”


  “And I don’t really have a lot of trust when it comes to you, Mason.” I was biting my lip, trying to keep my emotions in check.


  “Okay. I’ll contact my attorneys and see if there is anything we can do.”


  I took a piece of bread out of the basket in front of me, tearing it into tiny pieces because I was hungry. And extremely at odds with myself. I hated that he was being so nice, so accommodating. “Why now, Mace? Why did you come home early? Why are you letting my brothers stay?”


  “Leaving you the way I did? That was my first mistake. I should have never run away from you. If I could take it all back, I’d have never walked out the door. Fuck the label, and fuck the tour. Not calling you, keeping my distance? That was about preservation, mine and yours. I missed you both so much every day. I knew that if I heard your voice I’d lose it. I’d come home or I’d self-destruct, and I wasn’t sure which option would win. Extending the tour? That was all about my fear. My uncertainty about whether you’d let me come home. That you’d still care, still want me after what I’d done.”


  I didn’t want his words to affect me. I didn’t want the emotion in his voice to make my heart ache. I didn’t want to believe his apologies, his regrets. “Like I said, why now?”


  “I was nothing without you and Katie. I became a shell of the guy I used to be. I convinced myself that I didn’t deserve you and Katie, and then I spent every night proving it was true.”


  “You cheated.”


  “No. Not ever, not once. I did not cheat on you, Payton, I swear. The thought never even crossed my mind.”


  I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, when it really was. “I mean, I guess cheated isn’t the right word anymore. We aren’t together, so really you could have done whatever you wanted.” I hadn’t meant to use that stupid word in the first place. It wouldn’t have been cheating, we broke up the second he stopped calling.


  “In my mind, in my heart, it would have been. To me, it was still you. It’ll always be you, Payton. You are my best friend. You are the…”


  “Was. I was your best friend, Mason.” I straighten the napkin in my lap. I couldn’t hear anymore. I refused to let him break down my walls when he was the reason they’d been put up in the first fucking place. “We came here to discuss co-parenting. So let’s do that.”


  Chapter Thirty-eight


  Mason


  Fifteen weeks and three days old


  I didn’t blame her for her anger, or her attitude. I took a deep breath and another sip of my whiskey. “You’re right. Let’s talk about Katie.”


  “We have a routine going with her. She and I do mommy and me yoga three times a week, she loves it. Paxton takes her for runs in the morning. He doesn’t go off the property. Parker takes her to the park on Saturday afternoons, in all honesty, to pick up chicks.”


  Parker. The mean one was the also one that Payton had sworn couldn’t stay faithful to save his life. Made sense he was the one using my little sister to score digits. I’d like the guy in theory, but in reality he wasn’t my favorite. “Okay, maybe I can start something with her. Maybe the afternoons or evening?”


  “Pax likes to do bath time, and we gave him that because she loves to make a mess and he loves to let her. It’s been a long time since she’s seen you, Mason. It may take her a bit to warm up. Maybe you can start putting her to sleep at night? We could try and see how it goes.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, that’d be nice.” Her brothers had taken my place, filled the voids in Katie’s life that I’d left. And I wouldn’t hate them for it. But eventually, I hoped, they’d get girlfriends and get the hell out of our house.


  “Are you seeing anyone?”


  “That isn’t really any of your business, is it?” She took a sip of her wine and I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from her perfect pink lips.


  “No.” That was the truth. It wasn’t any of my business. I’d been gone for a long time. And worse, I’d broken her heart. “But I’m hoping you’ll answer me anyway, so I can prepare myself before yet another man walks into our house.” I was trying so hard to use the words I’d never had the courage to use before. Ours, we, co-parent.


  “I’m not dating anyone.”


  I held in a sigh of relief. I knew she was mad at me, but if she hadn’t moved on maybe I still had a chance. Paxton seemed to think I did, and he knew her better than I did at this point. “Can I be your friend again? Can we just try and start over?” I wanted to roll my eyes, at myself. I sounded like I was an insecure kid in elementary school.


  “No. So stop trying.” She looked down at her plate. The waiter had brought out our food a few minutes ago, and basically both of us had ignored him.


  I knew she didn’t really mean that. I knew that eventually she’d come around and at least let me be her friend. Let me make her laugh. I pulled my cell out of my pocket. If I was going to sound ridiculous and put myself on the line, I might as well go all out.


  Me: Please, Payton.


  I watched as she fished her phone out of her bag when it went off. “Sorry, but I need to make sure everything is okay with—”


  Me: You know this is adorable and you want to smile.


  Payton: I don’t. At all.


  Me: We both know that there is still something here between us. I made a mistake, a huge fucking mistake. But I’m here now, and I’m never leaving you again. Either of you.


  Payton: Fuck.


  Payton: Off.


  I’d driven a girl who rarely cussed to using the f-bomb like it was nothing. Before I put my phone away, it vibrated in my hand one more time.


  Payton: Friend.


  I had to bite my lip to keep my grin in check. “Thank you.”


  “Friends, Mason. Friends for the sake of my sanity, friends so my brothers don’t murder you, and friends for Katie.” She polished off her wine. “Don’t push me on this.”


  “Okay.” I smiled and then started to finally eat my food. I felt lucky just to be in the same damn room as her tonight. Every pair of male eyes in the restaurant was trained on her. The thin black slip dress she was wearing was making more mouths water than the steaks were. Her long dark hair full of loose curls pulled over one shoulder, exposing her gorgeous neck.


  Yeah. I felt pretty fucking lucky tonight.


  ***


  As soon as we got back to the house, Payton went to bed. The rest of dinner had been pleasant enough. We talked about Katie, we talked about going through more of my parents’ things. But we didn’t bring up the past, and I didn’t beg her for a future.


  “How was it?” Paxton was sitting on the couch, ESPN on the TV.


  “I thought you had a date?”


  He wrinkled his forehead. “It’s only nine.”


  “She agreed to co-parent Katie, and she agreed to friends. She told me not to push her on it though.” I sat down in the chair across from him. “I don’t know if she’ll ever forgive me, man. I know she’s your sister and you think you know her pretty well. But she was my uh…girlfriend. I think I may have fucked up beyond repair.”


  He leaned back against the cushions and put his folded hands on top of his head. “For such a famous rock star, you’re such a little pussy.”


  “Please stop calling me a pussy, you’re really ruining that word for me.”


