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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ONE

“Are you touching yourself?’ The voice in Oakley’s ear sounded labored and overeager—Iike a Saint
Bernard attempting phone sex. He was probably drooling, too. Lovely.

“Y es, you make me so hot . . .”—she quickly checked the sticky note she'd put on the kitchen
island—" Stefan.”

Stefan. Literature professor. Sngle. Sx foot five.

That' stheinfo he'd given her. Which probably meant: Steve, unemployed, married, and five-six on a good
day.

He groaned. “Y ou're so sexy.”

Sexy? Two points off for lack of originality, Mr. Lit Prof. Though, even the suave guys tended to forget their
vocabulary when they got to this point in the conversation. Oakley covered the mouthpiece on her headset



and turned off the timer on the oven. If nothing else, she was impressed the guy had lasted through the full
baking time.

“Thanks, sugar,” she said, letting her tone drop into a lower register.
“God, your voiceis so fucking hot.”

That she heard alot. A record company exec had once deemed her voice “smoky, X-rated perfection” when
he'd heard her demo. At the time, she hadn’t considered how inappropriate it had been for a grown man to
tell afifteen-year-old kid that. But her raspy voice had gotten her the gig then, and it had gotten her this one
now. Though, admittedly, the bar wasn't set quite as high for this current one.

“I"'m gonnagive it to you so hard, Sasha,” Stefan ground out. “I can feel your hot mouth closing around me.”

Oakley donned oven mitts and leaned down to pull out the tray of brownies. The smell of chocolate and the
heat of the oven hit her with full force. She inhaled deeply. “Mmm, that’s so good. | could just lick up every
last bit.”

“Yeah,” he panted, the sound of his slick, pumping fist obscenely clear through the receiver. “That’ s right.
Show me how much you want it.”

There you go, Steve, you go on and get your money’ s worth. Oakley set the tray of brownies on atrivet and
tugged off the mitts. Her stomach rumbled. She' d stayed up late enough that her body was looking for dinner
number two. But these weren't for her.

She glanced toward the darkened hallway and the stairs beyond. Well, maybe one little corner piece
wouldn’t be missed. She cut asmall square and dipped her fingersin to grab it. But as she lifted the brownie,
her knuckles grazed the searing hot pan.

“Ah, shit!” she hissed, jerking her hand back.
“Oh, yeah, let me hear it,” Stefan said on a moan. “ Come with me, baby.”

Oakley shook out her hand, sucking air through her teeth, and tried to keep the pain out of her voice. Her
phone companion thought she was mid-orgasm. She threw in an oh, oh, oh and ran to the sink to plunge her
fist into the dishwater she'd drawn to soak the mixing bowl.

Stefan made choked sounds as he reached his own release. In another world, maybe it could’ ve been an
erotic moment. She'd talked a guy into an orgasm. He was calling her name. But the name was fake and so
was the talk. And though she held nothing against the guys who called—after al, they helped her pay the
bills—her libido had long ago crawled into adark corner to die a quick, peaceful death. Even if she imagined
the guy on the other end of the line looked like Johnny Depp or Justin Timberlake or something, she couldn’t
drum up one ounce of interest.

Stefan panted heavy, wet breaths right against her ear, resuming his resemblance to a Saint Bernard. Maybe
she should offer him a*“good boy” or aMilk-Bone.

“That was amazing,” she said, using her husky, after-sex voice as she soaked her hand in the water. “ Thank
you, Stefan.”

Panting. Panting. That was the only response.



Then atight, high sound—whistling.

No. Wheezing.

Uh-oh. “ Stefan? Are you okay?’

Those squeaking breaths continued for afew secondsthen: “Yes...I'm...fine"

He didn’t sound fine. “ Stefan, if you' re having an asthma attack or chest pains or something, you need to call
for help.”

“Can't...” Hegavearagged cough. “My wife. .. can't know . . . I'm down here this late. She'll know I'm
up...”
He coughed again.

Jesus Christ. Oakley shook the water off her hand. “What’ s she going to think when she finds you dead in
the basement? Hang up the phone and dial 911."

“ I ”

“Stu?’ asharp voice said in the background. “What are you doing down here? Su?”
“Oh, shit,” Stefan/Stu said between wheezes.
The dial tone buzzed in Oakley’ s ear a second | ater.

She pulled off the wireless headset and sagged against the fridge, exhaling along breath. Okay. It would be
all right. Stu’swife might kill him when she found him with the phone to his ear and his underwear around
his ankles, but at least the guy wouldn't die of a heart attack on Oakley’ s watch.

She could handle alot of stuff—callers threw all kinds of bizarre shit at her—but she couldn’t be responsible
for helping kill one. It was bad enough that she’d just contributed to strife in another marriage.

Gold star for her.

It shouldn’t bother her. The guys who called were grown men making a conscious decision to seek out paid
phone sex. She was simply the tool of choice. Another night, they may download porn and watch a dirty
movie instead. If she’d learned anything during her years of doing thisjob, it wasthat it wasn't personal. She
had ajob to do. The callers needed a faceless someone to fill in for their fantasy that night. The relationship
was purely transactional. And hell, she' d been used for free by enough people in her past. Now she was at
least paid for it and not getting emotionally annihilated in the process. But still, sometimes she felt like the
drug dedler, giving addicts easy accessto their vice.

She rolled her shoulders, trying to shrug off the stress of the call, and dug a tube of antibiotic ointment out of
the junk drawer to slather on her burned knuckles. It was past two and she really needed to get to bed, but
there was no way she’ d be able to sleep after that burst of adrenaline from the call.

Plus, she'd never gotten her dessert. And right now, she could use a big honking piece of chocolate.

She went back to the brownies. They’d cooled enough by now, so she cut herself a bigger square than the
original corner she'd planned and took a bite. She closed her eyes. Yeah, that’ s the stuff.



After pouring a big glass of milk, she brought that and the rest of the brownie to the table. She glanced at the
walkie-talkie she' d placed on the table, the soft white noise relaxing her, and leaned back in the chair to
enjoy the solitude. She was used to pulling the night shift by now, but usually she fell into bed after the last
call, grasping for any shreds of sleep she could get before the alarm went off to start her real job. But it was
nice to sit for amoment and simply be.

She polished off the last bit of brownie and milk and brought her glass to the sink. The exhaustion was
settling in full force now. She braced her hands on the edge of the counter and eyed the soaking dishes. Her
mother had always had the rule to never go to bed with adirty sink—as if a bright, gleaming, empty sink was
some sign of how together the household was. Maybe it was.

Oakley turned away from the dishes. They'd have to wait until tomorrow. She didn’'t haveit in her.

She put foil over the rest of the brownies and grabbed the walkie-talkie and her headset. She should be able
to get at least four hours of dlegp. But right as she flipped off the light, the walkie-talkie beeped.

“Mom?’

Oakley halted, startled by the sudden break in the quiet. She pressed the button on the side of the device.
“Y eah, baby?’

“What' sthat smell”?’ Reagan asked, her voice groggy from sleep.

Oakley shook her head and smiled. She should’ ve known the bionic nose would pick up that scent evenin
her deep. “It’ s just the brownies for your bake sale tomorrow.”

“It'snot my bake sale. It' s the school’s,” Reagan corrected.
“That'swhat | meant.”
“But that’s not what you said.”

Oakley leaned against the wall in the hallway. Thiswas an argument she’ d never win. Reagan was into
exactness. When Oakley told people Rae was eleven, Rae would jump in and specify how many months past
eleven shewas. “I'm sorry | said it wrong the first time. Now go back to sleep, sweetheart. | don’t want you
to betired in the morning.”

