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N
 ormally, I looked forward to the end of these month-long survivalist training excursions. After hunkering down in the woods for weeks, living off whatever I could catch, I looked forward to collapsing in an actual bed and sleeping for a week.

This time was different. It was different because it was personal, and the month-long trip into the wilds of Montana’s Glacier National Park felt more like a summer vacation than a survival test. Now the end of the trip was upon us and a sinking, gnawing feeling had settled into my gut, leaving that familiar, hollow pang of loss waiting in the wings. And after the year I had endured, the month of pure joy wasn’t easy to part with.

But all things end, even the good things. Nobody likes to say goodbye to people they hold dear. God knows I had cornered the market on goodbyes, and I would just as soon never utter that word again. But the goodbye was there, heading for me like a category five super storm.

With a grunt, I easily hoisted myself over the lip of the rocky ridge and pulled myself clear of the cliff. I relaxed, stretching out on my back, and gazed up at the bright blue Montana sky. A light sheen of sweat decorated my forehead and the warm sunshine drenched my face.

“You made that look easy,” Savannah’s voice came from the rock face below me, spurring me to sit up and gaze down at her.

She leaned back on her climbing rope with her feet planted on the rock wall, grinning up at me.

I peered at her over the edge and returned her smile. “What are you waiting for?” I checked my watch, then peered off toward the horizon, where the sun hovered just above a distant peak. “You better hurry or you’ll miss the sickest sunset you’ve ever seen.”

Savannah Adams, my latest survival school trainee, checked the sun over her shoulder, then peered up at me from behind her mirrored climbing shades. A pink helmet covered her head and sunshine gleamed off the blonde curls that tumbled over her shoulders.

“Hey. Not fair. You should have let me summit first,” she said.

“And miss this crazy good sunset? Not a chance.” My grin widened as I inched forward, dangling my legs over the side of the cliff. I unclasped my helmet and set it aside. The cool May breeze sifted through my shaggy brown hair, instantly bringing relief to my overheated scalp.

“Out of my way, Summers. I’m coming up,” Savannah said as she made her move, easily navigating the rock face.

I shrugged off my backpack and set it aside, turning my attention on the twenty-one-year-old beauty as she prepared to summit. “They should totally let you do your own stunts.” I dug into my backpack and retrieved a trail bar.

Savannah found a handhold and pulled herself up with a quick grunt. She paused for a moment and studied the rock face as if figuring out her next move. “The producer claims he’s not insured for it.”

“They’re missing out,” I said. “Smart, sexy, and brave sells a lot of tickets.”

Savannah paused a few feet from the top and gazed at me with her lips pursed. “Are you trying to throw me off?”

I bit into my trail bar and casually swung my feet. “What?”

“Say it again after I summit,” she said.

I rolled my eyes and took another bite. “A big Hollywood star like you must have people sucking up to you constantly. Why do you need to hear it from me?”

Savannah navigated the last few feet like the pro I knew she was and pulled herself up and over the top. She inhaled a deep breath and took off her helmet, setting it aside as her blonde hair spilled out. She turned to face me. “Because I’ve never heard you call me sexy.” She swiped my trail bar and stole a bite, grinning from ear to ear.

I scowled at her and pulled my water flask from my pack before dangling it before her. “Might as well take this too while you’re getting all grabby.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” she said and unceremoniously swiped the flask from my hand before chugging half the damn bottle in one long drink. She took off her sunglasses and set them inside her helmet before turning to soak in the spectacular view.

I gazed out over the snow-capped mountain peaks stretching out toward the horizon and sighed. “That’s what I call a light show.”

Savannah handed the water flask over to me and sat back, propping herself up on her arms while she tipped her head back and soaked in the last rays of the dwindling late afternoon sunshine. “I could get used to this life.”

“Oh, really?” I made sure my voice oozed sarcasm.

Savannah turned and glared at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” I said, turning away from her while I took another drink of water.

Her frown deepened, and she jabbed me in the ribs with her finger. “Speak.”

I laughed and leaned away from her casual assault. “Fine. If you really loved this life, why did you leave it behind?”

She raised a questioning eyebrow at me. “We’re doing this?” She nodded. “Okay. I’ll answer, but only if you promise to answer my question next.”

That was a game I wasn’t interested in playing. There was too much shame, hurt, and self-loathing in my closet. It wouldn’t take much before the bright light of her inquisition sent my emotional cockroaches scurrying for cover. “Never mind. I already know why you left. Hollywood needed their next big star.”

“That’s not why,” she said, feigning an expression of indignation.

“Is that so? Last I checked, there weren’t any big time movie studios in Montana.”

“Okay… that was part of the reason,” she said. “And I’m not a big star.”

“That’s not what I heard,” I said.

Savannah smiled, flashing her perfect white teeth. Her blue eyes glittered under the sunshine, and it was easy to see how she had captured America’s heart. “From who? You don’t own a TV or a phone, and I didn’t see a computer or even a tablet in your cabin.”

“Were you snooping around my place?”

“Of course, I was,” she said. “I haven’t heard from you in a year, and you won’t answer any of my questions. Even your email bounced back to me. I’m worried about you, JD.”

I inwardly cringed. “Savannah, you know everything there is to know about me. I’m not hiding anything from you.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?” She asked, taking that as a tacit approval to launch into an interrogation.

“Yes,” I said, sarcastically. I held out my arms and gazed around the mountains. “I’m surrounded by beautiful young women, throwing themselves at me out here, a hundred miles from civilization.”

Savannah smiled at me, skewering me with her ridiculously beautiful blue eyes. “I’ll be your girlfriend.”

“Ha, ha,” I said, without humor. “That was so funny, I forgot to laugh.”

Savannah giggled and pushed me playfully on my shoulder. “You’re such a dork.”

“What about you?” I asked her. “You must have guys lined up around the block back at home.”

She frowned. “LA isn’t home. This is home,” she said. “And for your information, I’m happily single.”

“Bullshit,” I said before I took another sip.

Savannah yanked the water flask from my hand and shoved me again. “JD Summers, I’ll have you know I’m a good girl.”

“I never said you weren’t, but I find it very difficult to believe you don’t have men pounding down your door. Look at you.” I stared her up and down, taking in her fit yet very voluptuous figure. She was a hard eleven on a ten-point scale and she damn well knew it. I shook my head. “Smart, sexy, and brave. There. Are you happy?”

She paused, returning my stare as if unsure of how best to respond. Finally, she spoke. “I could say the same thing about you, Mr. Music Man. I seem to remember the ladies throwing themselves at you while you were up on stage, breaking hearts with that voice of yours.”

My stomach dropped and my smile faded as I averted my gaze. “That was a long time ago.” My mind traveled back in time to my last show on stage, with Chris right beside me, strumming away on his electric guitar. That was the night everything changed.

We sat in silence as the seconds ticked past before Savannah spoke, her voice soft. “JD… it wasn’t your fault,” she said, as if reading my mind.

This was why I didn’t want her coming back to Montana. I should never have let her talk me into taking her through survival training. But she had insisted, claiming that she wanted to come home and visit Chris’s grave on the anniversary of his death. “I don’t want to talk about that.” My voice came out hollow and broken.

“I want to talk about it.” Savannah reached out and picked up my hand, giving it a warm squeeze. “He was my brother, and I don’t blame you. Why do you do this to yourself?”

I gazed down at the rock between my legs. “If I wasn’t piss drunk, Chris would still be alive.” I turned to face her, my chest aching with grief as if the accident had happened only yesterday. “He was driving my car because I was too drunk.”

“Chris dropped you off at home. He could have spent the night on your couch,” Savannah said. “But for whatever reason, he didn’t. Instead, he got back in that car and drove. You had nothing to do with that decision.”

I turned away from her and shook my head. “I don’t see it that way.”

Savannah tightened her grip on my hand. She inched closer and rested her head on my shoulder while she gazed out toward the sun sinking below the mountains. “Come back to LA with me.”

I stared down at the top of her head and frowned. “What? Are you being serious?”

She switched her grip on my hand, lacing her fingers in mine and squeezing softly. “I’m worried about you being out here all alone. It’s not healthy.”

“I’m sober,” I said.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I miss you.”

I exhaled a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, leaned over and kissed the crown of her head. “I miss you too.”

She squeezed my hand again and came closer before gazing up into my eyes. “So come with me,” she said, her voice soft. “I don’t trust anyone but you. Please? You can stay with me as long as you want. I need you, Johnny.”

I gazed into her big blue eyes and nearly said yes without thinking. “You haven’t called me that in a very long time.”

For a long time, Savannah gazed at me, searching my face with her eyes before she leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. “You need a girlfriend and I need a boyfriend.” She shrugged. “The way I see it, we need each other.”

“Chris would kill me if I dated his little sister,” I said.

Savannah rolled her eyes. “Please. Chris worshiped the ground you walked on. He would have taken a bullet for you. I’m pretty sure he would approve of you and I together.”

“Let’s say we followed your plan,” I said. “Then what? I follow you around like a groupie? Or maybe I get a job in LA? Doing what? I don’t even like the city.”

“I hate to sound like Mrs. Obvious, but you’re an incredible musician. You and Chris —”

“No,” I said, cutting her off. “That life is dead to me.”

“But —”

I cut her off with a look. “Savannah, when I sing, I drink, and when I drink, I sing. The two go hand in hand, inextricably connected. I’m terrified to go back down that road.”

“So, this is it? You’re going to hide out in Montana forever, living off the land and being a hermit?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe?”

“Then I’ll move back here with you,” Savannah said.

I laughed. “Come on, Savannah.”

“You’re turning me down, aren’t you?”

“Assuming that was even a real proposition, you don’t want to get involved with me. I’ll just end up breaking your heart like I do with everyone.”

She gazed up at me wide-eyed. “Whose heart did your break?”

I shook my head. “Everyone’s.”

Savannah grinned. “You are such a man of mystery.”

“There’s not much room in my closet, what with all the skeletons rattling around.”

“How about this….” She picked up my hand and put in her lap as she turned to face me. “I’ll be back in Montana in two months to shoot this movie. And don’t even try to tell me you aren’t coming to the set.” She paused, as if daring me to contradict her.

I laughed. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Think about my proposal,” she said. “I put a lot of thought into it, and it wasn’t easy for me to come right out and ask you that… I have feelings for you. We can be whatever it is you want us to be, but I need you in my life. You can answer me then. Okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “But I’m pretty set in my ways.”

“By the way, I bought you a phone and left it in your underwear drawer,” Savannah said. “I took the liberty of programming my number in for you. Please keep it on so I can text you.”

“Savannah, I’m fine. Really, I —”

She cut me off with a kiss that lingered and deepened until our lips parted and our tongues twined together, tentative, and unhurried.

My stomach dipped and swooned while my head spun with guilty pleasure. Despite my brain screaming at me to stop, I leaned into her and deepened the kiss. It was a kiss long in the making, and I lost myself in the sweet taste of her tongue and the warmth of her body pressed up against me. I hadn’t felt so alive in a very long time.

When we came up for air, Savannah gazed up at me, her eyes simmering. “I’ve wanted to kiss you like that since my thirteenth birthday.”

I chuckled softly. “You’re crazy.”

“About you,” she said. “I was serious about the girlfriend offer. Life is too short to dance around our feelings any longer. Chris taught me that, and here I am, hat in hand, asking you if you’ll take a chance with me.”

God, she was so beautiful, and I wanted so badly to say yes. But I was a year off the bottle. It wasn’t long enough to dive into the deep end and risk pulling Savannah down with me. “It’s not that I don’t have those same feeling for you,” I said. “I do. But if I did anything to hurt you, I don’t think I could ever recover.”

She kissed me again. “You can’t run the clock out at twenty-five. You’re too young and there’s so much life offers. Besides, I’m all grown up, and I know what I want.” She measured me with her gaze, her tone oozing sexual innuendo.

Her words were heavy with meaning, and I didn’t need to get hit over the head to get her drift. “When you come back in July, we’ll have a long talk. I promise.”

“Next time I come back, we’re doing a lot more than talking,” she said, raising her eyebrow at me. “And don’t even think about turning off that phone.” She stood and pulled me up to my feet. “Come on. Since I’m an official graduate of the JD Summers survival training school, I demand a dinner date for my graduation celebration. Then you can take me to the airport where we will not use the word goodbye.”

She knew me better than anyone. “You already knew everything I taught you,” I said. “In fact, I learned a couple of new tricks from you.”

She grinned at me. “The studio didn’t know that when they offered to pay for my trip to Big Sky Country, where I got to take private lessons from an expert survivalist.”