  “Then stop acting like one.” He shrugged. “Look. My sister, for all intents and purposes, is a single mom with an adorable baby.” I stopped breathing when he called Payton Katie’s mom, but he didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he didn’t care. “You know how to win Payton over, you’ve done it before—”


  “Twice.”


  He glared at me and I held up my hands in surrender. “I’m just saying. I got her to, uh, ‘fall for me’ twice.” Once was because she wanted my body and once was because she wanted my heart.


  “Make her laugh, melt her using that kid of y’all’s. Just be the you she fell for in the first place. Remind her that you’re more than just some dickhead that left her high and dry because you were too chickenshit to admit you were in love with her.”


  Paxton loved insulting me and he loved using the phrases that had freaked me out in the beginning.


  Y’all’s kid.


  In love with her.


  “What about Parker? Is he going to try and kick my ass when he sees me making moves on his little sister?”


  “Would you?” When I paled he started to chuckle. “I’m kidding, man. I’ll call him off.” He leaned forward and pointed at me, a serious look coming over his face. “But you hurt her again, and I’ll fucking kill you myself.”


  “If I hurt her again, I’ll give you my blessing.” I got up and headed toward the hallway.


  “Hey, Mace?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Katie has been really fussy lately, she’s teething. She usually wakes up at least once during the night. Pay’s been having to bring her out here to listen to some music.”


  I nodded in understanding. “Thanks.”


  Since Katie was already asleep, I couldn’t start our new routine tonight. I went into my parents’ room and lay down on the bed. I closed my eyes and wracked my brain, trying to think of ways to get Payton to forgive me. To let me back in.


  I’d fucked up so horribly. If she never got over this, it was no one’s fault but my own. I was my own worst enemy and I’d messed up. Big-time. What would happen if she never forgave me? Would we just live here at the ranch, co-parenting forever?


  Payton was amazing, she was gorgeous and kind and funny. She was tough, strong. She’d find someone, and she’d fall in love. She’d find someone who could give her the world, someone who would never leave. Would never make her cry.


  Someone better than me.


  Chapter Thirty-nine


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks and four days old


  “Come on, Bug, let’s go listen to some tunes. That’ll make it all better, right?” Katie was teething and not at all happy about it. I rubbed some organic numbing gel on her gums and then carried her down the hall and into the living room. After Mason had left, I’d tried to get her to agree to another record. But she still only calmed down with the Eagles. I knew the words to all these songs by heart. I could probably sing them backward and forward. Her favorite was “Best of My Love.”


  Katie laid her sleepy little head on my shoulder, her eyes heavy. I turned in a circle because, after all, we were dancing. I stopped short when I saw Mason leaning against the wall, watching us with this look of absolute awe on his face.


  He took a step toward me. “I thought of moments like this the whole time I was gone.”


  I took a step backward, away from the honesty shinning in Mason’s eyes. I didn’t want to speak and ruin the spell Katie was under. I didn’t want to wake her up. So I just shook my head. My pulse pounded and I could feel those stupid traitorous butterflies stir to life.


  “Please, Payton? Please, just this one thing? Just this one time?”


  A ridiculous tear fell down my face. And I closed my eyes to keep the rest of them right where they were.


  Mason wrapped us both in his arms and started to sway. I didn’t want to relax into his hold, but I did. I didn’t want to breathe in his scent, but I did.


  “God I missed this. Missed my girls.”


  No. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t fall back into him like that. Like nothing bad had ever happened. I pulled back, shaking my head. “I asked you not to push me.” He took a step toward me but the look on my face stopped him. “Don’t use my love for her against me. That’s not fair.” Luckily Katie was back asleep, so I left him standing in the middle of that dark room.


  With the song still playing.


  ***


  “Are you just now getting home?” I was sitting at the kitchen island the next morning, drinking my cup of coffee. Usually I’d have Katie in my lap, or in her bouncy seat on the floor. But Mason had been in her room with her when I’d gone to get her dressed for the day. So I’d just kept on walking. Avoidance, that was my new and improved plan. Civil and at a distance.


  “Maybe. What’s it to ya?” Paxton, wearing the same clothes he had on yesterday, poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned his hip against the counter.


  “Well, at least one person in this house is seeing some action.” I blew on my coffee before taking another sip. It’d been over eleven weeks since I’d been touched. Not that I got a lot of action before Mason. I was always up at the hospital or with my family. I didn’t date a lot, and one-night stands weren’t really my thing. But Mason had spoiled my body, ruined me. Him being home? Being close? Was making it more than apparent that there was something missing from my life. Sex.


  “I’m sure if you’re really wanting some ass Mason would be more than happy to oblige.”


  “I’m not making that mistake a third time.” I wrinkled my nose at how pathetic that sounded on my part. Fool me once? Nah, let’s just fool me twice and get it over with.


  “I take it dinner didn’t go well?”


  I sent him a small smile. “Dinner actually went okay. We agreed to try to be friends, to co-parent Katie. It was civil, and I even enjoyed parts of it.” I pointed at my brother. “If you tell him I said that I’ll beat you with a pillow case full of bar soap.”


  “Graphic.” He propped his elbows on the island in front of me. “So why are you so freshly pissed at him?”


  “Last night I was up with Katie. We were in the living room, listening to our record. I do a little twirl and BAM! He’s standing there watching us.” I took another sip before continuing. “He looks at me with these puppy dog eyes, and spouts some line about how much he missed me. Then he comes and wraps Katie and me in his arms and starts dancing with us.”


  “He did what? He’s such a moron. I told him…”


  I cocked my head to the side when Paxton let his words trail off. “What?”


  “What?” He took a large sip of his coffee.


  “You told him to come do that? To come hold us like nothing had ever happened? The day he got back?”


  He rolled his eyes. “Of course not.”


  I watched Paxton for a couple seconds, but when he sat silently drinking his coffee, I moved on. It’s not like my brothers would ever try to help Mason get me back. They knew what his leaving had done to me. “Whatever.” I finished off my coffee and put my mug in the sink. “Will you go grab Katie for me? We need to head to yoga.”


  “You have legs, Pay. If avoiding his presence is your plan, it’s not a good one. You live in the same house. Stop acting like a child.”


  Before I could pout, or throw a fit, Mason came walking into the kitchen. “Here you go. She’s all dressed and ready to happy baby it up.” He handed me Katie, and a freshly stocked diaper bag.


  “You know the names of yoga poses?” Paxton put his hand over his mouth and coughed, “Pussy.”