“Did you put nuts or caramel in them?”
“Of course not. | know you're abrownie purist.”

“Okay. Good,” Reagan said, and Oakley could almost hear her daughter nodding. “ Thanks, Mom. Love
you.”

Oakley pressed the walkie-talkie to her chest for a moment, warmth filling her. “Love you, too, Rae. Good
night.”

Oakley headed to her bedroom, listening to the footfalls upstairs and the flush of the toilet as Reagan made a
quick trip to the bathroom. She must’ ve really had to go because Rae hated getting out of bed in the middle
of the night. And she outright refused to come downstairs after dark—a phobia she’ d developed years ago
and hadn’t been able to shake yet.



Hence the walkie-talkies. Oakley had gotten tired of Reagan yelling from afar anytime she needed something
at night. And leaving every light blazing through the house all evening wasn't an option either. The electric
bill was already high enough.

Bills. No, she wouldn't think about that now. Even though she could see the stack staring at her from her
desk. The gashill. Rent. The quarterly installment for Reagan’s private school and therapies. She couldn’t
face that tonight. Plus, she knew the due dates by heart so she could hold on to her money until the very last
minute without being late.

She closed her bedroom door and walked over to her computer to wake the screen. Her sign-in page for the
service she used to get her calls was still up. It showed how many minutes she’ d logged tonight. Not bad. But
she was six minutes shy of hitting the bonus level where she got an extra fifty bucks for the night. Stu's
health scare had cost her more than stress.

She sighed and sagged into her desk chair. Fifty extradollars could pay for that pair of lime green Chuck
Taylors Reagan wanted for her birthday.

Oakley yawned and checked the box that indicated she was available to take acall. Her cell phone rang
within seconds and she slipped on the headset again. “Hello, thisis Sasha. Ready for afantasy night?’

“So ready,” said the deegp-voiced caller. There was male tittering in the background.

Great. A frat-boy call.

“What are you wearing, Sasha?’

Oakley looked down at her oversized T-shirt and yoga pants. “A sheer robe with nothing underneath.”
“Aw, yeah,” the dude said. “How big are your tits?’

Oakley put her head to her desk. Six minutes. She only needed to keep them on the phone for six more
minutes.

Six.
Five.
Four.
Three.

They hung up at two, laughing in the background as the phone went dead, their Truth or Dare game
complete.

And she was short.
She lifted her head and checked the Available box again.

“Hello, thisis Sasha. . ."

TWO



The chick in his living room was taking a selfie next to his gold record. Pike leaned back, watching her
through his half-open bedroom door. “ Fantastic.”

“What' s fantastic?’ his friend Gibson asked on the other end of theline. “Did you even hear what | said?’

“No, | didn't. And what's fantastic isthat | have a serioudly hot B-list actressin my living room, who was al
kinds of cool after the show tonight but is now snapping duckface selfiesin front of my shit.”

Gibson snorted alaugh. “At least she’ s not using you just for your body.”
“That I’d be okay with. But this. . .”

“Hey, if there’s no selfie for proof, the event never happened. At least that’ s what my niecetellsme. It’slike
atreefalling in the woods.”

Pike sighed. “Observation: Duckfaceis afriend to no one.”

The longer Pike watched, the more he regretted his decision to bring this woman home with him. He' d been
buzzing off the energy of the performance tonight and had wanted to keep that feeling going. Darkfall had
kicked ass on stage and had impressed the promoters who were putting together some of this summer’s
biggest tours. If Darkfall landed a sweet opening spot with some big-time band, they’ d have a chance to
recapture some of the traction they’ d lost when their lead singer had taken extended time off between albums
to get surgery on hisvocal cords. In some ways, tonight felt like a rebirth of the band, and he wanted to
celebrate.

And usually the only thing more exciting than pounding the drums, making thousands of fans scream, was
making just one scream. But as he watched his date take another photo of herself, he waslosing his
enthusiasm for his plan.

Maybe a chill night at home with the dog would’ ve been a better idea.

Monty barked from somewhere in the living room, protesting the fact that Pike hadn’t given him his requisite
belly rub and dog biscuit when he’'d come home. He' d been too busy pouring adrink for his guest.

“What' s her name?’ Gib asked.
Pike scrubbed a hand through his damp hair. “Why does that matter?”
“Come on, tell me that you' re not that big of a dick and you remember her name.”

Pike grimaced at Gib’stone. Thisiswhat he got for hanging out with businessman typesinstead of fellow
musicians. The suits had a different code of conduct. With the guysin his band, remembering names was
only expected after you slept with someone. Luckily, Pike's memory was good. “Lark Evans.”

“All right. Hold on asec.” The clicking of a keyboard sounded on the other end.

“Gib, look, can we talk about whatever you were calling for tomorrow? I’ m ignoring my company.” He
walked away from the door and dropped the towel from around his waist to pull on afresh pair of well-worn
jeans. “| told her I'd only be in the shower for aminute.”

“Hal | knew it,” Gibson said, triumphin hisvoice.



“What?’

“Your girl’s on Instagram. And guess what pics are making their way around the world as we speak?’
Pike sighed.

“Damn, sheis hot, though,” Gibson said. “Duck lips notwithstanding.”

“Which iswhy—"

“Ah, shit. You're gonnalove this. Wait for it . . . Caption to the pic: Hanging out with Spike, the drummer
from Darkfall! Hashtag: hawt.”

“Hold up. Spike?”
Gibson burst into laughter. “ Spike! Man, she doesn’t even know your name. How very rock star of her.”

Pike looked to the ceiling, letting that sink in. Karmawas a fucking bitch. “Y ou are totally ruining my hard-
on here.”

“Now don't kid. | know my deep, brooding voice makes you hot,” Gib said. “Want meto talk dirty to you,
Spikey?’

Pike grinned. “So it’ s finally happened. Y ou’'re going gay for me. I'm flattered. Of course, it was inevitable.
I mean, have you seen me? But | hate to break your heart, Gib, | only play for one team.”

He sniffed. “If | were gay, I’ d have way higher standards than you. That record would need to be platinum.”

“Aw, love you, too. I’'m even making my duckface for you.” He made aloud kiss sound. “Now I’m letting
you go because, unlike you, I'm about to get laid, son.”

“Fine. But call me back in the morning. | have a charity thing | need to run by you.”

Pike tucked the phone between his shoulder and ear and pulled his bedside drawer open to check the condom
supply. “The Dine and Donate event? | told you the band’ sin again this year, if you need us.”

“No, thisis for something different. More of afavor than anything else.”
“Sounds ominous. But yeah, call you tomorrow.”
“Cool. Now go rock her world, Spike.”

Pike snorted and disconnected the call. He tossed his phone on the chair by the window and padded to his
closet to grab a T-shirt. But when he stepped out of hisroom, ready to block out all the information he'd
learned—selfies, Instagram, Spike—in order to enjoy his date, he was greeted by a shriek instead.

Lark hadn’t seen him come in because her gaze had zeroed in on a growling Monty.

“Giveit back, you stupid mutt!” she yelled and jabbed a closed umbrellaat Monty, catching him right in the
side. Monty yel ped.

“What the fuck?’ Pike hurried forward and grabbed her wrist, stopping another poke. “What the hell’s going
on?’



She pointed at Monty, rage twisting her pretty face into something ugly. “Look at him! Your idiotic dog is
eating my Jimmy Choos!”