“You’re bad,” I said.

“Next time you’ll find out just how bad I can be,” she said, before she pulled me into another long kiss.
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A
 fter dropping Savannah at the airport, I was in no mood to go home to my empty cabin and sulk, so I did the next best thing. I went to my hole-in-the-wall shed that doubled as the headquarters for my adventure company and went to work organizing the mishmash of power equipment, boats, paddles, and camping equipment before eyeing the giant tree threatening to flatten my shed.

One powerful gust of wind and what little I owned would be reduced to rubble. The spring growth wasn’t helping, causing the tree to further sag under its own weight. With a fresh goal in my mind, thoughts of Savannah simmered on the back burner while I went to work. I spent an hour switching between a rusty chainsaw and my well-worn axe, taking out on my grievances on the trunk of the now felled pine tree.

Thirty minutes later, I had accumulated an impressive pile of firewood on the side of the shed and, with a toss, added two more before I took a break. Sweat drenched my shirtless torso and my lean muscles bulged with the effort. But the hard work beat a stiff drink. With thoughts of Savannah running rampant in my mind, I would work myself to exhaustion before I succumbed to my dark mood. Once exhaustion took me, I could collapse into bed, my mind blissfully numb with my sobriety intact.

That the sun had long since set didn’t detract me. Light streamed from the shed’s open garage door, leaving the hulking outline of the collapsed pine layered in murky shadows. I put down the axe and picked up my chainsaw when I noticed headlights pulling into the dirt parking area out front.

The rumble of the engine and the squeak of the brakes gave away my visitor before he had even stepped out of his ancient Ford pickup. I set aside the chainsaw and grabbed my t-shirt, slipping it on just as the shadowy figure stepped into the light.

“Evening, JD,” Vince Monroe said, giving me a warm but concerned smile.

The middle-aged rancher wore a pair of scuffed up cowboy boots, worn jeans, a sleeveless jacket, and the same flannel shirt I’d seen a hundred times before. He had round glasses, a walrus-style mustache and carried at least fifty pounds too much, all in his gut.

“Vince.” I nodded in my sponsor’s direction, knowing full well why he had stopped by unannounced at this ungodly hour.

He measured me with his gaze, glancing between me, the chainsaw, and the dead tree. “What to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I said as I stepped into the shed to retrieve a hand towel. “I’m sober, if that’s why you’re here.”

“That’s good,” he said. “Otherwise, the reason for my visit would have been a little… awkward.”

“You came to check up on me,” I said, my tone accusatory as I mopped the sweat from my face.

“I came to visit you,” he said. “This was the only time I knew I’d catch you.”

Vince had never outright lied to me, so I took him at face value. There was no point being an asshole, simply because I was bitter about my decision. “Can I get you something to drink? I’ve got bottled water in the fridge, and I think the Coke cans you left her last time are still in the fridge.”

“I’ll take a Coke. Thanks.”

Vince followed me into the shed. I grabbed water for myself and a Coke for Vince before I leaned back against my workbench and waited for Vince to spill the reason for his late-night visit. “Have a seat.”

Vince pulled up an old lawn chair sitting beside a broken wood chipper and sunk back into the frayed nylon seat. “How’s Savannah?”

“Fine,” I said, unwilling to elaborate.

He nodded and stared down at the unopened can in his hand. “She was with you then? The whole time?”

I frowned. “Are you asking me about my love life?”

Vince chuckled and shook his head. “No. That’s not what I’m on about.” He cleared his throat and let out a breath. “Typically, one year of sobriety is a danger point for some. Usually, the choice to get on the wagon comes after a significant event. In your case, that would be the day Chris passed. I’m glad Savannah was here to share that pain with you.”

Here he was checking in on me at almost midnight, simply concerned for my wellbeing and I was treating him like a hostile interrogator. “Sorry.” I sighed and pulled up a chair across from him and plopped down. “You’re right. It was a tough day, but Savannah’s empathy made the pain… tolerable.”

“That’s very good to hear.” Vince visibly relaxed and reached inside his coat pocket. “That means you’ve earned this.” He leaned forward and held out his hand.

I gazed at the blue and gold chip in his hand and instantly recognized it.

The words around the outer rim of the chip read, To Thine Own Self Be True
 . The letter I was in the center surrounded by a circle and triangle with the words, Unity, Service, and Recovery inscribed on each of the triangle’s three sides.

“You can save the speech for the next meeting, but I thought you should have it,” Vince said. “The good Lord knows you’ve earned it.”

Emotion welled up inside me and my eyes turned hot with tears. I tentatively reached for the chip, then took it, palming it in my hand as I met Vince’s gaze. “It’s been a hell of a hard year.”

Vince leaned forward and squeezed me affectionately on the shoulder. “It gets easier as time passes, but you’ll always need to keep your guard up.”

I squeezed the chip in my hand, savoring the weight in my hand. I had never worked so hard for anything in my life. Thoughts of taking a drink haunted me daily, and tonight was even worse than usual. Maybe Savannah was right. Being alone for too long could be as dangerous as stepping back into society. “Thanks, Vince. This means a lot.”

“It’s late, and I won’t keep you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay, and to say congratulations on a year. Pretty soon you’ll be the one sitting in this char.” He stood to leave and stopped before patting his jacket. “Oh, there’s one more thing.”

I stood and slipped the chip into my pocket. It felt like a piece of armor, and it gave me the strength I needed to weather this storm.

Vince pulled a FedEx envelope from the inside of his jacket and handed it to me. “This came for you while you were gone.”

I frowned and took the letter. My name and address were on the front, but there was no return address listed. “It was delivered to you?”

He shook his head. “I came out here in April, on the actual one-year anniversary of your sobriety, in the off chance you might have come back. The FedEx truck was there, and I signed for the letter.”

“Who is it from?” I frowned, turning the envelope over in my hand.

“I imagine you’ll have to open it to find out,” Vince said, grinning at me wryly.

“You’re so helpful,” I said sarcastically, then tapped on the envelope and smiled at Vince. “And thanks for looking out for the place while I was gone.”

“That’s what friends are for,” Vince said and turned to leave.

“Hey… Vince… before you go, can I ask you something?”

Vince turned back to face me. “What’s on your mind?”

“How long into your sobriety did you wait for….” I cleared my throat, unsure of how to put it into words. “You know….” I shrugged my shoulders, hoping he could interpret my fumbled question.

Vince grinned and rubbed his chin, gazing at the ceiling as if searching his memory. “I waited a year to date Maggie, but… those are really just semantics. I met Maggie nine months into my sobriety, and we waited for another four months before… well… you get the picture.”

I grinned and smiled. “I think I can read between the lines. Any regrets on waiting so long?”

“Not a one,” he said without hesitation. “She was the best thing that ever happened to me and was worth the wait.”

“Would you have moved to LA for her?” I asked, tapping the envelope on the back of my hand.

Vince chuckled and shook his head. “For Maggie? Absolutely. For you? I can’t answer that. The best advice I can give is to listen to your heart.”
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A
 fter Vince left, I cleaned up my tools, took a quick shower, and found the phone Savannah left for me in my underwear drawer. She had stamped it with a shiny red bow, which made me smile. Beneath the bow, I found a sticky note with the pin number, which was naturally Savannah’s birthday.

I reclined on my bed with the FedEx letter on my lap and Savannah’s phone in hand. When I logged in, I found an unread text message waiting for me.

Savannah: I made it back to LA. I miss you. Text me back plz!!


The message was a couple of hours old. There was a string of emojis that came after, and she attached a picture of herself blowing me a kiss.

I grinned. Maybe having a phone wasn’t so bad after all. Seeing Savannah’s picture even through a text lightened my mood. I quickly compiled a reply.

Me: This is me texting you back. I miss you too. I’m glad you’re safe.


Savannah quickly replied.

Savannah: I sent you a pic. Send me a selfie.


I held up the camera and smiled, clicking a picture of myself and attaching it to the text.

Her reply came quickly after that.

Savannah: No shirt?


Me: No. I’m in bed.


Savannah: I like what I see. You should have let me crawl into bed with you while I was there.


I sat there for a few seconds, considering best how to respond. Finally, I answered with a snarky response.

Me: My bed’s pretty small. We would have had to smoosh together.


Savannah tagged my response with a smiley face emoji with hearts in place of the eyes.

Savannah: Next time don’t play so hard to get. I dropped so many signals
 I think I pulled a muscle.

I used to have no problem reading social cues. My game was truly rusty.

Me: Your brother would kill me, but fine. I better buy a bigger bed.

Savannah: I’m glad you’re taking me seriously. Now get some sleep. I can’t believe you’re still awake.


She capped the message off with a picture of her smiling face, and I grinned before setting the phone aside and picking up the letter.

Inside the FedEx envelope, I found another envelope. It was a plain white envelope with the initials, JD scrawled on the outside.

Who in the hell was sending me such strange correspondence? Why use FedEx to mail a letter when you could put a stamp on the white envelope and drop it in a postal box? Was it my father? He was my only living relative and had never written a letter once in his miserable life. Not that I wanted or expected anything from him.

If the letter was from Savannah, I think she would have mentioned it. Or was this her idea of a playful joke? My stomach spun as thoughts of the gorgeous blonde whirled through my head.

My mind drifted back to another important woman in my life. She was the last woman I fell in love with, and I broke her heart. Was it from Katie? Surely not. Why would Katie contact me after the way I treated her? And why would she feel the need to send me a letter? Then again, if she wanted to contact me, other than flying to Montana and tracking me down face to face, a letter was her only option. But why send it by FedEx?

Enough speculation. There was only one way to find out. I opened the envelope and pulled out a single piece of white paper. It was a letter written by hand using tight, practically microscopic penmanship. It was very distinct penmanship, written by a hand I knew all too well.

The world closed in on me, and my face went numb. The room tilted sideways and a wave of heat flushed my face. My heart went from zero to a hundred and my hands trembled, making the letter impossible to read. It was Chris’s handwriting — a mash of cursive and printing all rolled up into a hot mess that would make even a physician blush.

Was this someone’s idea of a sick prank? I tried to focus on the words, but I couldn’t. I took a moment and climbed out of bed, pacing the room with the letter clutched in my grip.

“Okay, JD… breathe,” I said to myself. “Chris is dead. Dead people don’t send letters.”

I left my bedroom and lurched out to the shed where I flipped on a light and put Chris’s letter down on the workbench. “This calls for the hard stuff,” I said, mumbling to myself.

I opened the fridge and reached inside, coming away with a can of Vince’s full-sugar Coca Cola. I popped it open and gulped down a massive swallow, letting the sugar rush hit me. It was beyond sweet. My entire mouth puckered, and I shivered slightly before I set it aside. “How does he drink this stuff?”

Fresh air. I needed fresh air. I opened the shed’s garage door and let the cool night breeze wash over me. After sucking in a few calming breaths, my pulse returned to normal, and my head stopped spinning. I glanced over my shoulder at the letter still lying on the workbench, like a ghost haunting me for the grave.

“Fuck it,” I said out loud and stormed back inside. I scooped up the letter and read my best friend’s message from beyond the grave.
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V
 ince picked up his fork and knife just as his heart attack on a plate arrived at our table. “So, what’s got you all riled up this morning?” The big man bit into a forkful of runny eggs and waited for me to respond.

After reading Chris’s letter, I couldn’t sleep, and I called Vince in the middle of the night asking if he could meet me for breakfast. He was no stranger to middle-of-the-night phone calls, especially from me, and he obliged without hesitation.

When we met at Sally’s Diner. we made small talk for ten minutes. Vince filled me on the latest news from his daughter, who lived in Pennsylvania. Apparently, her baby was due in the next few weeks, and Vince’s wife, Maggie, had gone on a shopping spree. Since they didn’t know the baby’s gender, Maggie bought outfits for both.

All around us, the sounds of the morning rush played out inside the local greasy spoon. A few ranch hands sat at the bar sipping coffee while the regulars took the loosely arranged booths and tables, no hostess necessary. Vince and I sat in his normal booth by the cash register while the diner’s owner, a friendly middle-aged woman named Sally, delivered our breakfast without even taking our order.

Vince had his usual — eggs over easy, hash browns and toast slathered with butter. I always had the yogurt parfait and the fresh fruit cup, which were the only semi-healthy items on the menu.

“It’s about the letter you gave me,” I said, still unsure if what I read was actually true. “It was from Chris.”

Vince paused with a bite of eggs halfway to his mouth. He met my gaze, his eyes conveying disbelief.

“It’s real,” I said. “He wrote the letter before his death and intentionally sent it to me on the one-year anniversary of his….” I paused before speaking the last word out loud. “Suicide.”