  Mason smirked. “Ask me how I know. Come on, man, ask me about down dog.” He gestured with his head in my direction, wagging his eyebrows, and Paxton’s smile fell.


  “You want me to hit you? This early?”


  I looked between the two of them, a frown on my face. They were joking around. What the hell? “When did y’all become friends?”


  Paxton snorted. “Keep dreaming baby sister.” He placed a kiss on Katie’s head and turned me toward the archway. “You’re going to be late.”


  But before I got to the front door Mason grabbed my hand. He dropped it and took a small step back as soon as I shot him a death glare. “Payton, look, about last night…”


  “No.” I shook my head. “You promised me that you wouldn’t push. And you lied. Again.” Last night made me feel weak. I loved having him there to hold us. I loved him whispering the words to that song in my ear. I’d dreamed of another moment like that every night.


  He was playing to all of my weaknesses, and he fucking knew it.


  I walked out before he could say anything else.


  Chapter Forty


  Mason


  Fifteen weeks and four days old.


  I watched through the window as she loaded up Katie and drove away. I wanted to go with them. I wanted to see them do mommy and me yoga, it sounded fucking adorable.


  Holding Payton and Katie last night was the best feeling in the world. I’d give anything to get to do it again. Get to do it every night. But I needed to take things slow. I knew if I pushed too far, too fast, she’d shut me down completely. Much like the first night I met her. Payton would take some finesse. Hopefully I still had some.


  “Can you not do anything right?”


  I hung my head when Paxton walked up behind me. “You’re plan didn’t work, at all. She’s super pissed again. All the headway I made at dinner went up in flames.”


  “That’s because you’re an idiot. I meant take over for her, not molest her.” He shook his head. “She needed to see you rock and sing to Katie, that would have melted her. Girls love shit like that. Katie has gotten me every date I’ve had in the last three weeks. And you need to remind Payton what things were like in the beginning, what it was like having you here. When y’all were a couple, a team.”


  “Either way, she’s livid. She’s never going to forgive me.” I shook my head, letting despair and hopelessness take hold of my mood. I was straight up having a pity party.


  “You’re a pussy. You’re such a pussy that I’m rethinking helping you get her back.” He shrugged his shoulders, a bewildered look on his face. “How you got her to start sleeping with you, on two separate occasions, I’ll never know.” I opened my mouth to tell him exactly how I got his sister into bed, but he cocked his fist back. So I shut up. “You owe me a hundred dollars by the way.”


  “What? Why?”


  “I had to pay Parker not to kick your ass. The Benjamin only bought you three days, so you better get your shit together and stop feeling sorry for yourself. Pity parties are counterproductive at this point. All those will show her, and us, is what a little bitch you are.”


  I ignored the insult. Because what was the point? “You want me to win back your sister, the girl I left to raise a baby by herself? In three days?”


  “Well, two days technically because yesterday was part of that bundle.” He started to walk off down the hallway. “Someone needs to run to the grocery store.”


  “Why? We can hire someone to delivery groceries out to the ranch.”


  He was looking at me like he literally wanted to hit me again. “Payton doesn’t like doing things like that. And the grocery store is next door to the yoga studio.” He glared at me. “The list is on the fridge. Pussy.”


  ***


  I hadn’t gone to the grocery store in years. It wasn’t worth the time and effort. Usually I’d get recognized, then I’d have to leave my cart and run to my car. But Paxton was right. If I wanted Payton back, if I wanted to stop pissing her off, I was going to need to try harder. I flew through the aisles with a ball cap pulled low on my head. I got everything on the list, signed three autographs, and timed it so that I was walking out the door when mommy and me yoga let out.


  “Mason?”


  Payton was wearing Katie in a sling and her yoga mat was hanging from her back on a strap. She was flushed and her hair was pulled back from her face. Her yoga pants were tight and her top was cropped. I was, quite possibly, drooling. “Oh hey, how was class?”


  “Are you stalking me?”


  Totally. I gave her a small grin and held up the grocery bags. “I saw the list of things we needed on the fridge, so I thought I’d make myself useful.”


  She tilted her head, smiling a little. “That’s really nice of you, Mace, but um, usually we have the groceries delivered.”


  Paxton was a stupid motherfucker. “Well since I’m here, do you guys want to grab a smoothie or something? I was headed that way after I dropped these bags in my car.” I’d made a pit stop and bought a brand new Land Rover before I returned to the ranch yesterday. It wasn’t avoidance, it was a necessity.


  “Mason…”


  I shrugged, trying to be super casual. “It’s just a smoothie, Payton. But if you don’t want to go, just text me your order and I’ll bring you one home.” I was mentally crossing my fingers, praying that she’d say yes. That was how much I wanted to be near her, how much I wanted to be part of her day. Of her life. I’d gone from sleeping wrapped around her body every night to silently begging her to have a smoothie at the same table as me.


  “Um, no, I’ll uh…A smoothie sounds nice.”


  We walked side by side, and after I put the groceries away we got a smoothie together. She took Katie out of her sling and I held her in my lap. I made Payton laugh, three times. And I made Katie smile. It was the best day I’d had since the day I left nearly twelve weeks ago.


  Chapter Forty-one


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks and five days old


  Mason put Katie to bed last night. And he got up with her this morning. It was clear that he was making an effort, and that he wanted to be back in her life. To be part of it. He’d given me my space too. He followed me around constantly. But he didn’t push. He didn’t try to touch me. He didn’t try to catch my attention so he could send me those puppy dog eyes. He was friendly, funny, and above all else? Helpful. Although that probably had more to do with proving that I no longer needed my older brothers to live at the ranch.


  “Diner was amazing, Pay. Thanks for cooking.” Parker smiled at me from across the table and then turned a glare on Mason. “You should do the dishes.”


  Mason got up from the table to do as my brother said. No smartass comment, no complaint. It kind of made me sad. I didn’t want an obedient lap dog. I wanted to see the old Mason, the one that had been my friend before he left on tour. “You’re welcome for dinner. And you should do the dishes. Mason went to the grocery store yesterday.” I grinned sweetly at my brother’s scowl, throwing Mace a bone.


  “Why the hell did he go to the store? Don’t we have that weekly delivery service?”


  Mason sat back down and clasped his hands together under his chin, his eyes on Paxton. “Do we now?”


  Parker snarled. “We. As in the people who live in this house that aren’t you.”


  Paxton stood and then went over to Katie’s swing, getting her out. “Come on, Bug. It’s bath time. And then Uncle Pax has a hot date.” He used Katie’s tiny hand to wave. “Say bye, losers. Bye-bye.” He completely ignored Mason’s question and Parker’s comment.