She said it like Monty was murdering her kid. Pike glanced at Monty, who was in defense mode, baring
teeth, two little paws on one of Lark’s high heels. Pike shrugged. “Well, the brand does say Choo. Maybe
he'sjust following directions.”

Lark gasped and looked at Pike like he'd lost his mind. “Do you know how much those cost? What is wrong
with you? Do something!”

The grating tone of her voice made histeeth clamp together. Being yelled at by anyone pushed his buttons.
But messing with his dog pushed the ugliest of them. He took a breath, trying to keep his cool. “Do you
know that my dog was abused as a puppy? And that jabbing him with a sharp object is fucking traumatizing
to him? I’ ll buy you another pair of your goddamned shoes.”

Her head snapped back a bit at that, and she had the decency to ook chagrined. She glanced down at the
umbrellastill clutched in her hand. “Oh. Shit, I'm sorry. | didn’t know.”

And he didn’t care. Abused or not, you don’t poke an animal with something that could hurt them, especially
over something as stupid as a shoe. He could put up with her using him for his fame or whatever. They
would' ve both been using each other. They each knew the score. But he wasn’t going to let anyone fuck with
his dog.

“Monty, release,” he said in the firm, dominant voice that worked best on the feisty dachshund/schnauzer
mix. Monty looked up with big, sad puppy eyes and backed away from the shoe. But just when Pike was
about to send him off to his bed, Monty trotted over to Lark and gave her the I’ m-sorry look.

Lark’s expression softened, and she reached down to pat his head awkwardly. “It’s okay, buddy . . .”
Monty lifted hisleg and pissed al over her bare foot.
“Monty, no!” Pike said.

But chaos ensued after that. Lark hopping and shrieking. Monty barking and spinning in acircle. And Pike
doing his damnedest not to laugh.

Hewasn't entirely successful, and that earned him a glare from Lark and a happy, yipping bark from Monty.
Finally, he gathered himself together enough to direct Monty to go to his crate so he could help Lark.

He showed her to the bathroom so she could rinse her leg off in the tub, and he cleaned up the messin the
living room—after sneaking Monty histreat and a belly rub.

He was halfway through a beer when Lark stepped into the kitchen afew minutes later, wearing nothing but
apair of lacy pink panties and a bra that made her breasts look like icing-covered cupcakes. His dick jumped
to attention—the response automatic.

She leaned in the doorway, posing like she was at a Victoria' s Secret cover shoot, and gave him the inviting
smile she’ d given him from the audience tonight. “ Sorry about al of that. How about we start over and get
back to why we're here, hmm?’

Pike still had the bottle of beer pressed to his lips. He lowered it and set it on the counter.



Lark’s smile spread wider and she sauntered over with a heavy sway in her hips. She pressed her hand to his
chest. “I have all kinds of ways we can apologize to each other. For getting mad at your dog, | was thinking
thiswould make it up to you.”

She dragged her hand down his chest and lowered to her knees. Pike stared down at her. She looked like a
fucking porn star at his feet—pouty lips with afresh coat of pink lipstick, blond hair flowing down her back.
A wet dream of awoman. But when she put her painted fingernails to the zipper on his jeans, he put his hand
over hers. “Stand up.”

She blinked, the sultry look shifting to a perplexed one. “Huh?’
He helped Lark get to her feet. “Beright back.”
Her smile returned, though it had aconfused tilt toit. “O . . . kay.”

He headed back to his bedroom for a minute then returned to the kitchen. She was drinking his beer, putting
lipstick marks on the bottle. He draped her dress on one of the barstools, set a pair of hisflip-flops on top of
it, and handed her a few hundred-dollar bills. “For the shoes and a cab.”

She stared down at the money in her hand. “What?’

“Thisisn’t going to happen tonight.”

“Wait, you want me to leave? But | thought—"

“It' stime for you to go.” He was tempted to take a co-selfie with her. Hashtag: HookUpFail.

She stiffened like arod had been shoved up her back and she made these little sputters of disbelief—like she
was trying to come up with areally good insult but couldn’t think of any.

When she obvioudly couldn’t string anything worthy together, she shoved on his flip-flops, which looked
like flippers on her small feet, and yanked her dress over her head. “| can’t fucking believe this.”

He dumped the beer in the sink, bored.

Hislack of response brought a new level of hatred glowing in her eyes. “Isthis about the dog? Because that’s
just stupid. How was | supposed to know he was abused?’

He walked to his front door and pulled it open. “Y ou never know where anyone’ s scars are hiding. Doesn’t
mean you get a pass to hurt them.”

She reared back like he' d slapped her. Then her lips pressed together, and she flounced out the door,
muttering something about hoping that the dumb dog kept him warm tonight.

He shut the door without watching her go and leaned against it, absorbing the quiet of the condo, relief
instead of disappointment settling in. Hookup fail, yes. But even he had standards. He' d rather fuck hisfist
than spend another second with Duckface the Puppy Poker.

A year ago, he might’ ve just written it off and taken her to bed anyway. What did it matter if awoman was
shallow? It's not like they’ d be seeing each other again. Plus, he’'d always hated sleeping alone in a house.
But now he couldn’t stomach the thought of spending another moment with awoman like that.



Maybe he was getting used to being by himself. After his roommate, Foster, had moved out to live with his
girlfriend last year, Pike had felt that old need to always have people over. Mostly of the naked female
variety. But for the last few months, he' d been so busy with band stuff and working at his music studio in
between that he hadn’'t sought out that brand of companionship very often. He hadn’t even goneto The
Ranch, the kink resort he and his friends belonged to, in at least three months. Tonight had been the first
night he' d done the hook-up-after-a-show thing in awhile.

Now he remembered why he' d backed off from this kind of thing. He had no issue being someone’'s one-
night stand. Most of the time, he preferred things that way. But now that he’ d seen how Foster and Celawere
together, how explosive the chemistry could be when two people connected like that, he could see how
superficial this other shit was in comparison. Women fucked his type. The bad boy. The drummer. Whatever.
They didn’t fuck him.

And he'd been guilty of the same. He'd fuck the groupie, the model, the B actress. If not for Monty chewing
Lark’s shoe tonight, he would’ ve never known that the woman was capable of hurting a dog for something as
inconsequential as a shoe. Because he didn’t know her.

For some reason, that dug into him like a burr, annoying the shit out of him.

He sank onto his bed and Monty jumped up to join him. He scratched behind Monty’s ears. “ Good job,
Monts. Y ou’ re making me grow a goddamned conscience.”

Monty licked his chops. There were pieces of red shoe leather stuck in histeeth.

Pike chuckled and kissed the top of his pup’s scruffy head. Monty rewarded him by releasing some noxious
gas and dog-grinning at the effort.

“Jesus, Monts.” He put his hand over his nose and mouth. “ Take that stuff somewhere else.”

Monty, of course, took that as his cue to settle next to him on the bed. Pike waved the poisonous fumes
away, coughing, and grabbed his cell phone.

Gibson answered on the second ring. “Please tell me you last longer than that because, seriously, any
thoughts of going gay for you are definitely out of the question otherwise. | require stamina.”

Pike let his head fall back to the pillow. “ Shut the fuck up and stop flirting. It s not going to work.”
“So you kicked her out?’
“Yeah.”

“Good. You're better than that,” Gib said, no sarcasm in his voice. “Y ou need to stop dipping into the
groupie pool, anyway. You're too old for that shit. Find yourself some normal women your own age.”

“Normal women have too many expectations.”
“What? Like remembering their names and calling them the next day?”’
“Exactly. Plus, I'm best in limited doses. I’ d send normal women running for the hills after too long.”