Vince put his fork down and frowned at me, folding his arms over his big barrel chest. “What?” He gazed at me as if trying to figure out if I was yanking his chain.

“It’s crazy,” I said. “It turns out, Chris had terminal cancer, but didn’t tell anyone about his condition. He said in the letter that he wanted to go out on his terms without the world feeling sorry for him, and his last noble act was to save me from the clutches of alcoholism.”

“What kind of crap is that? Knowing you would shoulder the blame, Chris put his death on your shoulders. That’s some seriously high stakes poker.”

I sagged back into the vinyl booth back. “I was angry about that too, but Chris knew me better than anyone. He explained in the letter that he saw me heading down a very dark path, and he gambled that his death would put me at the bottom of the barrel and lead me to recovery.”

“Or it could have sent you over the damn cliff after him,” Vince said, shaking his head. “That’s nuts.”

“It’s why he took my car,” I said. “He wanted me to feel responsible. Even so, I was the one who got so piss drunk I couldn’t see straight.”

“If it’s any consolation, the booze would have put you in the ground, eventually. Either that or a jail cell.”

“Chris knew that too,” I said. “It wasn’t a tremendous gamble. I was never suicidal. I just own a genetic marker that predisposes me to alcoholism. Thanks, dad.”

Vince chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.”

“Honestly, I feel relieved,” I said. “It’s good to know Chris went out on his own terms. Just leave it to the prick to fix me on his way out.”

“Good,” Vince said, picking up his fork. “Just make sure you don’t use that as an excuse to fall off the wagon.”

“If anything, it provides me even more incentive for me to stay clean,” I said. “Chris willingly died so I would hit rock bottom. I’ve got to stay clean to honor that sacrifice.”

Vince chuckled and scooped up a bite of hash browns before eagerly gobbling it down.

I picked at a watermelon chunk sitting atop my fruit cup. “But that’s not the only thing he said in the letter.”

Vince raised an eyebrow as if waiting for me to elaborate.

“Apparently, the climb out of my dark place involves more than me beating alcoholism. He wants me to go on what he called a quest.”

Vince frowned. “What the hell? Like in a video game?”

“Well… yeah, I guess. He was kind of cryptic about it but told me that if I refused to go on this spiritual journey,” I said, putting the phrase in air quotes, “then it would be like spitting on his grave.”

“That’s a bit overly dramatic,” Vince said. “Don’t you think?”

“That’s Chris’s sick sense of humor at play.” I grinned. It felt good to speak about Chris in the present tense.

“So, what does this quest involve?” Vince asked before biting into a piece of egg-laden sourdough toast.

“He wouldn’t give me the entire picture,” I said. “He’s feeding it to me one bite at a time, but he implied the trip might take a while, and I should prepare to leave town for an extended duration. That’s why I wanted to speak with you this morning. The timing is… well… it’s urgent. Since I was so late receiving the letter, the next step happens today. I’m supposed to show up at a storage facility and ask for some guy named Hank.” I chuckled at Chris’s absurd specificity. “My guess is that this Hank fella will give me a key to a unit where I will receive further instructions.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” Vince said.

“Me too. But do you think I’m ready? I mean… this place has been a sanctuary for me, and I don’t want to blow my life up again.”

Vince nodded. “You’re ready, but you don’t need me to tell you. Do you think you’re ready?”

I rubbed my chin and frowned. “After what happened with Savannah, yeah… I think I am.”

“Then there you go,” Vince said. “Just let me know where you land. Which reminds me, I’m heading out of town myself for a couple of months.”

“Oh? Where?”

“My daughter’s place in Pennsylvania,” he said. “The baby is coming soon, and we want to help. I wasn’t much of a father to Jenny, but I’m determined to be the best grandfather I can be.” He smiled through his thick walrus mustache.

“Good for you,” I said. “Do yourself a favor and lay off that shit so you can be around to watch your grandkid grow up.” I pointed to the mess of runny eggs and hash browns piled on his plate.

Vince rolled his eyes. “You’ve been talking to Maggie again?”

I shook my head. “The booze won’t kill you, but the cholesterol will.”

He chuckled and patted his stomach. “I’ll tell you what, while you’re on this spiritual journey, you stay off the booze, and I’ll go on a diet.”

“Deal,” I said. “And now I can check up on you.” I held up my new phone and grinned.

Vince’s eyes widened in surprise. “Holy hell. JD Summers has re-entered the twenty-first century.”

“Savannah bought it for me,” I said.

“Speaking of Savannah, did you tell her about the letter? She has a right to know about her brother.”

“We already talked this morning,” I said. “Chris sent her a letter, too. She just got it, and she’s pissed.”

“Give her time,” Vince said. “Once she makes peace with it, she’ll come around. Did he send her on a quest?”

I laughed. “Not that I’m aware of. Unlike me, she doesn’t have time for quests. She’s back in production this morning, shooting the next season of her show.”

“The one about the angsty rich kids?” Vince asked.

I laughed again. “That’s the one, but I’ve never seen it.”

“Maggie said it’s the number one show on whatever streaming service she uses. Can you believe she watches the damn show?”

“I’ll introduce Maggie to Savannah when she comes back home later this summer,” I said.

“Good. That will give us a reason to come back home. Not that I don’t love my daughter, but they’ll bury me in Montana.”

Vince and I spent the next few minutes finishing our breakfast and chatting about what could be next on Chris’s quest from beyond the grave. For the first time in a year, I had some direction in my life, even if it was all being orchestrated by my deceased best friend.

After breakfast, Vince put his contact information into my phone and then surprised me by pulling me into a big bear hug.

“I love you, kid,” he said as he patted me on the back. “Day or night. You know the drill.”

I squeezed the older rancher back. “Thanks for everything, Vince. I owe you my life.”

He pulled back and gazed at me, his eyes misty. “You owe it to yourself to live. It’s time you get to the living part.”
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T
 hree hours later, I took an Uber to the storage place, aptly named You Store It. I silently cursed Chris for wrecking my car. If he expected me to go on the road, I needed a proper set of wheels. Lucky for me, the production company in charge of Savannah’s soon-to-be-filmed movie, overpaid for her month long survival training course. While I wasn’t loaded, I had enough to get by, but a used car would make a serious dent in my meager savings.

I stood outside a sturdy chain-link fence while rows of generic storage units appeared on the other side. Entry to the facility required punch key access for vehicles, but as a pedestrian, I could simply walk past the security arm and head straight for the office.

The lot outside the office was mostly empty. A U-Haul truck sat outside the office door occupying two parking spaces, and a rusty Cadillac hunkered down in one of an empty row of spaces across from the office. Then there was a ten-year-old black kid popping wheels on his dirt bike, deftly maneuvering around a pot hole behind the U-Haul truck.

I gave the kid a friendly wave and headed straight for the office, mentally drawing a picture of Hank who likely owned the rusty Cadillac and doubled as my quest giver. Would I find a yellow exclamation point over his head? The thought made me grin as I drew the mental image and thought of Vince, who had compared my spiritual journey to a video game.

The kid whizzed past, smiling in my direction, and then circled around. He popped a wheel and skidded to a halt right in front of me.

“Are you JD?” the kid asked me, gazing at me uncertainly.

He was slightly overweight and had a friendly face. His bike looked straight out of the 1970s with a glittery silver banana seat and a red frame, scuffed up with use, but was in an overall good condition.

“You’re Hank?” I asked, not sure who else he could be.

Hank grinned. “That’s what Chris called me. I’m Henry, but you can call me Hank.” He gave me a slight wave.

I thought I knew everything about Chris, yet I didn’t know he hung out with ten-year-olds. When I thought of it that way, it sounded kind of creepy. “How did you know Chris?”

“I took guitar lessons from him,” Hank said. “He taught me how to play like Jimi Hendrix.” He strummed an air guitar and grinned.

I’d forgotten that Chris taught guitar lessons. “That’s awesome. Chris was an amazing guitar player.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You were the lead singer of his band, right? I’ve seen some of your sets. It’s not my style, but you have some sick pipes.”

The comment caught me off guard, and I stood there frozen for a second before I relaxed and smiled. “Thanks. I’ve retired from the music biz, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate good guitar.”

Hank grinned. “I’m still practicing, but my grandma won’t let me play in the house.”

“I feel your pain, my friend,” I said, recalling Chris’s mom angrily yelling at us to keep it down from the top of their basement stairs.

Hank stole a glance over his shoulder toward the office door. “Anyway, we should probably get going. They don’t like it when I ride through the lot.”

“Great. Which storage unit?”

He looked at me as if I were crazy. “Storage unit? Why would a twelve-year-old have keys to a storage unit?”

I scratched my head and frowned. Clearly, there was more going on here than met the eye. “You know what? Lead the way. I’ll follow you.”

“Cool. It’s this way,” he said and got back on his back before rolling by the office and turning left past the first row of storage units that led deeper into the lot.

Where was this kid taking me? I trotted behind him and rounded the corner to find Hank circling the pavement a few feet ahead. “All the way to the end,” he said, pointing toward the back of the lot. Then he popped a wheel and took off, steaming toward the chain-link fence at the back of the property.

A couple of minutes later, I caught up to him where he stood by his bicycle, leaning against the fence. “Took you long enough.” He grinned at me and pushed off the fence.

“Hank, where are you taking me?” I asked.

“It’s not much further,” he said. “This way.” He pushed against the fence, and it bulged outward, exposing a broken section that led out the back of the property.

I gazed past the fence and caught sight of a dirt trail that disappeared into the woods. “You know… Chris could have just sent me to wherever it is we’re going. Why did he send me to the storage facility?”

Hank gazed back at me and shrugged. “Dunno. He was your best friend.”

Chris was always into gaming and adventure. Maybe this was part of the fun? Leading me to a red herring only to pull away the curtain at the last second. I gazed upward and shook my head. “Happy?”

For ten minutes, I followed Hank through the woods until we emerged in a clearing with an aged barn sitting in the middle. The siding was gray and cracked, with odd gaps appearing in some sections where the wood had rotted away.

“This is the place,” Hank said.

I gazed around the clearing and beyond. Beyond the barn, there were neat rows of apple trees, some still sporting their white spring blossoms. “Is this an apple orchard?”

“Apples and pumpkins,” Hank said. “It’s my grandpa’s orchard. But he hasn’t used this barn in forever.”

“The plot thickens,” I said.

Hank leaned his bike up against the side of the barn. “Can you help me with the door? It gets stuck.”

“Sure,” I said.

Hank and I moved around to the front of the barn where Hank unlocked a padlock and together, we pulled open two, broad double doors revealing the barn’s shadowy interior.

Beams of light cut through the murky dust, partially revealing the barn’s long abandoned contents. Against one wall, there was an old plow that looked like it belonged in a farming antique museum. Pockets of dry hay and dirt littered the wooden floorboard, and halfway back, a rickety ladder led to a shadow-draped loft and the remnants of bailed hay packed against the wall.

But it was the RV at the center of the barn that caught my eye. From my angle, I could see the front of the vehicle, including its dust-covered headlights and its tarnished chrome grill.

I frowned. “Please tell me we aren’t here for that RV.”

“We sure are,” Hank said. He fished out a pair of keys from his pocket and handed them over. “The rest is up to you.”

I took the keys and gazed between the RV and him. “That’s it? That’s all the instructions I get?”

Hank rolled his eyes as if I were born yesterday. “Check inside the Winnebago.”

My jaw dropped. “It’s a Winnebago?” I turned back to the RV and gave it a closer look. “It couldn’t possibly be….”

Hank laughed. “Chris told me that’s the look you would give me. He was right.”

I walked across the barn and came up alongside the beast. The red race stripe was still there, faded and scratched, but there was no doubt it was the very one Chris and I had hand painted.

“Holy shit… it really is the Thundercat,” I said.

The Thundercat, as Chris and I named it, was Chris’s grandparents, Winnebago. Upon their death, they had willed him the mythical beast, much to Chris and I’s complete delight. It also doubled as our band’s first tour bus before we found some measure of success.

I just couldn’t believe it was sitting here in front of me. The last time I saw the cat was four years ago during the remaining days of our summer, Midwestern tour. In a heavy downpour, it broke down between Peoria and Indianapolis before we had it towed away and gave up on it forever. Had Chris fixed it? Or was the Winnebago another decoy? If expected me to fix that broken engine, he was smoking something.