  “Your brother dates a lot.” Mason chuckled quietly as he watched Paxton and Katie make their way through the living room.


  “Says the rock star that probably has more notches on his belt than Wilt Chamberlin.”


  I was confused. “Who is Wilt Chamberlin?” And also kind of gross because, you know, I was one of those notches.


  Mason answered, “No one,” the same time Parker said, “This basketball player who supposedly slept with over like ten thousand women.”


  Oh, Lord, please don’t let Mason’s number be anywhere close to that. I glanced at Mace out of the side of my eye. He was staring my brother down. I looked toward the sink to find Parker standing there with a smirk on his face. Obviously he was doing this to goad Mason, to make him look less than in my eyes.


  “Would you say your number is higher or lower than Wilt’s?” Part of me wanted to tell my brother to shut it. And part of me wanted to know, a teeny-tiny small part. Either way, both parts of me felt sick to my stomach.


  “No one’s number is that high. I doubt Chamberlin’s number was even really that high.” Mason’s voice sounded annoyed. Not defensive. That was a good sign, right? “And this is not something I’m going to discuss with my girlfriend’s brother.”


  My mouth dropped open. Well that was a ballsy use of the word. Where was that Mason three months ago? “Ex-girlfriend. And why not? It’s not like we’re ever getting back together, what’s the harm, friend?” Obviously now I was pissed off from the girlfriend statement. Which had to be the only reason I was going along with this ridiculous conversation.


  “So…lower? By how much?” Parker had his back turned to us, loading the dishwasher like he didn’t have a care in the world. “Lower than five hundred?”


  “What? Of course.” Mason’s tone told me he thought that was a ridiculous amount, which made me feel pretty good. Although there were a lot of numbers between four hundred and ninety nine and my personal count, which was six.


  “Lower than three hundred?”


  “Yes.” Mason was speaking through gritted teeth at this point.


  “Lower than two hundred?”


  “We aren’t having this conversation. There is no reason—”


  “The answer is no, huh? I mean, if it was another yes you’d have had no problem answering.” Parker was facing us again, leaning back against the counter, wiping his hands on a dishrag.


  Paxton walked back in with Katie, his smile disappearing when he noticed the weighted silence in the room. “Uh, what the hell happened?”


  “Parker thought it’d be fun to discuss how many girls Mason’s slept with.”


  Parker held his hands up. “Hey, you were on board, Pay. If you’d have told me to stop, I would have.”


  He was right. Curiosity killed the cat, and then brought it back to life and killed it all over again. “For like five seconds I thought I wanted to know, but…”


  “If you wanted to know, if you wanted to have that talk, we could have. Just you and me, without your brother being a dick in the background. I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Always.” Mason reached over and put his hand on my thigh and stared right into my eyes.


  The love, the honesty that I saw in them rooted me in place. And for a brief few seconds, I reveled in his touch. In his gaze. But just like two nights ago, I pulled back before I could feel too much. “It doesn’t matter now, does it?”


  His hand dropped to his side, but his eyes stayed locked on mine. “I don’t know, baby, you tell me.”


  I shook my head, standing up to get away from him. “Don’t.”


  Paxton glared at Parker, interrupting me. “What got this stupid discussion started anyway? What are you three? Frat boys?” He seemed annoyed with all of us.


  Mason leaned back in his chair, taking Katie from Pax, who handed her over. “Wilt Chamberlin.”


  Paxton’s glare turned to a smile as he addressed Parker, jerking his head in Mason’s direction. “What number did he start to get fidgety?”


  “Lower than two hundred.” Parker shrugged.


  Paxton put his hands on the table, leaned forward and got close to Mason’s face. “Do you even actually know your number?”


  “Nope.” They were whispering, like they were telling secrets and we couldn’t hear them.


  “Yeah, me neither.” Paxton looked at me, frowning. “Don’t let Park get in your head. What does he know? His number is higher than all of ours and he can’t help but cheat on every girlfriend he’s ever had.”


  “What the hell does that have to do with anything?” Parker was wearing a what the fuck face. “We’re talking about the shithead who broke our sister’s heart, not me.”


  Paxton pointed at Mason. “That shithead went back on tour, surrounded himself with women who would literally give their lives to suck his dick, and still didn’t cheat. That’s saying something in my book.” After that Paxton walked out, like, drop-the-mic style.


  I followed after him. “Pax, wait.”


  “Can’t, gotta get dressed. I’m picking up this chick at eight, since she apparently needs to be wined and dined before she’ll bang me.” He slapped the top of the doorframe on his way. “If she wasn’t so hot, I wouldn’t bother.”


  “Ew.” I wrinkled my nose. There had been way too much talk about my brothers’ sex lives tonight. “Why are you being so nice to Mace?” When he didn’t stop walking, I stood in his doorway while he changed shirts.


  “I’m not.”


  “We both know you are.” They seemed to have a couple inside jokes, and Paxton didn’t hate him the way Parker did. Not to mention the other morning, when Pax made it sound like he’d been the one to tell Mace to get up in the middle of the night with Katie and me.


  “I just kind of feel for the guy, I guess. His whole life changed in the blink of an eye. He freaked out, and he bailed. He’s not the only guy in the world that got spooked at commitment. Hell, he’s not the only guy in this house, you know? If you two plan on raising Katie together you’re going to have to forgive him. There’s just no other way around it, Pay.”


  “Forgiving him and taking him back are two very different things.” My arms were crossed over my chest and I made my glare hard.


  “He’s in love with you.”


  “He’s in lust with me, and he hates being alone.” I didn’t want to budge.


  “The man who hates being alone left, alone, to go back on tour. And he did it for two reasons. One, he had people depending on him. Two, he was afraid of loving you. He was afraid of not being good enough.”


  I nodded, slowly, in that scary way we women have. “And he extended the tour because…?”


  “Fear. At that point he was afraid to face you, afraid of the consequences, and afraid of knowing he’d lost you for good.” My brother held his finger is the air. “But. He did come home. He faced his fears. And that little weak-ass bitch is doing everything he can to make things right.”


  “How do you know all this? Have you talked to him? Is he confiding in you?”


  He slipped off his flip-flops and pulled on some gray Chucks. “He’s a dude, I’m a dude. I know these things.”


  “Why are you helping him? Why don’t you hate him like Parker does?” Pax wouldn’t joke around with Mason if he didn’t like him. He wouldn’t insult him. He’d simply ignore him and pretend like he didn’t exist.