“1 don't know. Y ou haven't scared off your friends yet. | mean, yes, | thought you were an egotistical
douchebag when | first met you, but now you’' ve grown on me. Like afungus.”



“So you're saying | should try to infect some normal woman with my fungus? Good talk, buddy. Good talk.”
“Dr. Phil getsall his best stuff from me.”
“Just tell me about this charity thing so | can get to bed and think about the sex | won't be having tonight.”

Gibson paused as if ready to push the topic, but then relented. “Fine. The charity project. It would involve
music.”

“Excellent.”

“And would be helping my lovely sister-in-law out.”
“Making sexy Tessa happy. Good.”

“You'd be working with kids.”

“Aaaand . .. I’'mout.”

Gibson scoffed. “Y ou have something against kids?’

“I"'m inked up, curse like a convict, and have piercings in questionabl e places. Parents don’t want me near
their children, and kids freak me out.”

“Bullshit. How can you be freaked out? Y ou’ re one of them.”
“Sorry, Gib.”
“Are you being serious right now?”’

“I"'m not akid person.” He could still smell the stench of the house he'd grown up in. The overstuffed diaper
pails. The spoiling government-issued baby formula. His younger siblings seeking him out when their mom
had to work or when her boyfriend of the month was in avengeful mood. That deep, terrifying feeling that
lived in Pike that he was in over his head. That he' d never be enough to make it okay for them.

And he’ d been one hundred percent right on that.
“Thiswould be the older group, not the little ones.”

The dredged-up memories sent a sick feeling rolling through him, making his skin go clammy. “Can’t | just
write a check or donate proceeds from a show or something?”’

Gibson blew out a breath. “No, they need your expertise not your money. Just hear me out. Tessa has a great
ideafor afund-raiser, but she needs someone with experience in producing music. All the money would go
toward the college fund and resources for the after-school program. Y ou know what the charity’ s about.
These kids don’t have alot, man. You and | both know what that’s like.”

Fuck. “You'rerealy going for the jugular here, Gib.”
“Just speaking the truth.”

Y eah, that, and Gibson was a brilliant PR guy who knew how to pitch things. Monty laid his head on Pike's
chest, and Pike scratched behind Monty’s ear. “Y ou’ ve even got my dog giving me the don’t-be-a-bastard



look.”
Gibson chuckled. “1 sneak him treats when I’ m there. He's on my side.”

Pike ran ahand over hisface. Thiswas abad idea. But even he wasn’t a big enough asshole to turn his back
on kids who needed help. It was places like Bluebonnet that had helped his family when they needed it. He
and his siblings probably never would' ve gotten a Christmas gift or decent coats if not for community
programs. What kind of hypocrite would it make him if he said no? But the thought of working with children
made him want to run for the damn hills. “What exactly do they want me to do?’

He could amost hear Gibson’s victory grin over the phone. “It won't be abig deal at all.”

Pike closed his eyes. Famous last words.

THREE

Oakley fought to keep her eyes open as she transcribed information from the millionth file of the day and
added it to the new thirteen-page government form that Bluebonnet Place needed to keep on every child. She
polished off the rest of her coffee and glanced at the clock. Only half an hour before she got to take a break
from the office work and go have her session with the kids. She could make it without arefill. Maybe.

Shetraced her finger down the convoluted form, trying to figure out where this information should go. “1f
yes then go to line 7B. If no, go to line 10A. If neither, rip up this frigging form and forfeit any remnants of
your sanity.”

“You know, I’ ve dways wondered if the people who create government forms spend their free time tying
people up and torturing them.”

Oakley’s skin prickled at the low, smooth voice, the melodic sound like a soft stroke to the back of her neck.
She spun in her office chair, poised to say Excuse me?, but nothing came out when her gaze collided with her
visitor. At least six feet of lean, tattooed, blond bad boy was lounging against the counter and looking
straight at her.

The guy gave her a conspiratorial smile and leaned allittle closer, cocking his head toward her pile of papers,
his eyebrow ring glinting underneath the lights. “1 mean, only a sadist would make anyone try to fit letters
into those little boxes.”

He was talking about documents, but he may as well have asked her if she’'d like to go out back and get
naked for the way her body responded to the comment. Oakley swallowed past the drynessin her throat,
trying to regain her professional composure despite her rogue hormonal reaction to the man’s presence. This
guy clearly was in the wrong place. Who walked into a children’s charity and started making jokes about
tying people up? Maybe he wanted the tattoo shop down the street. Though there didn’t seem to be any spare
spots on hisarmsto fill with ink. “Can | help you, sir?’

Y es. Good. That sounded calm and professional. Go her.

“No need for the sir.” Hislipstilted, mischief sparking in gold-green eyes. “1 didn’t say | was a sadist. But
yes, | bet you can help me.”

Y es, she could. Right out of that tight T-shirt.



No, no, no. Sop. What the hell was wrong with her? Hello, libido, meet Mr. Not My Type.

The man kept close, like this was some secret conversation. “1'm here to talk to the leggy blonde who runs
this place. She here?’

The words snapped Oakley out of her lust haze. Leggy blonde? Oakley straightened, affronted on behalf of
her boss. “If you mean Mrs. Vander griff, she has a parent in her office right now. Name, please.”

Hetilted his head at her cool tone. “Did | say something wrong?’
“Name, please.”
Herose to hisfull height and hooked his thumbsin his pockets, vague amusement on his face. “ Pike.”

She was about to ask his last name, but with a name like Pike, she doubted it was needed. “Y ou can take a
seat, and I'll let her know you' re here when she’ s done.”

He glanced at the row of chairsin the small lobby. “Or you could take a break from the torture and give me a
tour of the place. I'd like to know what I’'m signing up for.”

She lifted a brow.

No way did he have akid who qualified for services here. She'd taken agood long look at him now that he'd
given her some breathing room. His worn jeans and vintage Dead Kennedys T-shirt may look thrown
together, but she recognized expensive threads when she saw them. She' d taken that course in looking
artfully casual once upon atime. Plus, imagining him with akid just didn’t compute. He looked like the guy
you'd try to keep your kids away from.

“You do realize that you or your child have to be under eighteen to sign up for anything? And we don’'t give
tours. We protect children’s privacy here.”

He grinned, undeterred. “| can see why Tessa puts you at the front.”

Oakley straightened the file on her desk and gave him atight smile back. “ Because I’ m so welcoming and
warm?’

“Exactly.” He eased forward again, challenge dancing in eyes framed by sooty lashes. “What' s your name,
0’ powerful gatekeeper? Something about you seems so familiar.”

Her fingers tightened around the file, his nearness and evaluating ook making her heart skip afew beats, but
she kept her reaction off her face. It was near impossible that anyone could recognize her these days. She'd
changed her hair color from blue back to the natural dark brown, was a decade older, and at least fifteen
pounds heavier since she' d been anyone worth recognizing. “Oakley Easton.”

His eyes narrowed as if trying to place her. The name wouldn’t be familiar to him even if he were closeto
the mark. But he gave up soon enough. “ Guess we haven't met.”

“1 just have one of those faces.”

“No, you don't,” he said, his gaze drifting over every inch of her features. “I’d remember your face. | think it
might be your voice. There’'s something about it.”



Oh. Shit. She swallowed hard. No way Pike could be one of her callers. She didn’t know much about him,
but she had all the information she needed by looking at him. Tall. Confident. Sporting a body that made her
want to stand up and hang over the desk so she could get a better look. He could walk into any bar or club
and make panties drop with a smirk and a head nod. This would not be a guy who'd pay per minute for
phone sex.