I sighed and shook my head. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

With keys in hand, I stepped forward and unlocked the side door. As I did, my hands trembled, and my heart raced. It was as if I had stepped back in time. The interior had changed little, although it looked like somebody had performed a miracle of deep cleaning. There was a tiny kitchen, complete with a propane stove and mini fridge. There was a shower, a single bedroom at the back, and a table where we had played enough cards to start our own poker room. Near the front of the cabin, twin padded benches doubled as a second bed, and there was a loft big enough to sleep one more.

But Chris had left me more clues on the table in the form of a cardboard box. I stepped forward and examined the plain, brown cardboard box.

The box had a shipping label on it, addressed to Henry Burns, but without a return label. The box remained sealed, the contents seemingly undisturbed.

“The box showed up a few days ago,” Hank said, where he hovered beside me, staring down at the box. “I’ve been dying to know what’s inside.”

I gazed down at the pre-teen. “You mean you don’t know?”

He shook his head. “Chris told me when it would arrive, and he was right.”

I frowned, rubbed my chin, and gazed down at the box. “How did you know the box was from Chris?”

Hank nodded. “He told me about the box the day he parked the Winnebago in the barn.”

“When was that, exactly?” I asked.

Hank rubbed his chin, frowning as he gazed upward as if recalling a distant memory. “A little over a year ago.”

The timing fit, and I nodded, sighing. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

I pried open the box as Hank came around me and sat at the table.

Inside was a stainless steel thermos and a letter.

“Kind of anti-climactic,” I said.

“Yeah,” Hank said, seeming to be let down by the reveal. “I was hoping it would be stacked with cash or full of jewels.”

I chuckled and pulled out the thermos first. “Chris wasn’t exactly rolling in money.”

It was an oversized thermos, the kind that you packed soup in for lunch. The graphic on the thermos caught me off-guard. On one side was a picture of me, Chris, Neil, and Bella squinting into the distance. Beneath the picture was our band’s logo — Summer’s Reign.

The absurdity of the image made me wince. “We were so melodramatic.”

Hank chuckled. “You guys look like you’re on one of those CSI shows or something.”

I rolled my eyes. “We were full of ourselves,” I said before spinning the thermos around.

The backside revealed a list of tour dates for what would have been during the Summer of 2021 tour. A tour that never happened.

“That’s a lot of shows,” Hank said.

“Yeah.” My stomach lurched with memories of how I had sabotaged the tour came flooding back to me.

Hank leaned over the table and peered down into the box. “What’s in the envelope?”

It was no doubt another letter, but it felt thicker than my last one. I pulled it out of the box and opened it. Inside was a single piece of paper lined with a thick wad of cash, mostly in denominations of twenties and hundreds.

“Damn,” Hank said, gazing at the cool stack of bills as they fell into my hand. “He left you money?”

I opened the letter, peering down at Hank as I did. “You seem pretty good at keeping secrets. Should I read it out loud?”

Hank nodded enthusiastically. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

“I suppose it’s the least I can do after what you did for Chris.” I cleared my throat and read the letter out loud.


Greetings JD. If you’re reading this, it means you’ve moved past the anger and resentment stage and you’ve agreed to continue on our magical mystery tour. Lucky for you, I’ve prepped the big cat to take you the distance. She’s had a complete engine overhaul and I’ve left your broke ass enough pocket cash for you to live on frugally during your upcoming expedition. I said frugally, JD… read that last line again. The only hitch with the Thundercat is her starter is still tricky, but I’m sure you remember the trick to get her going until she purrs just right.



I bet you’re wondering what’s in the thermos. Well, good buddy, you’ll be happy to know, you aren’t taking this journey solo. That’s me inside the thermos, or at least part of me. My ashes are inside, so guard them closely, as you have a mission to carry out.


Hank leaned away from the thermos, his face warped with disgust. “Ashes? Gross.”

I chuckled and gazed down at Chris’s picture on the thermos. “You could have at least warned Hank.”

“No shit,” Hank said, not trying to conceal his disgust.

I returned my attention to the letter and read out loud.


Your first stop is in Sheridan, Wyoming, for the Sheridan Music Festival. You remember our first trip to the Sheridan Music Festival? Good times. Anyway, I want you to spread some of my ashes on the lawn, but don’t dump them all! You’ll be spreading them far and wide as the summer rolls on. You should have a little over a week to get to the festival, which is plenty of time for you to stop and smell the roses along the way. And in case I need to spell it out, I want you to stop and smell the roses.



And by the way, if you’re dating my sister, I’m totally cool with it. I always knew you two had a thing for each other. If you’re not, did you know Savannah has a massive crush on you? You really should call her.


Hank’s jaw dropped. “His sister, the movie star?”

“Technically, she’s not a movie star,” I said. “But she will be soon enough.”

Hank glared at me. “Whatever. You should totally —”

“Don’t finish that statement,” I said, cutting him off. “Savannah is my friend, and you’re way too young to be misogynistic.”

Hank frowned at me. “Misog— what?”

“It translates to, don’t be an asshole toward women. Treat them with respect.”

He nodded as if in understanding. “Got it. Don’t be an asshole.”

The letter finished with a set of instructions regarding where I would find my next letter. This time, it seemed much more straightforward. I was to go to the information booth at the music festival.

“There’s one last line,” I said as I flipped over the letter.


P.S. Hank, I know you’re listening. Thanks for taking such good care of the cat. Make sure JD leaves you with one of those bills.


Hank grinned and held out his hand. “You heard the man. Pay up.”
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I
 spent the next week re-familiarizing myself with the Thundercat’s finicky starter and its overall bestial control. Driving it was like grappling with an oil-coated sumo wrestler. It had been a year since I piloted any sort of motorized vehicle other than a fishing boat. But once I got the hang of being back on the road, I took my time traversing Montana, enjoying the views and the road stretched out before me. Along the way, I stopped frequently to smell the roses.

The RV saved me a fortune on hotel costs and came with the added benefits of a home on wheels. I spent every night around a campfire, then slept in a comfortable bed. Then there was access to a functional bathroom, shower, and a refrigerator. The place was actually a step up from the one disaster I had spent the last year calling home.

Even traveling alone, I held more conversations with strangers than I had in the entire last year combined. I made small talk at gas stations, rest stops, and even at a diner where I splurged on a hamburger and French fries. As I drew closer to Sheridan, the occasional bout of nervous butterflies flared up in the pit of my stomach. Would I know any of the musicians playing? Would anyone recognize me? I hadn’t been away from the scene that long, and odds are I would run into someone I knew. But, besides spreading his ashes to the four winds, I had a feeling this is what Chris had in mind. He wanted me to engage in life. Something I hadn’t done since well before the accident. He knew of my habit of turtling up when trouble came my way, and he also knew I was at my best around other people. Could I stay sober at a music festival? If I couldn’t, then there was no hope for me.

Then there was the problem of physically lugging around Chris’s ashes. I couldn’t exactly fit a massive stainless steel thermos in my back pocket. Carrying it around out in the open would draw curious stares or lead to questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. To solve that problem, I opted for a backpack. It was small enough to meet the venue’s guidelines, but big enough to stow the thermos without drawing unwanted attention.

I arrived at the festival on the Thursday evening before the shows started. A nearby campground provided all the hookups necessary for the Thundercat, and I nervously made my way into the venue the next day. I hadn’t been around such a large crowd since the last time I was on stage, and my insides roiled with anxiety.

At the security checkpoint, they barely looked in my backpack before letting me through with a wave. Apparently, giant stainless steel thermoses were okay. Chris and I had finally arrived.

When I passed through the gates, the sounds of a band already on stage carried through the entire outdoor venue. I wandered past tents and booths selling popcorn, hot dogs, pizza, mixed drinks and plenty of beer. Others sold swag from the bands playing the festival. Thankfully, the alcohol didn’t lure me or even give me an inkling of an urge to drink. The stench of warm, stale beer radiated from an overflowing garbage can, which happily soured any urge I might have had.

After checking the roster pinned to a corkboard just past the entrance, I discovered a few bands playing I not only recognized but knew well. I had built friendships with some of those musicians who had likely followed my fall from grace as one would watch a particularly grizzle car accident while safe in the confines of their passing SUV. They were the last people I wanted to see. Not only because I might feel the need to explain myself, but their very presence might trigger my urge to drink. If I had it my way, I never would have come here. I pulled down my baseball cap to shield my eyes and face, but when I caught the gaze of an insanely attractive young woman, I wasn’t sure my disguise fooled anyone.

An impossibly beautiful woman with silky raven hair, lush pink lips and a pert nose gazed at me from where she stood in line at a concession stand selling soft pretzels. She wore a pair of cutoff jean shorts that showed plenty of her long, tanned legs and a white sleeveless midriff t-shirt, exposing a flattering stretch of her fit, toned tummy, complete with a diamond piercing in her navel. Like me, she wore a baseball cap, but hers was embroidered with the LA Dodgers logo while mine featured the Chicago White Sox.

Had she recognized me? I didn’t recognize her, but I felt her eyes on me. The old me would have wandered over to her, poured on the charm, and talked her into coming backstage with me. The old me was dead and buried. Now, I avoided people, especially beautiful women, who had always seemed drawn to me. Ignoring her, I made a beeline toward the information booth near the back of the venue.

A moment later, I lost myself in the thick crowd and pushed my way upstream against the flow of the foot traffic. When I broke into a clearing, my phone buzzed in my back pocket. I fished my phone out of my pocket and Savannah’s face lit up on my display.

I knew she wouldn’t relent until I answered, so I hit the pickup button and held the phone to my ear. “If isn’t the only woman on my contact list.”

“For now,” she said. “Soon enough, women everywhere will throw their numbers at you. Speaking of which, are you at the festival? It’s loud.”

“Yeah. I’m here,” I said. “Getting ready to check the info booth for another letter.”

She sat on the phone quiet for a long moment, and I had to check the screen to make sure we weren’t disconnected.

Finally, I spoke. “Hey, you there? Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” she said and let out a long sigh, telegraphing that things were anything but fine. “It’s just… this quest thing Chris gave you. Maybe you shouldn’t tell me about it.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I feel like I’m invading Chris’s privacy. This is your thing with my brother. Does that make sense?”

“Perfect sense,” I said. “You don’t want me to tell you what’s in the letter?”

“I don’t know, JD,” she said. Her voice betrayed her conflicted emotions. “I want to know, but I don’t at the same time.”

“Does this mean I can’t call you?”

“You better call me,” she said. “I miss you… a lot.”

“I miss you too. Maybe Chris’s master plan will take me out to LA?”

“Maybe it will,” she said. “And maybe it will mean you getting involved with other women.”

“Savannah, there are no —”

“JD, stop,” she said. “Do not make me any promises. It’s not that I don’t think you can keep your promise. I do, but this way you won’t have to break your word.”

I swallowed a lump rising in my throat and panned the crowd as if looking for an escape. That’s when I spotted the brunette, nibbling on a pretzel where she sat at a table, chatting with a guy. The moment I gazed at her, she turned and our eyes locked.

My stomach dipped and soared with a mixture of desire and fear. It was the same feeling I had around Savannah and Katie before her. Some women flipped a switch inside me I couldn’t turn off.

Savannah must have taken my silence as a need for her to elaborate. When she spoke again, I nearly jumped sideways out of surprise.

“I want you to find me on your own time,” she said. “This journey is about you and whatever happens, happens. There’s no guilt and no need to fill me in on the details. I trust my brother and I trust you with my feelings. Does that make sense?”

Was she giving me permission to sow my oats? It wasn’t like we were dating, but there were feelings between us. Feelings that could easily blossom into a full-on relationship. Neither Savannah nor I wanted me to turn from a co-dependent relationship with alcohol to a co-dependent relationship with her. She was giving me the freedom to really find myself, whoever that was.

“That makes sense,” I said, answering her honestly. “When did you get so wise?”

“In my business, you have to be,” she said. “Now, go have fun and watch the music. I’m sure there’s a pretty girl somewhere right now staring at you, which is making me feel jealous. I just called to hear your voice.”

She didn’t know how right she was. The pretty brunette spent her time chatting up the guy across from her and even more time with her eyes glued to me.

I turned my back on the brunette and gazed down at my feet. “It’s good to hear your voice too,” I said. “And I miss you very much.”

We said our goodbyes, and I tucked away my phone before heading to the information booth.

A young woman with red hair, a nose piercing, and an array of interesting tattoos covering her arms manned the booth. As I approached, she gave me a friendly smile.

Before I could say anything, she spoke. “It really is you.”

I frowned. “Excuse me?”

“My supervisor told me that JD Summers might come by the booth today, and if so, I should give him an envelope. I thought it was a pseudonym for someone else, but wow… it’s really you.”