  “Parker doesn’t hate Mason. Parker hates himself, and he sees parts of himself in Mason. Parker cheats, Parker lies, and Parker is terrified of anything resembling happily ever after. Park would never want you to be with an asshole like him, and he thinks he and Mason are cut from the same cloth.”


  I raised an eyebrow, somewhat blown away by the things Paxton was saying about Parker. “And you don’t?”


  “Mason hasn’t ever cheated on you. He’s basically begging for your forgiveness. The poor guy is throwing around words like co-parent and family every chance he gets. And he hasn’t once flinched when I’ve called you Katie’s mom.”


  I was the only female Katie had ever known, and if Mace was telling the truth about raising her together I really was going to be her mother. But I’d never called myself that, and neither had Mason. I decided to leave that comment alone and go with one a little more superficial. “How do you know he didn’t cheat?” He’d told me he hadn’t, but I wasn’t really in a trusting place when it came to Mason these days.


  “Have you ever seen Parker look at a girl the way Mason looks at you? Because I haven’t. I’ve never followed anyone around, just trying to be near them. He came back to you, Pay, it doesn’t matter how long it took him. Eleven weeks? In the span of a lifetime it’s nothing, it’s a blip.” He put his large hands on my shoulders. “You need to think of your future. You need to think of what you want your life to look like down the road. It’s still Mason that’s standing beside you in the end.”


  “Pax.”


  “Payton, we both know you’re going to forgive him. We both know you’re going to take him back. You two weren’t together long, but the amount of life you got through while you were? That’s saying something, Pay. There are decades-long marriages that wouldn’t survive what you two did. You haven’t wanted to move on because he’s the only one for you. And it doesn’t matter how big he messed up, that’s never going to change. It’s up to you how much time you waste making him earn it.”


  ***


  “Hey. Can I talk to you a minute?” I closed the folding glass doors behind me and made my way across the patio to sit next to my other brother. Tonight was a night a lot like the first night I’d come to the ranch. It was clear and warm, and there were a million stars in the sky.


  “Of course. What’s up, Pay?” Parker was leaning back in a lounge chair, his computer open on his lap. He closed it as soon as I lowered myself to the chair next to his.


  “If I ask you something, will you be completely honest with me? Like one hundred percent, no-holds-barred honest?”


  He smiled and turned toward me, planting his feet on the ground and giving me his undivided attention. “Always.”


  “Do you think Mason deserves another chance?” Parker and Paxton were two very different people. They had different views, different opinions, and different thoughts on life and love. But they were both my older brothers and they’d never steered me wrong before.


  “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think he deserves another chance. I think he hurt you and I think he screwed up. Big-time.” He gave me a small smile. “But I think he needs another chance. I think you owe it to yourself, and to Katie, to try and move past this.”


  “Really?”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I can’t stand the guy, and given the chance I’d knock him out. But in the end, all I want, all any of us want, is to see you happy. To see you and Katie being loved and taken care of.” He reached out and patted my knee. “You’re a mom now, Pay.”


  “He told me that you and Pax could stay, you know? The day he came back, he asked me if I wanted you guys here. And when I said yes, he said you could stay.”


  He chuckled. “I know.”


  “How did you know that?” I’d never told my brothers what Mason said that day. And they’d never asked. I figured both of them were simply following my lead.


  “We’re your big brothers, Payton. We were straight-up eavesdropping.”


  Chapter Forty-two


  Mason


  Fifteen weeks and six days old (almost four months)


  “Mason. Wake up.”


  I opened one eye to see Paxton standing over my bed, his face close to mine. I jerked back. “What the hell, man?”


  “Payton is up with Katie.”


  I squinted at my watch. “What time is it?”


  “Around one in the morning.” He pushed at my shoulder. “Get up.”


  “Already home from your date? Geez, you need me to give you some tips?” I wiped at my eyes and then fell sideways again when he frogged me in the arm.


  “Like you could teach my anything I don’t already know.” He pulled me back into a sitting position. “Come on, get up. Payton is up with Katie.”


  I sighed. “Look, that didn’t go very well last time. We decided to take turns like we used to.” There was no way I was going out there and ruining what little headway I’d recently made.


  “No, man. I think Katie is sick.”


  I threw back the covers and shoved past him. I passed the nursery to see all the lights on, and then finally found them in the living room. Payton had her cell to her ear and was bouncing a fussy Katie on her shoulder. “Hey, what’s…?”


  She held a finger up, silencing me. “Okay. No, I got it. We’ll do some of the Tylenol. Thank you.” She hung up her phone and tossed it down on the couch. Katie was crying quietly, her little face looked red.


  “Is she sick?”


  “She has a small fever and she’s pulling at her ears. I talked to the pediatrician on call at the hospital and he said to just give her some Tylenol and bring her in tomorrow.”


  I held my arms out and took her from Payton. “Come here, Katie Bug.” I followed Payton as she went into the kitchen and pulled out a tub I’d never seen before. It was full of medicine bottles and first aid stuff.


  She measured out purple liquid, and I held the baby while Payton helped Katie take the medicine. “There you go, Bug. That’ll help.” She patted Katie’s back and she laid her head down on my shoulder.


  “Why don’t you go back to sleep? I’ll stay awake with her.” I wasn’t offering because I wanted to melt her heart. I was offering because Katie was my baby and I was worried. I didn’t want to be too far away from her.


  “Oh, no, that’s okay. You go ahead, I’ll take the first shift.”


  I smiled. “You don’t want to be away from her either?”


  “This is the first time she’s been sick and I just really want to make sure that her fever goes down. I mean, she could rupture an eardrum or…”


  “It’s okay, Payton.”


  She let out a big sigh. “I know. It’s crazy that I’m so worried, right? I’m a NICU nurse. I can handle something as small as a possible ear infection.” She shrugged. “I guess what they say is true. It’s different when it’s your own.” Her eyes went wide as soon as those words left her lips. “I, uh, I’m sorry I—”


  “She is yours, Payton, please don’t apologize.” I kissed Katie’s cheek. “Look, the bed in my parents’ room is huge. Why don’t we let her lay down in there with us? That way we can both stay with her.”


  “Okay, yeah, that would be good.”


  I was excited that she said yes. But my concern for Katie was overshadowing everything else at the moment. I was grateful that Payton was here, that she’d known what to do. Would I have had the right medicine in the house? Would I have known to call the pediatrician? No. I had no clue how to take care of a sick baby. Had my dad known these things when I was younger? Or had he learned like I would have had to without Payton? The hard way.