She attempted an air of nonchalance. “Lots of people have similar voices.”
“True. But | have an ear for them. And yours is unique—smoky with someraspinit. | likeit.”

Somehow the simplest, most innocuous words sounded illicit rolling off hislips. | likeit sounded like I'd
fuck you in her head. Paired with his intent focus, she was fighting hard not to squirm in her chair. She
cleared her throat. “A voice fetishist. That’'s new.”

The words dlipped out before she could stop them. Dammit. Nighttime Oakley was not supposed to make an
appearance at the day job. She worked hard to keep them separate.

Pike chuckled, the sound rich and full, like cashmere brushing over bare skin. “Maybe | am. Kind of comes
with the territory.”

Territory? That’swhen it clicked.

She should’ve pinned it from the start. Tattoos. Piercings. Attitude. She’ d known enough of the type to last
her alifetime. Distaste filled her. “Y ou’reamusician.”

He eyed her. “Wow, clearly, you're impressed. Y ou look like you just smelled something bad.”

“It'snot . ..” But it was, and she didn’t know how to finish the sentence without sounding even ruder. She
picked up her phone and hit a button.

Tessa answered on thefirst ring. “What’ cha got for me?’

“Was just checking to see if you' re done with your meeting. There's aguy here to see you—amister . . .
Pike.”

“Serioudy?’ Tessasaid, triumph in her voice.
“Uh...yeah”
“ Amazing. Bonus points to my brother-in-law. He actually got him here.”

Pike reached over the counter and plucked a butterscotch from Oakley’ s candy dish. She gave him ayou’ re-
invading-my-personal-space brow lift, but Pike only grinned and dragged the wrapped candy between his
teeth to suck it out of the cellophane. Obscene. Especialy when he didn’t look away from her the whole
time. Her body stirred in away it hadn’t in longer than she could remember. Very, very stupid thoughts
entered her mind.

She smoothed her lip balm and tried to tamp down her body’ s ridiculous response. Maybe she had some
genetic malfunction. This was exactly the type of guy who shouldn’t flip her switch. She'd already been
burned by this kind of wildfire. No, not burned. Incinerated. “Would you like me to send him back?’

“Sure, that’d be great,” Tessa said, the sound of shuffling papersin the background. “Is Ellacominginto



relieve you this afternoon?”’

“She should be here any minute.”

“Great. Because there’ s something | need to run by you after my chat with Pike.”
“No problem. I'll be in the music room when you need me.”

She exchanged a quick good-bye with Tessa and set the phonein its cradle. Pike was still half-draped on her
counter, making everything smell like butterscotch and male arrogance. Damn but she needed to get this man
away from her.

“Mrs. Vandergriff is available now. | need to get a copy of your ID before you can go back there, though.”

“Yes, maam.” He pulled out hiswallet and handed her his driver’slicense. Pike Ryland. So he did have a
last name.

Sheran it through the small desktop scanner and handed the card back to him. “Just go through that door.
Her officeisthe last door on theright.”

He tucked his wallet back into his pocket, which made that worn T-shirt stretch tighter across his lean chest.
“You' re not going to escort me back there? | may get lost or violate privacy laws or something. Plus, you
never gave me that tour.”

His tone was teasing, playful, but there was a dare in those wicked eyes. She pretended to busy herself with
the papersin front of her. “I can’t leave my desk until someone else coversit.”

He glanced behind him. “It doesn’t ook like there’s aline forming to get in or anything.”
“Someone could comein.”
Herrolled the candy in his mouth. “Y ou always so strict about following the rules, Miz Easton?’

“Yes.” Shedidn’t know why she was being so bullheaded about it. She could leave her desk for afew
minutes if she needed to. One of the volunteers could watch the front. But Pike's presence had her off
balance, and she didn’t want to extend that feeling any longer.

“Mmm, shame.” He cocked his head toward the door. “Then go ahead and buzz me in, Lady Gatekeeper. |
wouldn’t want to get anyone in trouble.”

“l have afeding that's not true at all.”
He laughed. “Touché.”

She hit the button under her desk to unlock the door, and Pike gave the counter two raps with his knuckles,
like awarning that they weren’'t done here, before disappearing into the hallway.

She sagged back in her chair and expelled a breath she’ d been holding. Then as soon as she determined he
was safely ensconced in her boss's office, she opened up a search box on her computer, typing in Pike
Ryland.

A page of resultsfilled the screen in an instant, including a short line of thumbnail images. Pike Ryland,



drummer of the hard rock band Darkfall.

Ha. She should’ ve known. He had drummer written all over him—cut biceps, lanky frame, that I-own-the-
world swagger. She had yet to meet a humble drummer. Y ou had to be a big personality to make your
presence known when you were stuck behind a drum kit and the rest of the band on stage.

Unableto resist, she clicked through afew of the images. Pike on stage. Pike shirtless, dripping with swest,
as he banged the drums. Good God. She shifted in her chair and clicked some more.

But the next few featured Pike with a rotation of supermodel-gorgeous women on his arm at parties and
events. Ugh. That effectively cooled her jets.

She clicked on the Wikipedia entry. The page listed two albums and a gold single from afew years ago. She
vaguely recognized one or two of their songs. Hard rock really wasn’t her musical poison of choice. But
everything she read and saw in the photos confirmed why she' d gotten that bitter taste in her mouth when
she'd figured out he was a musician.

They were all the same. And it only got worse when they had some success.

She closed out all of the windows and went back to her forms, vowing to not give Mr. Ryland another
thought. If nothing else she'd learned a few things this afternoon.

Good news: Her libido was not dead after all.
Bad news: It still had destructive taste.

And like arecovering alcoholic, she knew to stay far, far away from that brand of temptation.

FOUR

“Local children’stheatre?’ Pike settled back in the chair, focusing on Tessa and trying to ignore the raucous
sound of children playing in the yard outside her window. He tugged at the collar of his T-shirt. After his
run-in with the hot, uptight receptionist, he’d almost managed to forget what he was walking into. Now it felt
like the walls were closing in on him. “No offense, but you’ re not going to make much money from that.”

Tessa frowned from behind her desk. “ The guy we were supposed to be working with—the one who had to
back out—was going to mentor the kids and polish them up musically. He said if we did a couple of shows,
charged ticket fees, it could be good.”

“1 don’'t see that happening. The only people who will want to see kids sing live are their parents.” Pike
hooked his ankle over hisknee. “And | know that most of the families you' re working with don’t really have
the money to pay a high ticket price. It'll be awaste of time.”

Hers. The kids. And most of all, his. Maybe he could get out of this after all. No use helping with a dead-on-
arrival idea.

“You' d make alot more holding a benefit concert again and having some local bands play. | could get the
guysto do ashow, and | could reach out to afew other bandsin the area.”

Her frown stayed in place, and she tapped her fingernails on her desk, thoughtful. “We could do that, but |



was hoping to do something where the kids are more involved this year. It stheir college funds at stake. |
think it means more if they fed like they’ ve had ahand in earning it.”

“Have them work the shows, sell tickets.”
A line appeared in her forehead. “ These kids have talent, though.”
His eyebrow lifted.

“Yeah, yeah, | know I'm biased.” She gave him awhat-can-ya-do smile. “But we' ve got some strong
singers, a couple of guitar players, and a burgeoning drummer. Plus, the woman | have working with them is
amazing. She's helping them to write their own songs and has really invested her time with them. | want to
see the kids share what they’ re creating with the world.”