My cheeks flushed hot, and I shuffled from one foot to the other. “It’s really me,” I said, forcing an awkward grin. “You have an envelope for me?”

“I sure do,” she said, sliding a white envelope across the counter for me. “Do you have any plans to tour? I’d love to see you perform.”

I grabbed the envelope and cleared my throat. “Not at the present time. I’ve been on a break.”

She sagged in her chair and frowned like I’d just told her the Easter bunny wasn’t real. “Bummer. Your voice and the songs you sang… wow. I mean, you’re the next coming of John Mayer. Seriously, I know so many girls who would —”

“Anyway,” I said, abruptly cutting her off. I didn’t need a play-by-play of the comings and goings of her female friends. “Thanks for the envelope. I appreciate your help…. I didn’t catch your name.”

“Amy,” she said. “Do you mind if we take a selfie together?”

I inwardly grimaced. A selfie that would show up on social media before I took three steps from her booth. But I couldn’t turn her down without coming off like an asshole, which would also show up on social media. “Sure,” I said, trying to put on a cheerful face.

Amy pushed out of her chair and leaned forward over my shoulder, holding out her phone as she did. I turned around to face her phone and smiled awkwardly. She snapped the picture before sinking back down in her seat, smiling triumphantly. “Thanks,” she said as she tapped away on her phone.

Before she could ask for an autograph, I made my escape with the envelope in hand. The brunette was gone, which simultaneously pleased and disappointed me. I didn’t want the attention, but I was drawn to her and hoped she might spark up a conversation with me. Aside from Savannah and Katie, she was easily one of the most beautiful women I had seen in a very long time. Part of me wanted to find her, while another part found the entire possibility terrifying.

I moved away from the information booth and found a table outside the beaten path. I sat down and set the backpack containing Chris’s ashes under the table between my feet. The last thing I wanted was for someone to steal him out from under my nose.

After checking over my shoulder, I opened the envelope and found three pieces of paper inside. The first message was brief and to the point.


JD, go enjoy the show, and I mean really enjoy it. Don’t leave early. Wait until the long break before the last act comes on stage, then read the next message for more instructions.


That was it? He wanted me to listen to the music? “No problem, buddy,” I whispered to myself. But would it really hurt anything if I stole a quick peek at the next page? I couldn’t resist the urge and cheated just a little by looking at the first sentence on the next page.


You are so predictable. I knew you would peek. Seriously. Don’t fuck this up. Go listen to the music.


I grinned and shook my head. “Well… fuck you, buddy.” I flipped off the paper before shoving all three pages back into the envelope and stuffing them inside my backpack.

A few minutes later, I found a quiet spot near the top of the lawn, and leaned back, using my backpack and Chris’s thermos as a pillow to enjoy the show.

The music wasn’t just good, it was great. I lost myself in the lyrics and instrumentals flowing like magic from the stage. I forgot just how much I loved music and listening with a sober ear let me hear details I wasn’t sure I had ever heard before. It was better than therapy and time lost all meaning. The hours slipped away, and I found myself not wanting the music to end.

It was only after the last show of the afternoon ended that I came up for air. I sat high on the lawn, staring down at the now empty stage, wondering if maybe there was a chance for me to make music again. Could I get past the pain of loss? Would it drive me to drink? I gave so much of myself to writing and performing that I literally spilled my soul onto the stage. Some of my best work came from the well of pain constantly churning inside me. Could I draw on that negative energy without it ruining me? I had long ago, shut the door on the possibility, but maybe Chris had cracked the door open just enough to let a thin sliver of doubt seed my mind.

My thoughts drifted to the last time I sat on this lawn. It was the summer before everything went to hell. I came with Chris and Katie among a larger group of friends. We danced, sang, and got very high. It was the day Katie told me she loved me, and we spent the entire next day together in bed. If I hadn’t got loaded, would Katie still have wanted me? The answer was yes. Katie hated it when I got drunk or high, and she never did it with me. She loved me for me until I blew it all up.

As the crowd filtered toward the concession area, the lawn seats turned sparse, with sizeable gaps in between pockets of concert goers.

I took out the envelope and read the last page of Chris’s letter.


Wasn’t that cathartic? Hopefully, you listened to the music sober this time. Stick around for the last act, but before you do, I want you to take a minute and spread some of my ashes on the lawn. Think about the last time we came to this place. You meant the world to me, buddy. I never said it when we were just hanging out, but I love you, man. You will always be my brother.


My vision blurred with tears, and I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, inwardly cursing my friend for turning me into a blubbering idiot. The note, written in his hand, was a fucking treasure. There were a couple of more paragraphs to read, but I stopped reading while I felt Chris’s spirit sitting beside me.

I let out a big breath, fished the thermos out of the backpack, and cracked the lid enough to let some ashes out. I sifted them onto the lawn around me and smiled as I thought of my best friend. “Even though you’re an asshole, I love you too, brother.”

Once that was done, I carefully tightened the lid back onto the thermos and put it away before returning to the letter.


You’ll want to refuse the next request, but I want you to do it, anyway. It’s important to me and to you. Man up and follow my instructions.



If I know you, there’s at least one woman in the crowd you’ve had your eye on. I want you to approach her and flirt with her… sober.


What? No fucking way was I doing that. I clenched my jaw and gripped the paper with both hands. “Come on, Chris.”

Of course, it had to be the brunette, but I hadn’t seen her since before the show. I gazed around the venue, but the concession area was packed, and I didn’t see her in the thin crowd still on the lawn. The pavilion seats were nearly empty, and she wasn’t there either. There was more in the letter, so I read on, hoping Chris would let me off the hook.


Don’t half ass it either. Really lay it on and let that famous JD Summer’s charm go to work. The rest is up to you. Good luck.
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T
 he letter ended with Chris handing out the next set of instructions. I had ten days to get to the ranger station in Colorado’s Rocky Mountain National Park just outside of Fort Collins.

I tucked the letter into the envelope before carefully placing both into my backpack then rose from my seat on the lawn as a feeling of dread sat like a stone in the pit of my stomach. After a year of dealing with the heaviness of death and addiction, the idea of flirting seemed absurd.

Sure, I could pack on the charm… when I was drunk or high, but could I really flirt with a beautiful stranger while sober? What if I couldn’t? What if the only way I could operate outside my safety zone was when I was stone-cold wasted? It was the same way with music. Sure, I had musical talent as long as I could tap into it. But booze had always been my gateway to living larger than life.

I silently cursed Chris, and with a heavy sigh, I made my way down the lawn and into the concrete jungle teeming with drunken concert goers.

I wandered the crowd, keeping my head low and searching for the mysterious beauty. There were beer stations, spiked lemonade stands, and the scent of weed was so strong I worried the contact buzz alone my threaten my sobriety. All the while, I searched for Miss Perfect, but she had either left the venue, or I wasn’t looking hard enough.

“Oh well,” I said, giving the place one last scan. “Time to pick a backup.” I gave up on the lovely brunette and scoured the crowd for another woman. Anyone would do just to check the damn task off the list. It might even be better to fumble through an awkward conversation, so my victim could reject me and I could get on my way.

I sat down on an out of the way bench and for the next five minutes sized up the possibilities. I had my choice narrowed down to a curvy, all-natural blonde who appeared to be traveling with a pack of her friends, and a bohemian redhead working inside one of the t-shirt tents. Neither could hold a candle to the brunette, but I wasn’t looking to do anything with either of them. This was simply Chris’s lame attempt to get me to engage with life on a sober footing.

I decided on the blonde. The redhead was working, and she didn’t need some lecherous asshole hitting on her while she was trying to make a buck. As I stood to leave, a woman’s voice came from close behind me, catching me completely off-guard.

“Excuse me,” the woman said as she tapped on my shoulder.

I jumped at the sudden contact and whirled as my stomach spun with high-octane adrenaline. Clutching the backpack in my frozen grip, my gaze landed on the raven-haired beauty I’d just spent the last fifteen minutes searching for. Up close, she was even more striking, with flawless bronze skin and searing green eyes.

My stomach flip-flopped, and my face flashed with heat. There she was, standing right in front of me. “Shit. You scared me.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I literally don’t know anybody here. At least, I recognize you. Can you help me?”

I relaxed and loosened my grip on my backpack as I gazed at her long and hard. There was panic in her eyes and the way she folded her arms over her chest gave her the look of someone in serious trouble.

“How do you recognize me?” I asked her, fearing I already knew the answer.

“You’re JD Summers,” she said. “I went to your show at Red Rock a couple of years ago.”

She had me there. “What do you mean you don’t know anybody? I saw you talking to some guy by the pretzel stand before the first set.”

“He’s part of the problem,” she said. “His name is Jason. He and his friends stole all my shit. My phone, my purse, everything. It’s all gone.”

That didn’t add up. This girl was blowing smoke up my ass. “Hold up. Your boyfriend robbed you?”

She furrowed her brow and shook her head, as the tension in her face did nothing to undermine her ravishing beauty. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said. “He was part of a larger group of people. We traveled to the festival from Denver. They were friends of friends and… I thought it would be fun. They just took off and left me here. Everything I own was on the bus.”

There was so much missing from her story, I didn’t even know where to start. “Maybe they just forgot you,” I said. “They could come back. The show isn’t over.”

She shook her head. “I’m pretty sure they planned to rob me or worse. I caught Jason spiking my drink, and when I called him out on it, he denied it. Ten minutes later, he and everybody else was gone.”

“I’m sorry. Some people are assholes.” Here I thought I had problems. “If you need to call someone, you can borrow my phone.” I reached inside my pocket and pulled out my phone, but the stony look on her face told me that wouldn’t cut it.

“There’s no one to call,” she said. “My friends are six hours away and they warned me against coming. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of being right. My parents don’t even know I’m here. They think I’m doing a summer internship in Denver. They would totally freak.”

Again, I wasn’t buying her story. At least not all of it. There was likely some truth to her words, but she was clearly omitting many glaring details. Was she an inherent risk taker, a liar, or outright stupid? What was her angle? Beautiful women had the tools to manipulate gullible men. Was that what was happening here? Was she playing me? Why would a woman who looked like her, travel six hours from home with a group of strange men? Even if my viewpoint was sexist, the thought ran through my mind. Maybe she was the one who manipulated them, and I was her next target.

“I can spot you some cash if that will help,” I said.

I don’t know why I offered a complete stranger money, but if her story was true, I would feel horrible just leaving her stranded in the middle of Wyoming. If she was scamming me, I was out a few bucks. It wasn’t the end of the world.

“What I really need is a ride,” she said, finally spitting out what she wanted.

“You don’t even know me, and I don’t even know your name,” I said. “For all you know I could be a crazy axe murdering psychopath.”

She raised an eyebrow as a slight grin tugged at her lips. “Are you?”

“Well, no. But you shouldn’t get ride from strangers. Who knows, they might do something crazy like steal your wallet and phone.”

She studied me, tilting her head at an angle as she focused on my face. “You have kind eyes. I trust you.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Daisy Fox. Nice to meet you. And I promise I’m not an axe wielding psychopath.”

I laughed and took her hand. Her skin was soft and warm, and her hand felt just right in mine. “JD Summers,” I said. “But I guess you already figured that out.”

For the first time, Daisy showed me her full smile, and my insides turned to mush. “Does that mean you’ll give me a ride?”

“You don’t even know where I’m going,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’m a big believer in fate. Wherever you’re going is where I need to be.”
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I
 n the end, I agreed to help Daisy. It was never really in doubt. I was a sucker for a beautiful woman, and Daisy Fox checked all the boxes. We agreed to stick around at the festival until the shows ended, taking back my spot near the top of the lawn. Daisy sat beside me, seemingly content, while I wondered if I had met the requirements of Chris’s challenge.

If was being completely honest with myself, there had been no actual flirting on my end. The gods of fate had delivered her into my lap based solely on the minor fame I had accumulated in my previous, decadent life. Helping Daisy didn’t equate to flirtatious activity, and as I hunkered down on the lawn beside her, my insides churned with anxiety. Flirting with a woman who had been robbed and abandoned seemed so cringe worthy even thinking it made me wince. Given the circumstances, surely Chris would give me a mulligan. For now, I put the flirting challenge on hold. The safest course of action was to learn all I could about my new traveling companion before the isolation of the RV made things awkward.

I pulled off my backpack and placed it on the ground between my legs before turning to face Daisy. We filled the first few minutes with small talk. I learned Daisy was born and raised in Denver and that she had a passion for music that rivaled my own. We liked the same bands, and she claimed I had been her favorite performer, but I took the compliment with a hefty dose of skepticism.