  She followed me down the hall, her footsteps soft behind me. I took Katie into my parents’ bedroom and Payton stopped off in the nursery, turning all the lights out. Katie was still kind of fussing a little, so instead of lying down, I started to sway with her in the corner of the room.


  “It’ll take another fifteen minutes or so for that medicine to start working. She should start to calm down soon though.” Payton sat on the edge of the large California king–sized bed. “Have you cleaned anymore out?”


  I kissed the side of my little sister’s warm head. “No. Not since you were helping me the other day.” I looked around the room and took in what Payton was seeing. The heavy, dark wood furniture, the thick drapes, the rich warm colors of the bedding. “I need to finish though. It’s time.” It was time that I made this my room. As much as it hurt, like a knife to the chest, my dad and M Kat were gone. But like Jacks had said, Payton and Katie were still here.


  I was a lucky man, and it was time I made this house our home.


  Chapter Forty-three


  Payton


  Fifteen weeks and six days old (almost four months old)


  I’d been right. Another fifteen minutes and she was sound asleep on Mason’s shoulder. He came over and laid her on the mattress between us and then climbed into bed next to her.


  “I’ll run her up to the hospital tomorrow so they can check her ears.” I rested my hand on her tiny tummy.


  Mason peered across Katie, meeting my gaze in the dark. “You need me to come with you?”


  “Nah. If I just take her up there by myself it’ll go faster. I can just slip in and out, use the employee elevators.” I smiled. “I’m not famous or anything.”


  His smile fell. “You will be.” He ran his hand over Katie’s head, checking to see for himself that her fever had gone down. “Eventually the press will get pictures of us together, they’ll get your name. They’ll assume we’re together.”


  “You sound so sad.”


  He nodded. “I am. I hate that for you and Katie. She didn’t ask to be born Johnny Cadence’s daughter. She didn’t deserve the tragedy that surrounded her birth. And she didn’t get a say in who her parents left her to. An easily recognizable rock star.” He sighed. “She’ll be followed her whole life. Every picture of Katie Cadence will bring in money.”


  I licked my lips because they were dry, not because I was trying to turn Mason on. But his eyes still drifted down anyway. “Why don’t you change her last name? Make it Maxwell, or give her Kate’s last name.”


  “Maxwell is actually my middle name. Mason Maxwell Cadence. I’ve gone by Mason Maxwell for so long that sometimes even I forget. And I thought about giving her Kate’s last name, but I don’t think she would have liked that, you know? Kate loved my old man with everything she had. She’d want Katie to be proud to grow up a Cadence. Like her dad and her big brother.”


  “Well then, we’ll just do our best to give her a childhood away from the spotlight.” I reached out and put my hand on his where it rested on the bed. “We’ll live at the ranch, we’ll send her to a small school. We’ll prosecute any and every photographer that tries to snap a picture of a minor.” I smiled. “If Kate wanted her to be a Cadence, then we’ll raise the best damn one yet.”


  His smile came back full force. “We.”


  I bit my bottom, lip, letting my gaze stay on his longer than it had in a long time. “We.”


  “I really want to kiss you right now.” He looked at my lips again.


  I snorted. “One step at a time, friend.”


  “Is that to remind me or you?”


  “You. Definitely you.” I closed my eyes so he would stop talking. I couldn’t watch him stare at my mouth anymore. He was gorgeous with his wild blond hair and sun-kissed skin. His green eyes were doing things to my insides, even in the dark. I was still drawn to Mason; nothing about that had changed or diminished. And lying in this bed with him right now? Was kind of driving me crazy.


  ***


  Waking up next to Mason was almost as hard as falling asleep next to him. He looked like a fallen angel while he slept. His jaw was still strong and chiseled, but his face was relaxed. Katie was still asleep too. The Tylenol was helping. I should have gotten up. There was no reason for me to stay there, stay close to him. There was no reason for me to continue to watch him sleep.


  “Stop being a creeper.” Mason smiled without opening his eyes.


  I snorted out a quiet laugh, careful not to wake the baby. “Says the guy who went all the way to the grocery store to stalk me.”


  He opened one eye. “You caught me.”


  “Who told you the grocery store was by the yoga studio?” I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.


  “Paxton.”


  I rested my cheek on my hand, turning my body toward his completely. “My brothers think that I need to give you another chance. That I owe it to us, and to Katie, to let you try again.”


  His face turned serious, all humor gone. “And what do you think?”


  I let out a soft sigh. “I think that only time will tell.”


  I wanted to forgive him. I wanted to put it all behind us. But I just didn’t know if I really could. He’d hurt me. He’d left me. Pax was right, what was eleven weeks in the grand scheme of forever? But I was scared all over again. I’d pushed past my fears and my reservations once, I didn’t know if I could do it again. I felt like I was standing on the top of this awesome cliff, looking down into this beautiful blue water. Everyone was telling me that it was okay to jump. Mason was at the bottom promising to catch me.


  But I just couldn’t quite make the leap.


  Chapter Forty-four


  Mason


  Almost four months old


  Waking up next to Payton again was a fucking dream come true. Realizing she was watching me sleep? The cherry on top. She’d left a little while ago to take Katie up to the hospital. I’d offered again to go with her, but she said the same thing she had last night. It’d be faster if she went by herself.


  I figured I’d use the time to finish cleaning out my parents’ room. I thought maybe tomorrow I’d talk Payton into helping me pick out some new furniture for in here. Maybe for the rest of the house too. I wanted this place to feel like it was hers. Like it was ours.


  “Sleep good?”


  I looked up from the watches I was sorting through to find Parker leaning against the wall, studying me. “We slept okay, once Katie got settled down.”


  “I don’t like you.” He took a step into the large walk-in closet. “But Payton loves you.”


  He and Paxton were both so sure that she still loved me. That she would forgive me. I wished I had their confidence. I wanted her forgiveness more than I wanted anything else in this world. I wanted to start over, I wanted to spend the rest of my life making her happy and calling her mine.


  “I love her too. Very much.”


  “How did you get her before? How did you get her to stay?”


  I chuckled, remembering our first night together. “I asked her for three minutes. I told if she still wanted to leave after my three minutes were up that I wouldn’t bother her again.”


  “And that worked?” He sounded skeptical.


  I nodded. “Yep.”