The earnestness in her voice was killing him. He didn’t know Tessa all that well. He'd only been around her
when she was with her husband, Kade—and then it was usually at The Ranch where she was in submissive
mode. But he could tell thiswasn’'t simply ajob for her. Lord knows she didn’t need to work. Kade was a
goddamned mogul. So thiswas all heart for her. And it was making him feel like a dick for wanting to get
out of it.

He sighed, an idea coming to him that could be a perfect solution but a pain in the ass. “Having a
performance at the children’ s theatre isn’t sharing it with the world. Maybe you should think bigger.”

“Bigger?’

He shifted forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs, trying not to talk himself out of what he was about to
say. “I don't know if Gibson told you, but I’ ve opened up a small studio in town. It’skind of a side project
for me when I’'m not doing Darkfall stuff. | cut demos for people and have started to produce some local
start-up musicians.”

“Y eah, he said something about it. Aren’t you working with Colby’s boyfriend?’
“Keats? Y eah, talented kid.”
She smiled, her amused gaze flicking over him. “I didn’t know you were into country.”

“I"'m into good music, regardless of genre.” Plus, if Pike wanted to make areal go of producing in the future,
he needed to attract talent now, get some buzz going. Keats had areal shot at breaking out.

“So what does this have to do with the kids?’ she asked.
“Well, I'm thinking that if you want the kids to be heard, maybe that’ s the way.”
“Meaning?’

“There’ s no bigger world stage than the Internet. | help them cut arecord. They can put a few tracks together
and put them for sale online. The proceeds could go to the fund. Then once the songs are out, maybe they
can put on asmall show to promoteit.”

Her eyeslit. “Y ou could do that? They could have real-deal songs out there?’

Fuck. Me. He forced asmile. “If they have enough material and patience to put together atrack or two.



Recording can be tedious.”

She clapped her hands together. “Oh my god, that would be fantastic. They’ Il think they’re stars! Imagine
how proud they’ll be to have an actual song out that people can buy. | love thisidea.”

Great. Fantastic. Shoot me. All he could picture was little kids running around his studio, screaming into the
mics and climbing all over the expensive equipment. “How far along are they with having afull song ready
to go?’

Tessarolled her chair back. “Why don’t you go see for yourself? They’ re working on it now in the music
room.”

“Wedon't have to—"

But Tessawas aready cruising around the desk and grabbing for his hand. “Come on. They’ll be thrilled to
meet you. They were so bummed when the other guy had to bail. But now they get to work with a genuine
rock star!”

He snorted. “Marginally popular at best.”

Andif hisband didn’t get it together soon, they would be candidates for Where Are They Now? shows in the
not so distant future.

His stomach knotted as Tessa led him down a hall filled with colorful drawings and finger-painted artwork
pinned to the walls. He rubbed the back of his neck, finding sweat there. Thiswas so not his scene.

But when they rounded the corner and Tessa stopped in front of awindow that looked into a wide room, he
forgot his discomfort for aminute. Ms. Uptight Receptionist was sitting in the middle of acircle of older
kids, strumming a guitar and singing something. He couldn’t hear anything from outside the room, but the
way her fingers moved over the strings was all confident elegance. Huh. The woman who had sneered at the
idea of him being a musician appeared to be one herself.

And the tight-lipped, steel-spined posture she’ d maintained during most of their conversation was gone,
replaced with this sexy sway and bright-eyed smile. He let his eyes linger on her profile then travel down,
watching the way her throat worked when she let out her notes and the way the swells of her breasts rose and
fell with her breath. He adjusted his stance, willing his body not to react. Then Tessa cracked open the door,
and Oakley’ s sultry voice hit him in the gut—smooth water over jagged rocks. Every ounce of his blood
traveled straight south.

Goddamn. If avoice could be fuckable, hers was. And the woman attached to it wasn't hard to look at either.
Dark hair and eyes that went cat green when she was annoyed—which had been about ninety percent of their
interaction. He' d wanted that tour more than he'd let on just so he could keep teasing her and making those
pink lips of hers purse. He put a hand on Tessa's shoulder. “Don’'t interrupt her.”

Tessalooked over at him with aknowing smile. “I told you she was pretty amazing.”
“Isthat who I’m going to be working with?”

“Mmm-hmm. She works reception in the mornings, but once the kids get here after school, she helps out
with them. If we do this project, I'll find someone else to cover the desk so that she can take thison fully.”

“We met up front. | don’t think she likes me very much,” he said, keeping his voice low and his eyes on



Oakley.

“Let me guess. You flirted with her.”

He glanced over at Tessa, feigning an innocent Who-me? expression.

Tessa sniffed. “1 knew she sounded weird on the phone. Y ou Ranch boys are a menace.”
“Hey, you’' re married to a Ranch boy.”

“| stand by my statement.” She glanced at the room and the woman in it. The singing had stopped and
Oakley was directing the kids on something or other. “If you want to get along with Oakley, lay off that kind
of thing. She has alot on her plate and likes to keep things professional. She doesn't strike me as someone
who'slooking for awalk on the wild side, anyway.”

“Who says I’m the wild side?’

Tessa gave him awithering look.

“Fine. If she wants to keep things professional, | can do that.”
Mostly. Maybe.

Tessa' s eyes narrowed for amoment, but then she shook her head. “Come on, let’s go in and do
introductions so y'al can start planning.”

When they walked in, the kids were al chatting at once. But one voice rang above the others.

“I swear to God, if she mentions another One Direction song, I’ m going to puke,” said ayoung girl with
short-cropped black hair and a Runaways T-shirt. “That's all we did last week. Their songs make me want to
punch someone in the face.”

Pike had to bite hislip to keep from laughing.
“Reagan,” Oakley said sharply. “That isn't how we share our opinions here. Be respectful.”

Mini Pat Benatar turned her green-eyed gaze to Oakley. A little bit of a staring contest ensued, then Reagan
finaly gave in and turned to the girl she’ d been addressing. She let out a heavy, dramatic sigh. “I’'m sorry.
One Direction songs make my stomach hurt, and | would really like it if we could do something different.”

She punctuated the sentence with atoothy, plastic smile.
Pike instantly liked her.

The boy-band fan clearly did not, though. The blond girl crossed her arms and sneered. “At least it'snot as
bad as your weird music. No on€e's even heard of the stuff you like.”

“Okay, let’s get back on task,” Oakley said, atired edge to her voice.

Tessa stepped forward out of the shadowed back of the room. “ Sorry to interrupt, guys. But | wanted to
introduce you to someone.”

Oakley turned and her gaze landed heavy on Pike. For a split second he caught her raw reaction—Iips



parting, gaze flicking down the length of his body asif she couldn’'t resist afull look. But as quickly asit was
there, shereeled it in. Wariness descended over her face, but like the younger girl, she managed to fake a
smile, clearly more for the kids' behalf than his. All the other heads in the room turned toward him,
too—most of the kids staring at him with open curiosity. Tension coiled in his neck and shoulders.

“Everyone, thisis Mr. Ryland. He' s going to be taking Mr. Gull’ s place and has kindly offered to help with
your song project.”

“You'rein aband,” Reagan blurted out. Not a question.

The outburst startled Pike out of his stiff posture. Oakley turned to correct Reagan. But he interrupted her
before she could. “How’d you guess? Y ou know Darkfall?’

Reagan crossed her arms, her eyes not meeting his but looking at the rest of him instead. “No. But your ears
and eyebrow are pierced and you have lots of tattoos. Some have music notes and drumsticksin them. It'd be
pretty dumb to get those if you weren't in aband.”