Daisy asked me about my childhood, and I provided a high-level summary. I told her about my mother, who abandoned us when I was two, leaving my father to raise me alone. I didn’t mention my father’s raging alcoholism or his mental abuse. There was only so much angst and suffering I felt comfortable shoving into a five-minute introduction.

We spent a few minutes filling in the high level blanks of our past without going into any of the gory detail. She had two sisters and her parents were divorced. She had two roommates from college with whom she shared an apartment. Daisy was recently single but left out the details of the break-up. From her tone, I think she had grown frustrated with his controlling behavior. However, that was pure speculation.

But before I felt comfortable sharing the road with her, I needed answers to the questions that had popped into my mind when she told me what happened to her.

Daisy sat beside me on the lawn, with her knees pulled tight to her chest. She gazed down over the crowd toward the stage where a band called Metal Warrior had just started their set.

“If you and I are going on the road together, do you mind answering a question?” I held my breath as I waited for her to respond.

Daisy turned to face me, seeming unfazed by the question. “What do you want to know?”

I exhaled and held her gaze a moment before I jumped into the fray. “Why hop on a party bus alone with a bunch of strangers to go to a music festival six hours away? That seems… odd. What about your friends? Not a single person wanted to go with you?”

She pursed her lips and stared at me for a second, as if deciding how best to answer. “My friends are still in college until June,” she said. “And as for why go with a bunch of strangers?” She shrugged. “I’m a risk taker and a free spirit. When something feels right, I go for it.” Her lips turned up, forming a serene smile. “It doesn’t always work out, but more often than not, it does. I’m only twenty-one. Isn’t life about experiencing things? Besides, I love everything about music. My friends act like senior citizens, always worrying about missing sleep or classes. While they’re busy preparing for lives handled by their corporate keepers, I’m living in the here and now.”

Daisy and I had a lot in common. I waited a moment to make sure she was finished before responding. “I’m another risk worth taking?”

She grinned, leaned in, and jostled me with her shoulder. “You’re not only a mystery but an adventure. How often does a girl get to go on the road with a famous musician who literally dropped out of the limelight? When I’m old and gray, I’ll have this story to tell my grandkids. But it won’t be about getting robbed at a music festival. It will be about the time I hitched a trip with JD Summers. Now that’s a story worth telling.”

My cheeks flushed with heat, and I turned away from her, gazing down at the stage. “You’re romanticizing my life. I’m just a guy facing his demons like everybody else.”

She picked a blade of grass from the lawn and twirled it between her fingers while she gazed at me long and hard. “You’re an artist with a gift for music. Don’t cut yourself down like that.”

She was soul crushingly beautiful, and I hated to be that guy, but guys were predators, especially so for women who looked like Daisy. “It’s hard to imagine you as old and gray,” I said. “And you won’t get there if guys keep spiking your drink. How often does that happen?”

“More often than I’d like,” she said. “I’ve evolved eyes in the back of my head. I never accept a drink from a stranger unless I stood beside them while they ordered it. Normally, I run with my pack of girlfriends, but I’m cursed with the urge for wanderlust. I’m afraid it’s in my blood.”

“Which explains why you’re willing to travel with me in an RV?”

Her eyes lit up, and her smile brightened. “You have an RV?”

“Umm… yeah.” I nodded as visions of the Thundercat played out in my mind. “Technically, it’s an RV, but it’s seen better days.”

My description didn’t dampen her enthusiasm. She clapped excitedly, and her eyes brimmed with genuine excitement. “I can’t wait to see it. Where are we going from here? Wait. Don’t tell me. I want it to be a surprise.”

“I was thinking about driving you straight home,” I said. “Won’t your friends worry about you?”

Her smile faded slightly. “Straight home? No.” She shook her head. “There’s no adventure in that.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Are you even real?”

Her expression soured. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You just seem… I don’t know… laid back about the whole thing. You don’t even have an ID.”

She grinned and produced a driver’s license from her back pocket. “I kept this on me in case I get carded. I am who I say I am. See?”

She thrust her driver’s license in front of me and I glanced down, confirming her name and her age. She was twenty-one and lived in Denver, Colorado. Then I glanced at her name and frowned. “It says here your name is Doris?”

Her eyes widened, and she yanked the license away. “I hate that name. Forget you saw that.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the name Doris,” I said.

“It’s an old lady’s name.” Daisy pushed her ID back into her pocket. “Just call me Daisy. Okay?”

“Well then, Daisy,” I said, enunciating her nickname. “I have to be in Fort Collins in ten days. Until then, the world is our oyster.”

Daisy clapped excitedly, causing her ample breasts to jiggle inside her baggy white t-shirt. I struggled to maintain eye contact, but an alien feeling of arousal stirred deep in my bones. Other than Savannah, I hadn’t felt that urge since Katie.

Daisy eyed me hopefully. “Can we go see Old Faithful? Please say yes.”

The energy in her voice was palpable. Even though we just met, it felt like I’d known her for years. Being with her was easy. Thankfully, she didn’t ask me about why I needed to be in Fort Collins in ten days. “Sure, but don’t expect to stay in a cozy cabin. We have the RV and I like to sleep under the stars whenever I can.”

“Me too,” Daisy said. “But I won’t fight a good soft bed.”

“I’ve spent the last year teaching wilderness survival skills I’ve honed over a lifetime,” I said. “I figured I’d put them to use in real life. There will be a lot of outdoor time along the way. If that bothers you, then —”

“No,” she said, cutting me off while shaking her head. “I adore the mountains, hiking, swimming and anything else that involves being outside.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you fish?”

She scrunched her face adorably. “Only if you take the fish off the hook.”

I laughed and reclined back, drinking in her dazzling green eyes. “Deal. So, you’re sure about this?”

She nodded and tilted her head sideways, studying at me as if she were trying to solve an algebra problem. “There’s something about you that just clicks. But I can’t put my finger on it.”

My stomach spun with a volley of butterflies, and my heart grew giddy with nervous energy. Was she playing me? Would she stab me in my sleep and leave me for dead? Why was I willing to travel with a stranger? But the answer was simple. She made me feel alive in a way that I hadn’t since I gave up drinking. Sure, there was Savannah, but she was Chris’s little sister and there was always a pang of guilt rattling around in the back of my head. But Daisy was a beautiful stranger, and I could just go with it. “Anything you want to ask me? Turnabout is fair play.”

She furrowed her brow and hesitated a moment before speaking. “Why aren’t you up there on stage? I mean… you’re a famous singer, yet here you are all alone sitting on the lawn?”

“First, I’m not famous,” I said, meeting her gaze head on. “Regionally famous, maybe, but we were only a popular opening act for some big bands. That’s all.”

Daisy’s expression softened. “I guess the rumors are true? After Chris Adams’ accident, everything went sideways?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “If it’s okay with you, I’d rather not go into the details, but my music career is currently on hiatus.”

“I totally get it. I feel the same way about what happened with me, school and my decision to walk away.” Daisy sighed. “By the way, it looks like you’ve been spotted.”

I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of Daisy’s gaze.

A pretty, college-aged blonde headed straight for us, her eyes fastened on me like Velcro. Two of her friends flanked her, their eyes widening as they approached.

“Shit,” I said, mumbling under my breath. “Here we go.”

Daisy inched closer to me, until her bare leg met mine, then she leaned back and propped herself up on her arms, giving the blonde girl a salty glare.

The blonde stopped before me, her hands trembling as she held up her phone that was no doubt recording every moment of our interaction. “Excuse me… hi,” she said, giggling and giving me an awkward wave while her friends giggled along with her.

I gritted my teeth and forced a smile. She and her friends towered before us, completely blocking our view of the stage. “Hello. Enjoying the show?” The dig was a not-so-subtle attempt to get her to move. A dig that seemed to fly right over her head.

Without breaking her smile, she nodded. “It’s great, but it would totally be better if you were up there singing.”

Her friends giggled and pushed in closer to their friend, hovering over her shoulder as they gazed at me as if I were a circus monkey performing for their benefit.

Beside me, Daisy let out an amused groan and shifted closer, until her hips met mine. Her body heat radiated along my side, leaving me weak-kneed with a powerful urge to reach out and put my hand on her thigh. The quicker I humored them, the quicker they would leave. Besides, their presence would only draw other eyes, and I had tried so hard to remain incognito. “Thanks. Can I help you with something?”

“Can we get a selfie with you?” She looked like a tiger ready to pounce.

“Sure,” I said.

Blondie and her friends came around behind me, her brown-haired friend jostled Daisy while the blonde hovered above me, resting her tits on the crown of my head.

“Do you mind?” Daisy’s voice expressed the same irritation I felt, and she leaned away from me as if to avoid the picture.

The girls snapped several pictures, posing with me as if we were long-lost friends. When I was performing, I had never minded fan pictures, but this felt a little… gross. I wasn’t performing nor had I in a year and these strangers treated me as if I were an object to show off to their friends.

“Last one,” I said, forcing a smile.

Blondie snapped the picture, and her friends finally stood, giving me some much needed breathing room.

“Thanks,” she said. “By the way, I’m Vanessa. Are you staying around here?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Daisy asked, glaring at the co-ed as she scooted close to me, this time looping her arm inside mine as if we were a couple.

Vanessa ignored Daisy, her attention fully on me. She reached for her back pocket and came away with a key card wrapped in a piece of paper. “We’re staying at the Hampton. My number is on the paper and the card opens our room. It’s 512, by the way. It’s also on the paper.” She shrugged and smiled, eyeing me seductively. “You know… in case you get bored and feel like some company. The three of us are open to whatever.”

“Totally,” the other blonde standing beside Vanessa said while her brown-haired friend nodded.

“Jesus,” Daisy said, turning her ire on Vanessa. “Can’t you see he has a fucking girlfriend?” She grabbed my hand and laced her fingers in mine, before clamping down with a death grip. “You skanks aren’t fucking my boyfriend. Now go away. You’ve got your pictures.”

Vanessa glared at Daisy as if she had just stepped in a pile of stinking dogshit. “Whatever,” she said, before turning back to me. “The offer stands.” Then she turned her back on Daisy and strode back down the lawn to where she sat not far away.

As soon as Vanessa arrived back at her seat, an even larger group of college kids, huddled together buzzing with chatter as they stole glances in my direction.

“That’s so annoying,” Daisy said. “Do you seriously have to put up with that all the time?”

She hadn’t bothered to release my hand and searched my face as she stayed glued to my side.

“Fortunately, no,” I said. “Where I live is pretty remote and normally, I’m off hiking or camping.”

Vanessa’s phone was currently making the rounds among a large group of her friends. Meanwhile, another group of college kids seemed to have picked up on their conversation. A few of the ladies in the new group, gazed in my direction, their expressions searching.

I sighed. “This won’t end well.”

“What?” Daisy glanced down at Vanessa and her crew, her expression confused.

Still holding her hand, I squeezed it firmly as I got ready to stand and leave. “I’d tell you to stay and watch the show, but I have a feeling we’re going to have to bail real soon. If you want me to take you to Denver, you’ll have to come with me.”

Daisy’s gaze shifted to the right and her jaw dropped as she seemed to pick up on my meaning. “Oh, God. Here comes another group.”

Six more ladies made a beeline in my direction while the news of my appearance seemed to spread like wildfire across the lawn. One by one, groups of concert goers, shifted their attention away from the band on the stage and toward my spot at the back of the lawn. They popped up like prairie dogs, gazing across the crowd as if in search of me.

“Let’s go.” I picked up my backpack in one hand and held onto Daisy’s with the other.

“Shit. Look at them,” Daisy said, her voice betraying equal measures of awe and fear. She pushed herself up and clung onto me, curling her free hand around my biceps as she came in close.

The buzz turned into a fervor as half the lawn turned their attention on me. The drone grew so loud I could barely hear Daisy yelling in my ear from a few inches away. Then the floodgates opened. A stream of people, both men and women, headed straight for us, and I guided Daisy toward the exit at the rear of the lawn.

Daisy’s hand felt good in mine, and even though she was a stranger, I felt like I somehow knew her. We had a connection that bordered on electric with enough chemistry to start our own lab. I grinned up at the sky. If Chris could see me now, what would he say? Probably something crude, and then he would encourage me to wear a condom.

Hopefully, Daisy was more than a cheap one-night stand. I’d had enough of those for a lifetime. If that’s what she wanted, I wasn’t prepared to give it to her.

Then I felt her fingers slide up my biceps and curl around my upper arm. My stomach flip-flopped and a rush of adrenaline spiked, leaving my legs wobbly. She was going to be a problem.