  His eyes narrowed but he didn’t punch me like Paxton would have, which was shocking as shit. “What about the second time?”


  “Uh, I don’t know. I guess we were friends at that point. We’d been living here at the ranch together with Katie. She’d told me that we shouldn’t complicate things with sex, and then one night…we did.”


  “Was it just sex between you two?” His eyes were narrowed, like he was daring me to say it was.


  “No. It was everything, she was everything to me.” I took a deep breath, correcting myself. “She is. She is everything to me.”


  He nodded once. “Retrace your steps, and you’ll get her back.”


  I cocked my head to the side, confused by his vague instructions. “Huh?” He just stared at me for another few seconds and then walked out. I was somewhat annoyed, but also grateful that he hadn’t tried to punch me or anything.


  I reached up high, stretching almost beyond my limits, to grab a shoebox, putting Parker’s weird instructions out of my head. When I was too lazy to go grab the step stool the box fell to the ground and papers started to scatter in the air.


  Most of what was strewn across the closet floor looked like receipts and tax stuff. I figured my old man kept those in a shoebox. Bet his accountant loved that. I was about to shove them all back in when I came across an envelope with my name on it. Seeing my name in his handwriting cause the air to leave my lungs. My hands began to shake so bad it took three tries to get the letter out of the envelope.


   


  Mason,


  If you’re reading this…well, I’m dead. I told Kate that I didn’t want to write a letter like this, because it was morbid as fuck. But she said that it was the fatherly thing to do. She made me write one for the baby too. I’m really hoping that you’re old and gray and you’re reading this while toasting my decrepit ass with a shot of whiskey. If you aren’t, well, I’m sorry, punk. I hate the thought of not seeing you grow up, not seeing you become a man. Become a father. I know I wasn’t always around, wasn’t always the dad that you needed me to be. I regret that. And I really fucking hope that I at least got time to make that right. To be there for you. I know I don’t say it enough, but I’m so damn proud of you. I’m lucky to be your father, Mason. I’m lucky to have known you, to love you. If I died too soon, please take care of your sister. She’ll need you in her life. She’ll need a good man to look up to, to protect her. Take her to see the places we saw, teach her to surf, tell her stories about me. Only the ones suitable for children though. Love her, like I love you. I hope you’re happy. I hope that you found a good girl, someone who doesn’t take your shit. Someone who you can laugh with, dance with. Someone who knows the words to all the best songs. Cough, “Rock On,” cough. Love her too. Love her like I love Kate. With all your heart and soul. You deserve to be happy, punk, please never forget that.


  Love you,


  Dad


   


  Tears were cascading down my face and falling to the floor, barely missing the edge of the letter that was still clasped in my hands. My dad wrote me a letter. Besides Katie and Payton, this piece of paper was the most important thing in my life. He’d loved me, he was proud of me. He said I deserved to be happy. Everything in that letter was exactly what I needed to hear, and somehow he’d known it would be. I was crying because I was happy, because I missed my old man, and because Katie would never get to meet him.


  I could love Katie like he loved me. I knew I could, I had from the moment I first saw her. And the girl he’d described in that letter? It was Payton.


  There was no doubt in my mind that she was the girl for me.


  Chapter Forty-five


  Mason


  Almost four months old


  “Hey, we’re home.”


  I was still working in the master bedroom when I heard Payton get back from the hospital. I stopped what I was doing and met her in the living room. “Hey, what did the doctor say?”


  Payton was wearing a frown, looking around the large space. “Uh, it’s an ear infection. We have some antibiotics that she needs to take twice a day. Mace? Where is the furniture?”


  “I got rid of it.”


  Her eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “Why?”


  I stepped forward and took the car seat from her hands. I sat a sleeping Katie down on the tile floor. After I’d read my father’s letter, I’d gotten my ass in gear. “Because this is our home, Payton.” When she opened her mouth to talk, I held my hand up. I tossed her my cell phone with a smirk on my face. “Just give me three minutes, okay?”


  Her smile was small, but it was still there. “Okay.” She brought my phone closer to her face and set the timer, turning it around and showing it to me.


  “You and Katie? You’re my family. The three of us are a family. Payton, we’re Katie’s parents. We’re the only ones she’s ever going to know. I think a part of me felt like admitting that meant I would need to let my dad and M Kat go. And I am so fucking sorry that it took me so long to realize that that wasn’t the case. Because the only way they can truly live on is through us. We’ll tell Katie about them. We’ll make sure she knows how much they loved her. I can tell her stories about my dad and you can tell her about all the lives her mom saved.”


  I wiped at the tears in my eyes, smiling when Payton let hers roll unchecked down her face. “Time is so short, and life is fleeting. I know that I have a lot to make up for. I know that we have things to work through. But I don’t want to waste another minute. I don’t want to be without you.” I took a step toward her. “You’re the last thing on my mind when I fall asleep, and the first thing I want to see when I open my eyes.” I took her hand in mine, my smile growing when she didn’t pull away. “I love you, Payton. I’ll love you as long as I live. And I promise that if you stay with me, you won’t ever regret it.” I kept my gaze on hers, silently begging her to say yes, to give me one more chance.


  “Okay.”


  My heart stuttered in my chest. “Really?”


  She nodded. “I love you too, friend.”


  “You ever going to stop calling me friend?” I put my hands on her hips, pulling her toward me.


  She laughed. “You ready to define this relationship, Mace?”


  “Hell fucking yeah.” I wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her off her feet, kissing her with everything I had. I dipped her, letting both my arms snake around her. When I finally pulled back, her lips were swollen from mine. “I swear I’ll spend the rest of my life loving you the way you deserved to be loved, Payton.”


  “I know you will.” She smiled and reached up, kissing me one more time playfully.


  “And if you don’t, we’ll take turns beating your ass.”


  I turned at the sound of Parker’s voice to see him and Paxton standing in the empty living room. Paxton was holding Katie and she was smiling at us. He looked down at her. “Did you hear that, Bug? We’re all going to be one big happy family. Good thing this is a big house, huh. sweet girl?”


  Chapter Forty-six


  Payton


  Seven months old


  I was laid out on the dining room table, naked. “It’s weird not having Parker and Pax around all the time.”


  Mason looked down at me, his arms shaking from the sex we’d just had. “Is it?”


  I laughed. “I said it was weird, not that I missed them or anything.” I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him down on top of me. “I like this new table we picked out.”


  He knocked on the solid wood with his knuckles. “Yeah, me too. Way stronger than the last one we tried.” He winked.