Hislipstilted up. “Yeah, | guessit would be.”
“My mom says al tattoos are pretty dumb, though.”
“Reagan,” Oakley corrected, pressing fingers to the spot between her eyes.

He laughed. He liked that the kid didn’t mince words. Plus, the fact that this girl had plucked out details from
hisintricate full sleeve tattoos from across the room was pretty impressive. “1 guess your mom would think |
was a big dummy then.”

Some of the kids in the group giggled and others started to announce who had tattoos in their family.

Oakley shook her head at the quickly deteriorating order in the group and then clapped her hands. “All right,
al right. Let’s get quiet so Mrs. Vandergriff can talk.”

The kids settled after afew more seconds, and Tessa went on to explain what Pike had proposed—making a
rea record. Controlled chaos broke out again after that, the kids cheering, tossing out suggestions on songs,
and planning their mansions in the Hollywood Hills for after they became famous. The only ones who
weren't bubbling with excitement were Oakley and Reagan. Reagan was sitting quietly, a thoughtful, intense
expression on her face. And Oakley looked as if she'd just been told she had a meeting with an executioner.

“Ms. Easton, can we steal you for aminute so we can work out some details?’ Tessa asked.

Oakley instructed the kids to gather into two small groups and to brainstorm on what songs they wanted to
work on the most, then she headed over to where Pike and Tessa were.

Tessa put ahand on Pike's shoulder. “Oakley, | know you two have already met at the front, but | wanted to
officially introduce you. Pike’'s agood friend of Kade's brother, Gibson, and he' s a so the drummer in
Darkfall.”

Oakley didn't look abit impressed by this news. She stuck out her hand formally. “Nice to meet you.”

Pike took her hand. It was ice cold as he wrapped his fingers around it. Shetried to pull back quickly, but he
wasn't |etting her get away with that. He rubbed his thumb along the back of her hand. “Likewise, Ms.
Easton.”



He released her hand when she gave another minuscule tug and flashed a warning with her eyes.

“Pike isdoing us a huge favor to take time out for this,” Tessasaid. “So | really need you to help himin
whatever way you can on this project.”

He smiled. He could think of some interesting ways she could help him. Oakley wouldn’t look hisway.

“Thiswill be our flagship project thisyear,” Tessa continued. “And it’d be great to unveil at |east one song at
the annual benefit dinner. It'simportant for those who donate to us to see what we can do.”

Oakley nodded. “ Of course. I'll do whatever | can to help.”
“It may take extrahours,” Tessa said, looking over at the kids and missing the barest wince from Oakley.
“Extrahours?’ Oakley asked.

Tessa hodded. “I was thinking you can make use of your time in the mornings. I'll find someone to cover the
desk in the meantime. But | have a feeling thiswill end up being alot of informal time not here at the office
since, Pike, I'm assuming your scheduleis alittle erratic.”

“It'snot nineto five, for sure,” he said, watching Oakley shift and her shoulders droop. The woman did look
tired. Maybe extra hours were a hardship.

“I figured. So, don’t feel like you have to keep everything here at the office within a certain time slot. Y ou
two do what you need to do to get this done on a schedule that works best for you. Let me know whatever
overtime you log and keep me up to date.”

Oakley gave acurt nod and smile to Tessa. “ Of course. I'm sure | can get most of it done on my own and
won't have to bother Mr. Ryland too much.”

He smirked. So she was trying to get rid of him already. And though when he walked in, he would’ve
happily taken the opportunity to have as minimal arole as possible, now he wasn't so sure. “It's not a bother
at al. I'mlooking forward to working closely with you. No use of bringing mein if you're not going to take
advantage of my skills.”

Her small smile radiated sarcasm, but she managed not to say anything snide in front of her boss.

“Fantastic,” Tessa said, oblivious to the silent exchange. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. And dinner’s on me.
Take tonight to make up arough plan of what needs to be done and when and we'll go from there.”

Oakley’ s gaze darted back to him. “Tonight?’

But Tessawas already strolling out the door.

Pike hooked his thumbsin his pockets. “ Guess it’s a date, then.”
Her lips thinned. “Not a date. Work.”

He grinned, unperturbed by her chilly response. “How can you not like me aready? Usualy it takes women
at least atime or two to give me that look. And usually they get something out of the deal first.”

She blinked, then that cat-eye green came back into her eyes. “You really have to ask?’



“Yeah. I'm asking. What did | do to you?’ He leaned alittle closer. “Well, besides make you think really
impure thoughts at work. Because let’ s face it, that totally happened. It may be happening right now. With
children present, no less. Are you thinking impure thoughts, Ms. Easton? Y ou can tell me.”

“Does wishing bodily injury upon someone count?’
He laughed. “Kinky.”

She stared at him for along second, looking as if she may maim or dismember him, but then she blew out a
breath. “Look, I'm sure you're having fun, but I'm not playing this game. Y ou’ re here to volunteer. Great.
Thekids are going to loveit.”

“But you're not.”
“Doesn’t matter. It s not about me.”
“You're saying you don’'t need the help?’

She glanced over her shoulder at the kids, her expression softening before she turned back to him. “We
always need the help. Sure. But thisjob means alot to me. These kids mean alot to me. And to be frank, |
don’'t have time to cater to some celebrity who's here to put in time with the poor kids for the sake of a press

clipping.”
He frowned, all playfulness draining out of him. “Y ou think that’s what thisis about?’
She shrugged. “Why else would you do it?’

He opened his mouth but then shut it again. If he said he was doing it for the sake of the kids, that’d be alie.
It's not like he would' ve strolled down here on his own out of the goodness of his heart. But he sure as hell
wasn't doing it for the press. “| couldn’t give a shit what the media says about me.”

She crossed her arms, unconvinced.
He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m doing it as afavor to my friends, all right?’

She considered him a moment longer then gave abrief nod. “Fair enough. Y ou really want to help, then I'll
be done at six. We can go to the Italian place on the corner. But | need to be home by eight.”

“Hot date?’
She leaned closer than he would’ ve expected, right near his ear. “Y eah, with my daughter.”

She gave him an angelic smile when she stepped back, then turned on her heel to head back toward the kids,
leaving him staring after her. When she passed mini-Benatar, who was cross-legged on the floor, she ran her
hand over the child's head and smiled down at her.

Well, hell.
Oakley had akid.

At least now he knew which mom thought tattoos were dumb.



FIVE

Oakley smiled to herself as Pike rattled off timelines and tasks in between bites of calzone. He'd been all
business since they’ d sat down in the back corner of the little dive restaurant. Her tactic had worked. It
usually did. Childless men found out she was a mom and ran away like their ass was on fire.

Pike seemed to be no exception. Since she’'d informed him that she had a daughter, he'd turned off the flirt.

A small, selfish part of her was disappointed. Not that she had any interest in pursuing anything with anyone
right now, especially with someone like him, but it had been kind of heady getting that kind of attention
thrown her way. If nothing else, it had reminded her that the sexual part of herself wasn't totally dead. Even
now, that warm energy hummed through her as she surreptitiously watched Pike lick a dollop of red sauce
off his thumb. He had a pouty bottom lip that would look feminine if not for the hard angle of hisjaw and the
scruff. She kind of wanted to bite it—see if it felt as plump asit looked.

He glanced up, caught her staring, and smiled. “ So, wanna screw in the bathroom?”’
She startled and stiffened, instantly yanked out of her less-than-PG thoughts. “ What?”

He leaned back in his chair, vague confusion on hisface. “1 asked if you wanted to keep working in that back
room? We could rehearse at the studio once they’ re close to being ready to record. But until then, it's
probably more trouble than it’s worth to cart everyone over there. It' s not that big of a place.”