“Don’t lose me,” she said in my ear as we fled the music festival.
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T
 wenty minutes later, we arrived at the campground where I left the Thundercat. The old RV was well-hidden beneath three massive pine trees near the back of the lot, but I was almost certain we had been followed from the venue. Now, we wanted nothing more than to put the road between us and the music festival.

As we approached the aged Winnebago, Daisy stopped just short of the side door and put her hands on her hips as she gave the RV an appraising look. She frowned as her gaze stopped on the hand-painted artwork Chris had emblazoned on the side. “What’s that say?”

The red lettering outlined in black was hard to read because Chris wrote it in the style of an old 80s metal band. The memory played out in my head, causing me to grin. “It says Thundercat.”

Her look of confusion deepened as she turned to face me. “What? Why? Was that the name of your first band or something?”

My grin turned to a chuckle and a shake of my head. “It’s nothing like that. We were dumb kids and thought it was funny. By we, I mean Chris and me. I think we were stoned when we came up with the name.”

Her expression softened as she turned back to face the RV, once again taking it all in. “She has character. I like her.”

I raised an eyebrow and glanced at her backside, taken in by the perfection of an ass tight enough to crack walnuts. “The Thundercat is a she?”

Daisy stepped forward and ran her fingertips over the red logo Chris has sloshed on one drunken night. “Definitely. She makes me feel welcome.” Daisy turned around to face me. “Is that stupid?”

“Stupid? No.” I shook my head. “Weird as fuck? Yeah.”

Daisy giggled and lunged at me, slapping me playfully on the chest. “You’re weird.”

I caught her wrist in my hand and gave it a playful twist. “Says the lady bonding with a Winnebago.”

Daisy giggled harder, feigning pain as she twisted around, pressing her rear end flat against my crotch. “You don’t even want to wrestle me, weirdo.” She tried to free my grip on her wrist, but only made things worse when I wrapped my arm around her and squeezed her tight.

With her body pressed so close against me, my physical reaction was inevitable. Daisy wriggled against me, pressing her ass in so tight I was sure it was intentional. My cock quickly hardened, and as much as I would have loved to hold her close, I didn’t want her to think I was creeping on her.

I loosened my grip and stepped back slightly, letting her free. “From one weirdo to another, we’ve got to get going. I’m pretty sure we had people tailing us from the venue.”

“Let’s get going then. You drive and I’ll navigate.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Where are we going?”

“I told you. I want to see Old Faithful,” she said. “Do you have a better idea?”

I fished the keys out of the backpack and unlocked the side door. “You realize that’s in the completely opposite direction from Denver?”

Daisy shrugged. “I thought we weren’t in a hurry?”

“Fine by me.” I swung the door open wide and stepped back, allowing Daisy access. “You’re lucky I’m not a psycho killer.”

Daisy rolled her eyes. “I’ll take my chances.” She stepped past me, patting me playfully on the cheek as she went.

I followed her inside, shutting the door behind me.

“This is so cute,” Daisy said as she stopped inside and spun in a slow circle, taking in the ancient decor.

“The curtains are courtesy of Chris’s grandmother,” I said. “They’ve been there since the late nineties, so if you like your lungs, I wouldn’t get too close to them.”

Daisy ignored me and continued forward before leaning over and gazing at a picture hanging over the kitchen table. “Is this Chris?”

As much as I didn’t want to creep on her, I stole another glance at Daisy’s ass, barely contained by her skin-tight Daisy Dukes. Her body was a hard ten, with a face and personality to match. How was someone who looked like her traveling around the country with a group of random people?

Daisy glanced back at me over her shoulder and grinned. “I wasn’t talking about my ass.”

My face flushed hot, and I tore my gaze from her lush body. “I… umm… sorry.” I lowered my gaze to the floor and rubbed the back of my head. “It’s been a while since….”

“I don’t care if you look,” she said and shook her ass from side to side. “So long as you don’t plan to roofie me.”

I chuckled nervously. “No plans for that,” I said before coming up beside her, eager to change the subject. I glanced at the picture and smiled.

The picture was of Chris and I, grinning with our arms around each other’s shoulders after a concert in Iowa. “Our manager took that picture at the end of our first tour. We were still using the Thundercat back in those days.”

“This was your tour bus?” She glanced around the RV, her eyes widening.

“In between the champagne and private jets, we rumbled around the country in Chris’ grandparent’s RV,” I said, not trying to hide my sarcasm. “But in all seriousness, it was really cramped and mostly just smelled terrible.”

Daisy laughed. “Eww….”

I shrugged. “And it was the best time of my life.” What I didn’t tell her was that it was the only time of my adult life I had my drinking mostly under control.

Daisy gazed at me for a long moment before speaking. “I know it’s none of my business, but wouldn’t performing the music you both loved honor Chris’s memory better than anything else you could do?”

Of course, she was right, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t had the same thought a million times in the past year. The problem was facing the demons that came with that lifestyle. “It would, but….” I sighed and turned to face her. “It’s complicated.”

She gave me a warm, reassuring smile. “I get it. Believe me, I do.” She reached out and squeezed my hand. “If you ever want to trade war stories, I’m all ears.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I may take you up on that.”

The sounds of voices carried from outside the camper and Daisy turned to face the door. “Right now, we should probably get going before we’re surrounded by your horny fan base. Then again, it’s the perfect opportunity to build you own harem.”

I rolled my eyes. “Are you including yourself in that mix?”

She gazed at me and frowned, rubbing her chin as if in thought. “Are we talking about a threesome? Or a full female orgy?”

“Ha, ha,” I said. “Let’s roll before they start pounding on the door.”

As I turned toward the driver’s seat, she grabbed my hand. “They looked like the type who would throw their panties on the stage.”

I slipped into the driver’s seat, ignoring her comment. “Or the type who invades your privacy.”

Daisy took the seat beside me, staring at, her eyes questioning. “You’ve had women throw their panties at you on stage, haven’t you?”

I turned the keys, and the engine rolled over, grumpy at the sudden intrusion. “If I answer, can we move on?”

“Yes, but don’t give me a one word response,” she said.

I cranked the key again, and the engine rumbled, rattling like it did when it first started. “Yes. It happened at every show, and some of those panties desperately needed a wash.”

Daisy howled with laughter, rearing back in her seat, clutching her stomach. “Oh my, God. That’s so gross.”

I laughed with her and gave the engine a smidgen of gas. It was just enough so she wouldn’t outright die, but not enough to flood the engine. “You don’t want to know some of the shit I’ve seen.”

“Oh, but that’s where you’re so, so wrong,” Daisy said, turning to me, her eyes dancing. “I want to know everything, including all the sickest shit.”

I grinned, laughing harder as I coaxed the big cat to life. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Daisy shrugged. “I’m broken like that.”

More voices came from just outside the camper, and through the windshield we saw a steady stream of concert goers filing into the campsite. If they surrounded the RV, I couldn’t get out, and I didn’t want to face that kind of crowd.

Daisy sat up, seeming to read my thoughts. “I’ll navigate,” she said. “Give me your phone and I’ll have it route us.”

I frowned. “The adventurous girl wants to use Google Maps? I don’t think so.” I pointed to the glove box. “Grab the atlas inside and plot us a course.”

Her eyes bulged as if in terror. “An atlas? Seriously? I can’t read maps.” But she opened the glove box anyway and pulled out a dog-eared atlas that included every U.S state and the Canadian territories. “Isn’t this thing out of date?”

I shrugged. “We’ll find out.”

As Daisy sorted through the map, I let the cat run. The engine noise was smoothing out. It took at least a full three minutes before I could even think about putting the RV in gear.

While the atlas was out of date, it wasn’t completely useless. It took Daisy a few minutes to get her bearings, but once she did, she plotted a course, and we made it out of the campground unscathed. A few minutes later, we were on our way west across the great state of Wyoming. Daisy’s course led us off the interstate, so we could take the roads less traveled. We followed back highways and old country roads, traveling through mountainous wilderness and hugging dangerous curves.

An hour later, the sun sank toward the horizon, and we pulled off the road at a campground we saw advertised on a billboard a few miles back. The campground was empty, and the office was locked and abandoned. It appeared the place hadn’t made the cut once the interstate finished and decades of neglect had returned it to nature. We were the only people around, and with no other options, we found a suitable place to park and killed the engine.

I parked the Thundercat under the shade of a massive birch tree. A few minutes later, the propane tank was running, feeding our generator that supplied sweet electricity to our home on wheels. After spending months on end out in the wild, hot water, a working bathroom, and HVAC felt like guilty pleasures.

Daisy sat at the built-in kitchen table where she watched me turn everything on. “Can I help you? I feel bad that you’re doing all the work.”

I leaned against the kitchen counter and gazed at her. “What work? Turning on the generator hardly counts as work.”

“You drove, and I talked your ear off,” Daisy said. “That’s work.”

I laughed her off and stood. “I’m going to build us a fire. If you’re interested, I can teach you how to start a fire using only a knife.”

Daisy raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“Unless you already know how,” I said.

“Can I shower first?” She asked. “It’s been a long twenty-four hours.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll gather up everything we need and meet you outside.”

“Sounds perfect,” she said.

I turned to go and remembered that Daisy had no clothes other than the ones on her back. “If you don’t mind wearing my t-shirt and shorts, I can at least provide you clean clothes to change into.”

Daisy’s eyes lit up. “That would be amazing. Thank you.”

As for a clean set of undergarments, she was on her own, but she didn’t seem like the type who minded going commando.

I handed over a gray t-shirt and a pair of black gym shorts, then showed her how to work the shower. A minute later, I left her alone while I scoured the campsite for the raw resources that would carry us through the night. By the time I cleared a spot for the fire, lined it with stones, and assembled a small tee-pee of twigs and dried grass, Daisy stepped from the RV and appeared before me, smiling happily.

“I feel a hundred times better,” she said. “Thanks for the t-shirt and shorts. They are very cozy.”

As I knelt over the fledging campsite, a surge of adrenaline rushed through my veins, leaving my head spinning and my cheeks hot. I had seen plenty of beautiful women in my life, but Daisy made a serious run at breaking into the top three. She was incredibly beautiful, and she wasn’t even trying.

Her breasts swung freely beneath my t-shirt, and while it was a baggy fit, her nipples poked the front, sparking an ember of arousal deep in my primal brain. My shorts were baggy on her, but her smooth, bronzed toned legs glistened in the fading sunlight, revealing not so much as a blemish. Her dark hair hung limp and wet over her shoulders, and she shivered slightly as the evening chill caused her nipples to stiffen, making their outline more pronounced.

Daisy didn’t seem to mind that I was looking and strode toward me, her eyes locked on the pile of debris I had gathered together. “You must have been the best boy scout.”

“Eagle scout,” I said, grinning up at her.

She knelt down beside me and the scent of her shampoo and clean soap wafted over me. “Doesn’t that make you boy scout royalty or something?”

As she gazed down at the woodpile beside me, my stomach tumbled with butterflies. “It gave me an excuse to get away from home,” I said. “And I learned a lot, so yeah, I guess that makes my boy scout royalty.”

I grinned over at her, and she nudged me with her shoulder. “Well then, Eagle Scout Summers, teach me the ways of the force.”

She looked cold, so I opted for the short version. “It starts with dry grass and a little of twigs just like these.” I pointed down at the pile using the tip of my knife.

“That’s easy enough,” she said.

“Then you have to find the right rock.” I held up a cloudy, fist-sized piece of quartz. “I carry around flint, but for this demonstration, I found a piece of quartz over by those trees. Flint works the best, but others will do in a pinch. Basically, you need a rock with a lot of silica in it, like flint, quartz, or agate. These create a good spark off your knife. You can always experiment until you find the right one, but since I know what to look for, I found one for us.”

Daisy gazed at the rock and down at my knife, seeming to pay attention to me. “The moral of the story is that I should always carry a knife?”

I nodded. “If you’re headed into the woods even for a thirty-minute hike, take a knife. It might save your life.”

“Got it,” she said. “Pack a knife.” The smile on her face brightened. “I could’ve used a knife on that asshole back at the festival.”

I rolled my eyes. “We’ll save hand-to-hand combat for another training session.” I leaned forward and held the knife close to the bed of dried grass. “Then it’s just a matter of creating a spark.”

Daisy leaned forward to watch me and placed her hand on my back to steady herself. “That’s a good metaphor for life, isn’t it?”

Her touch stoked the ember of desire inside me, turning my insides hot. I gazed back at her over my shoulder. “So long as nobody gets burned.”

She held my gaze, her green eyes sparkling with a sudden intensity. “Are we still talking about the fire?”