  The last one we’d bought was currently sitting, repaired, over at Parker’s and Paxton’s new house. Their new house on the other side of the ranch. Mason wanted them to move out, but he never really specified how far they had to move. It was a huge piece of property, miles wide. And I’d reminded Mace that there were going to be times, especially when Katie was older, that we’d want some alone time. Who better to watch her than her uncles? After that it had taken three months to have a house built, record time according to our contractors. This was our first official day without my brothers in this house.


  “What else do you want to do today? We have another six hours before Pax is bringing Bug back.”


  I pushed at his chest. “I actually need to get dressed and head to the hospital.”


  “What? Why? You aren’t working today are you?”


  “No.” I got off the table and made my way down the hall, smiling at all the new pictures we had lining the walls. There were still photographs of Mason’s dad and Kate around, we’d just kind of filled in some of the space with images of Mason, Katie, and me. We were all her parents, just in different ways. Johnny and Kate had given her life, and Mace and I were going to help her live it.


  Mason followed me into our newly furnished and remodeled master suite. He’d added glass doors leading to the pool and given our shower a new bench. We’d picked out new furniture together and painted the walls. It felt like our room. This was our home. “Okay, then why are you going up there? Are you sick? Is Katie sick?” His eyes traveled up and down my body while he licked his lips. “You don’t look sick.” I put my hands on my hips and his face paled. “Oh my God. Are you pregnant?”


  I frowned and looked down. “Uh, no. Why? Do my hips look wide or something?”


  He laughed and crossed the room, getting down on his knees and kissing said hips. “No, they look perfect.” He nipped at my flesh with his teeth. “Edible.”


  I pushed at his forehead. “I did something and I didn’t tell you, and I don’t want you to be mad at me.”


  I redirected his chin on my stomach so his eyes would meet mine. “Did you cheat on me?” I shook my head the same time I thumped him in the forehead. “Did you buy a jet?” I shook my head again. “Did you tell your other brother he could move in with us?”


  I snorted. “No.”


  “Then I really don’t see why I would possibly be mad at you. Just tell me.”


  I took a deep breath. “I took a chunk of the money we made from the auction on your dad’s things and donated it to the hospital. They’re building a pediatric wing and they needed some help.” I smoothed his blond hair back on his head. “They break ground today.”


  He kissed my bare stomach. “Why in the hell would I be pissed at that? That hospital saved our baby.”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean it was your money, and I know you want Katie to live a super normal life, and having your name on the side of a building doesn’t exactly scream inconspicuous.”


  “Our name is on a building? How much money did you give them, baby?”


  “Enough.”


  We’d auction off a bunch of dad’s belongings and then we’d begun to donate the money. We did a lot of research and tried to send the money where it was most needed, where it would make the most difference. After about a week of that though, Mason asked if I would mind taking over. RiffRaff had called and they were discussing the terms of him writing a new album. So I’d become the money fairy. And I got to sprinkle it about as I saw fit. Talk about a dream job.


  “I told them we didn’t want the recognition, but they weren’t really hearing it. So after tons of back and forth I finally agreed to let them name it the James Memorial, since I knew that’s Katie’s middle name because of that song that your dad loved.” I shimmied a little and started to sing, “Hey kid rock and roll, rock on…”


  “Marry me.”


  My eyes went wide and my mouth fell open. “What?”


  “You’re standing naked in my arms, singing my dad’s favorite song. You are the girl of my dreams. You are everything to me. Please, Payton, marry me.”


  I started to cry as I rested my hands on his shoulders. “Okay.”


  Epilogue


  Five years later


  “Hey, where are your girls?”


  I smiled at Dash when he walked into the sound booth I was currently using. “Payton is due in two weeks. I didn’t want her on the road.” I grabbed my phone and showed him the picture she’d just texted me. “And Katie is camping out with her Uncle Paxton.”


  They were just putting a tent in the backyard, but she was having a blast. Pax still lived on the ranch, but Park had moved away last year. He met a girl he wanted to stay faithful to, at our wedding of all places. They’d been together for four years now.


  “How’s Lexi feeling? Isn’t she about ready to pop too?”


  “Yeah, next month.” He winced. “I’ll have three daughters man.” He sighed. “Karma is a bitch.”


  I pointed to the other side of the glass. “Is that Halen and Beau? Man, I can’t believe how big they are getting.” Halen was Dash’s daughter and Beau was Jacks’s son. They were sitting behind a big desk, side by side in the same chair.


  “Tell me about it, she’s seven going on seventeen.” He turned to watch the two of them. “And she is Beau’s shadow. I swear they are inseparable. It’s adorable.”


  I laughed. “It’s adorable now, probably won’t be in ten or so years, right?”


  He cocked his head to the side. “You think?” He waved the thought away. “Nah. They’re like brother and sister.”


  Couldn’t he see what I saw? What ten-year-old boy wanted to hang out in a sound studio and color all day? That kid was here because Halen was here, not the other way around. But if Dash wanted to think they’d just be BFFs all their lives, who was I to burst his bubble?


  “We ready for another take?”


  “Yeah, man, let me just get back to the board.”


  Dash walked out the door, shutting it quietly behind him. He pulled up two more chairs to the board, picked up Halen and put her in one, and then sat himself in the other. I couldn’t help but chuckle. Looked like he was a little worried. And it looked like I was right, because the second Dash moved Halen to her own seat Beau shot him a go to hell look that could rival his Aunt Lexi’s.


   


  The RiffRaff saga continues with Beau and Halen’s book, Legacy.
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  L.P. Maxa lives in Austin, Texas, with her husband, daughter, three rescue dogs, and one stray cat. The fish died. She loves reading romance novels as much as she loves writing them. She’s new to the writing game but has published four books in her first year alone. Inspiration can come from anywhere: a song lyric, a quote, a weekend with friends. The tiniest things spark amazing stories.


  ALSO BY L.P. MAXA


  The Devil’s Share series


  Play Nice


  Play Dirty


  Play Fair


  Play Softly
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  Did you enjoy this book? Drop us a line and say so! We love to hear from readers, and so do our authors. To connect, visit www.boroughspublishinggroup.com online, send comments directly to info@boroughspublishinggroup.com, or friend us on Facebook and Twitter. And be sure to check back regularly for contests and new releases in your favorite subgenres of romance!


  Are you an aspiring writer? Check out www.boroughspublishinggroup.com/submit and see if we can help you make your dreams come true.
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