“Rehearse in the back room?” she repeated, running the words back in her head to make sense of them. “Oh,
right, yes, that’sfine. I'm sorry. | thought you said something else.”

She eyed the small Bellini she’d ordered with her meal. Maybe that had been a bad idea. She was hearing
things now.

Screw in the bathroom? How the hell had she gotten that out of what he' d said? Of course, now all she could
think of was him doing just that—taking her by the elbow and leading her to that dark alcove at the back of
the restaurant, pushing her up against that wall with the faded Italian flag on it, and putting his hands all over
her. Shelicked her top lip, tasting the sweet remnants of her drink. Pull it together, woman.

Apparently, once her libido had been brave enough to peep its head out, it had decided it was Groundhog
Day and needed to run around, declaring spring was coming early. She hated to break the news, but nothing
and no one was coming anytime soon.

“What did you think | said?’ Pike took along sip from his drink, his snake-charmer eyes never leaving hers.
She followed suit, hoping the fruity drink would cool off more than her throat. “Doesn’t matter.”
Hislipstwitched. “You're al red.”

“1 think it'sthe Bellini. | don't drink very often.”

“No way.” His expression turned smug. “Y ou thought | said something dirty, didn’t you?’

“Huh?’ She smoothed her napkin in her lap, trying to loosen the tightness in her voice. “No. Why would |
think that? Y ou’ ve been very professional since we got here—which | appreciate, by the way.”

His gaze did lazily down her body, like butter melting over toast, and goddamn it al to hell, she could feel
her nipples go hard and obvious beneath her bra. No wonder he' d figured it out. Her body was waving all



kinds of flagsin hisface. Hey! Over here! Horny girl, booth eight!

“1 am capable of being professional, you know,” he said, but his tone was all sex and sin. “I’m also more
than happy to turn that off when the occasion callsfor it. So why don’t you tell me what you thought you
heard and why it’s gotten you all flushed and nervous?’

“I’m not nervous.”
He grinned.

Dammit. She schooled her face into a stoic expression. “ The music istoo loud in here. | thought you
propositioned me to defile the restroom.”

His eyebrow ring twitched. “Now you're just trying to turn me on with those big, stiff words of yours.”

All she heard was big and stiff at first, but she managed to rein in her temporary insanity. “We're so not
going to do this.”

“Well, probably not here, you'reright. | saw those bathrooms. But—"
“No, | mean, any of this. Flirting. Teasing. Whatever thisis.”

He leaned onto his forearms, looking all too pleased that he' d gotten a confession out of her. “You got a
quy?”

“No,” she said before she could get wise and fib.

“Then why can’'t we do this?’

“Because I’'m not interested.”

“Liar.”

She huffed. “ Are you always this cocky?”’

“No, it's dialed down right now. | can get way worse.”

She stirred her drink. “Not. Possible.”

His lips spread into a menacing smile. “ Challenge accepted.”
“No, that's not—"

But he was already getting up from his side of the booth. He slid smoothly into the spot next to her on the
cracked vinyl seat. He put his arm along the back of the booth, near to touching her, and leaned in close. “I
dialed it back because what | could’ve said was how if you heard what you heard, it must’ ve been on your
mind already. That those pictures must be there in your head. Were we in astall? Or bold as you please up
against awall?’

“Stop,” she said softly, somehow frozen in place, the clean scent of his shampoo mixing in with the heavy
oregano smell of the restaurant and making her head spin.

“So that was it, huh? Against the wall where anyone could’ ve walked up and seen? That would’ ve been hot.



Legs wrapped around my hips. | could’ ve unpeeled all these layers you' ve wrapped yourself in.” He touched
the collar of her blouse but not skin. “I could’ ve also said that | saw the want in your eyes before | knew
what question you’ d thought I'd asked. That your body jumped to attention like I’ d stroked you. That you
can tell me no and to shut the fuck up. But you can’t tell me that you're not interested because | can see that
truth all over you.”

She swallowed hard, fighting her body’ s response as he let his gaze drift down and over her curves. No way
was she going to let him get to her like this. She did thisfor aliving. She talked dirty to men every damn
night and they talked dirty back. But never had words rushed through her system like these. Every part of her
was now achingly aware of just how long it’ d been since she' d let a man touch her. But there was no way
she'd alow herself to act on it with him. She cleared her throat.

“Does this usually work for you? A little dirty talk whispered in awoman’s ear and she’ s all over you? Or
maybe you just tell them you’re in a band and that’ s enough.” She turned to send Pike afrosty look. “Back
off, Mr. Ryland. Y ou’ve entered a restricted area.”

His eyesflared with heat, like her attitude only turned him on more, but he moved back and gave her space.
“If you think that’s dirty talking, you’ ve been seriously deprived.”

She pointed. “Back to your side.”
He raised his palms. “Not a problem. All | want to know iswhy not?’
Because attraction clearly wasn't the issue. Her traitor body had announced that loud and clear to him.

“Because thisis my job, and this project isimportant to me. I’m not going to muddy the waters by crossing
any lineswith you. Plus, I’'m amom.”

“So? I’ ve heard rumors that moms get lives, too.”
No, they didn’t. Not really. Not when there was no dad in the picture, two jobs, and a kid with special needs.

She barely resisted rolling her eyes. “Come on, Pike. | know we don’t know each other yet, but why in God's
name would you come barking up this tree? The groupie business running low? Y ou’ ve got to have women
with much simpler lives who want to play the hookup game with a big-time drummer.”

His jaw tensed, expression darkening.

Users Review
From reader reviews:
Ronald Johnson:

Nowadays reading books be a little more than want or need but also turn into alife style. Thisreading
routine give you lot of advantages. Associate programs you got of course the knowledge even the
information inside the book in which improve your knowledge and information. The details you get based on
what kind of guide you read, if you want send more knowledge just go with education and learning books
but if you want truly feel happy read one along with theme for entertaining for example comic or novel. The
particular Call on Me (A Loving on the Edge Novel) iskind of reserve which is giving the reader capricious
experience.



Francisco London:

Playing with family inside a park, coming to see the water world or hanging out with good friendsis thing
that usually you will have done when you have spare time, then why you don't try matter that really opposite
from that. One activity that make you not sensetired but still relaxing, trilling like on roller coaster you
aready been ride on and with addition info. Even you love Call on Me (A Loving on the Edge Novel), you
may enjoy both. It is good combination right, you still need to missit? What kind of hang-out typeisit? Oh
serioudly its mind hangout people. What? Still don't buy it, oh come on its identified as reading friends.

Carol Williams:

Y ou can obtain this Call on Me (A Loving on the Edge Novel) by check out the bookstore or Mall. Only
viewing or reviewing it can to be your solve challengeif you get difficulties for the knowledge. Kinds of this
book are various. Not only through written or printed but in addition can you enjoy this book through e-
book. In the modern era such as now, you just looking from your mobile phone and searching what their
problem. Right now, choose your ways to get more information about your e-book. It is most important to
arrange yourself to make your knowledge are still upgrade. Let's try to choose proper ways for you.

LisaMadruga:

A lot of publication has printed but it takes a different approach. Y ou can get it by internet on social media.
Y ou can choose the most effective book for you, science, comic, novel, or whatever by simply searching
fromit. It is caled of book Call on Me (A Laoving on the Edge Novel). Y ou'll be able to your knowledge by
it. Without causing the printed book, it could possibly add your knowledge and make a person happier to
read. It ismost essential that, you must aware about guide. It can bring you from one location to other place.
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