We weren’t, and we both knew it, but her words helped diffuse the sexual energy between us. I chuckled slightly and turned back to the little pile of twigs and dried grass. “It’s hard to believe a rock, a piece of metal, and some dried grass could create a flame.”

“I’d say it’s more about the friction,” Daisy said. She rubbed her palm in a small circle right at the center of my back as if she’d done it a thousand times before.

My face flushed hot, and I tried hard to focus on the dried twigs before me. “Hold the blade flat like this,” I said. “And brush the rock against the metal like you’re striking a match.”

Sparks leaped off the blade and onto the bed of dry grass, creating a miniature flame and a lot of smoke.

“Hey, look at that.” Daisy’s eyes gleamed as she dropped to her knees and slid her hand up my back, resting it on my shoulder.

I leaned over and blew on the flame, coaxing it to life. The grass burst into flame, igniting the dried leaves and small twigs resting atop it. A few seconds later, the twigs caught fire, and I added bigger pieces of dried wood to the mix until we had a proper campfire.

“And that’s how you build a fire.” I sat back on my rear end and tucked away my knife while Daisy inched closer to the flames, embracing the warmth cutting through the evening chill.

“That feels amazing.” Daisy held out her hands and warmed herself by the fire. Night had descended, leaving the surrounding woods steeped in murky shadows. The radiant firelight cut through the darkness, and the dancing light lit up Daisy’s exquisite face. Her plump pink lips glistened invitingly and a powerful urge to kiss her swept over me. She tucked a lock of her raven hair behind her ear, then eyed me out of the corner of her eye.

“What?” She smiled at me as if trying to puzzle out what I was thinking.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to stare.”

Her smile widened. “Just like you didn’t mean to stare at my ass?”

My cheeks warmed, and I averted my gaze. “I… sorry… I’m really out of practice with all this.”

She rubbed her hands together and eyed me over her shoulder. “Out of practice with flirting?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s been a long time.”

“Well… I like a guy who’s direct, but not an asshole,” she said, dropping a hint.

I licked the dryness from my lips and tried to steady my rapid breathing. My pulse was racing so hard, I could feel my heart pounding in my head. “So if told you I think you’re beautiful, that’s not too much?”

“Are you telling me I’m beautiful, or are you asking permission to tell me?” Her words came out teasingly flirtatious, and it was clear she was goading me to take action.

Without stopping to think, I acted on the primal desire blazing inside me. I sat up and reached out, grabbing her hand in mind. “Come here and I’ll tell you.” My words came out husky and commanding, but Daisy did as I asked.

She stood long enough to cross the distance between us before she sank down onto my lap, straddling me face to face. Her arms coiled around my shoulders and her fingers caressed the back of my neck. “Now what?” Her green eyes teased me and she licked her already moist lips, studying my face with a sudden, feral intensity.

I coiled my arms around her waist and cupped her ass as I drew her forward on my lap and kissed her on the lips. Her clean scent enveloped me and her warms lips parted just enough for our tongues to meet.

We deepened the kiss, our tongues twining and our hands moving. Daisy moaned in my mouth, her warm breath curling over my upper lip. She ran her fingers through my hair and I palmed her ass, greedily filling my spread open fingers.

Daisy gyrated her hips, grinding against my raging cock. Our tongues lashed together, slipping and sliding a mesh of lips and fiery lust. My head floated high above the clouds, and I let go of Daisy’s ass long enough to slide my hands inside the back of her t-shirt where my fingers met her warm skin, and I confirmed she had ditched the bra.

That’s when my phone buzzed. The first buzz didn’t deter us. We deepened the kiss and Daisy rocked forward on my lap, pressing her breasts high against my chest as she feverishly explored my mouth with her probing tongue.

The phone in my pocket buzzed again and then a third time before the sound ruined the mood.

Daisy broke off the kiss and sat back on my lap, her lungs heaving while she gazed down at my front pocket. “Do you need to answer that?”

I gazed up at her, heart pounding and lungs heaving. Her dark hair glistened by the firelight. Behind her, the campfire roared, wood spitting and embers sparking.

Uncertainty gripped me. It was Savannah or Vince, and I couldn’t chat with either of them right now. “No… I mean… maybe I should at least look.”

“Fine.” Daisy sighed with frustration and slipped from my lap, giving me access to the phone in my front pocket.

When I pulled the phone free, I had one missed call and three missed texts, with the last one lighting up my screen like a code blue.

Savannah: Call me. It’s important.
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“
 S
 hit,” I said under my breath, as I reread Savannah’s message. I felt Daisy’s eyes on me, and I looked up, meeting her gaze. “I’m sorry, but I need to make a phone call. It looks like it’s urgent.”

Daisy shrugged, her expression neutral, appearing completely unbothered by the intrusion. “I understand. I’ll give you some privacy. Come get me after you’re done.” She leaned over and gave me a quick peck on the lips before smiling and turning away. A moment later, she disappeared into the RV, latching the door shut behind her.

I stared down at the phone and sighed. The interruption may have saved me from making a huge mistake. I barely knew Daisy and the intensity of that kiss left no doubt where the night would take us. Jumping into bed with a woman I just met seemed like something the old me would have done. But now, I had too much on the line. Such an impulsive decision could lead me straight back to the bottle.

I picked myself up off the ground and nursed the dwindling fire back to life, tossing on a few more dry logs before I called Savannah.

She answered before the first ring ended.

“What took you so long?” Savannah asked me, her voice a mix of excitement and frustration.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“What? I’m fine,” she said. “Are you okay?”

My muscles relaxed, and a wave of relief turned to exhaustion hit me all at once. I let out a held breath and plopped down in a bag chair near the fire. “It’s only been two minutes since you texted me. Everything is fine. I’m sitting by a campfire enjoying the stars.”

“Good,” she said, “because there’s something I need to tell you.”

Trepidation crept into her voice as her tone turned serious, and the stress inside me immediately returned. “Uh, oh. That’s not good.”

Savannah laughed. “It’s not that ominous,” she said. “But I owe this person an answer, and I can’t give that answer until I speak with you.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and leaned back, resting my head on the seat while I gazed up into the clear night sky. “Does this person have a name?”

“Before I tell you, I should provide a smidgen of context,” she said.

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“Before I came to visit you in Montana, my agent fired my publicist. It was nothing sinister. Mia didn’t feel that my publicist was the best person to handle me at the present time.”

“Meaning, you’re becoming this huge A-list celebrity and you need someone who has the experience to handle what comes with all that notoriety.”

I had met Savannah’s agent. Her name was Mia Ross. She was extremely competent and had been an absolute bulldog for Savannah. She was a big name agent who saw Savannah’s potential early on and agreed to represent her. Savannah quickly graduated from doing commercials to landing a role in a popular daytime drama. Savannah’s role in the soap opera blossomed until she had the biggest storyline on the show. It was Mia who lined up Savannah’s Netflix series that became a smash hit, and it was Mia who handpicked Savannah’s first major movie role.

“I don’t know about the whole A-list thing, but you and Mia are on the same page,” she said. “Mia has a replacement in mind who I met with today.”

A sinking feeling took residence in the pit of my stomach, as I had a pretty good idea where this conversation was headed. There was only one reason Savannah would bother to ask me about her new publicist. “Who does Mia have in mind?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the phone before Savannah answered me. “It’s Katie.”

My stomach turned over with the news and a wash of adrenaline surged inside me, leaving my legs rubbery and my hands weak. I stared up at the sky, unable to answer as I tried to ride out my biophysical response.

“JD, are you there?” Savannah asked, her voice nervous and more than a little worried.

“Yeah,” I said. “When did Katie transition from the music scene to Hollywood?”

Katie Jacobs, whose heart I had shattered into a million pieces in the weeks following Chris’s death, had played an instrumental role in advancing my music career. It was because of her we generated a huge following on social media which led directly to our own concert series and the chance at a massive contract with a major music producer.

“About a year ago,” Savannah said. “She went out on her own and works strictly freelance these days.”

That was a nice way of saying that she quit the music industry after the hell I put her through. “Does she know how we’re connected?”

Savannah chuckled. “Of course, she does. That was the first thing that came up.”

My face flushed hot, and I grimaced. “I don’t want to know what she said about me.”

“You should talk to her,” Savannah said. “And I wouldn’t have told you even if you asked.”

“And you’re calling me to ask permission to hire her?”

“God, no,” Savannah said. “Well… sort of. I’m totally hiring her unless you have a legitimate reason for me not to. She’s the best of the best. I didn’t want to blindside you and make you think I was conspiring against you.”

She was worried the news would push me off the wagon. But, other than the shock of hearing Katie’s name, it didn’t bother me. In fact, I was grateful she had moved on with her life and made something of herself. “She’s the best. No doubt about it. You’re lucky to have her, and she’s lucky to hitch herself to your star.”

Silence crackled in my ear before Savannah spoke again. “I was serious about calling her. Isn’t that part of your twelve-step process? Making amends?”

It was, but was I ready to face the music? “I can’t just drop into her life after what I did. She’s better off without me.”

“You owe her closure,” Savannah said. “Put on your big boy pants and make it a priority after my brother’s done running you across the Rocky Mountains.”

“She’s already on my list,” I said.

“Good. Now, go back to your stargazing or whatever it was you were really doing before I called.”

The accusatory tone in her voice hit home, and a pang of guilt welled up inside me. It wasn’t like Savannah and I were a couple, so why did it feel like I was cheating on her? “You don’t want to hear about the festival?”

“Of course, I do,” she said. “But I already told you… what happens, happens. Okay? My feeling for you are set in stone. You need to do this, Johnnie. I’m glad you’re safe. I’ll talk to you soon.”

She hung up before I could respond and I stared at her picture on my phone, my heart aching to be with her. I turned off my phone and tucked it away before gazing into the roaring flames.

Could I bring myself to face Katie? Savannah was right. I owed her closure and the chance for her to speak her mind. I couldn’t take back the things I’d said and done to her after Chris’ death, and I wouldn’t make an excuse for my behavior. She was the best thing that ever happened to me, and I ruined it.

The minutes ticked by and part of me wondered why Daisy hadn’t returned to check on me. Whatever the case, I was no longer in the mood to jump into bed with her. That would have to wait if it ever happened. For all I knew, she could be out of my life tomorrow. Free spirits like Daisy talked a big game but had a habit of changing their minds whenever the wind blew.

With a heavy heart, I entered the RV, prepared to decline any offer of sex Daisy might have in mind.

Inside the RV, the lights were dim and Daisy wasn’t in the kitchen or sitting at the table. It didn’t take long to find her curled up atop my bed, fast asleep.

A sense of relief washed over me. I grabbed a blanket from the foot of the bed, covered her, and turned to go. Tonight, I would sleep under the stars.
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I
 woke to the sound of a rumbling engine. Stuck somewhere between dreamland and reality, my brain tried to rationalize the sound, but when the rumbling grew louder and the engine revved, the noise pushed me fully awake.

I blinked my eyes open, squinting against the raw daylight. The first inklings of sunshine filtered through the treetops and hazy wisps of smoke rose from orange embers glowing beneath the campfire’s ashy grave.

The clunk and whine of the RV shifting gears left me both confused and startled. Was someone robbing us? I sat up, letting my sleeping bag fall to my waist as I peered around the campsite.

My backpack sat a few feet away, which left me even more confused. I had intentionally stowed it inside the RV for fear that rain might seep into the ash canister.

That’s when the Thundercat moved. Adrenaline surged through my veins, eviscerating the last remnants of sleep clouding my mind, bringing clarity and a burst of energy.

The RV’s engine rumbled and groaned, lurching forward before rocking on its frame, squeaking and wheezing with the effort.

I scurried to my feet, fighting to extract myself from my sleeping bag. Where the hell was Daisy? Gone were the chairs, cooler, and camping utensils from the night before. All that remained were the backpack and the sleeping bag. After jumping free of the sleeping bag, I found my keys and wallet tucked safely in my pocket.

The Thundercat kicked and bucked as it cleared a series of long hanging branches that dragged across its metallic top. The beast rounded the corner, heading straight for the exit and the highway beyond.

I knew the Thundercat better than anyone, and there was simply no way that engine wouldn’t stall out. Not with the way it was bucking and heaving. I grabbed the backpack and sprinted toward the RV, reaching maximum speed just as the engine rattled and died a stone’s throw away from the abandoned park’s exit.

Chest heaving, I slowed to a walk but powered forward, my mind screaming of danger. As I reached the back of the RV as the sounds of the starter futilely turning whined over the rattle of the nearby branches as a light breeze rustled through the treetops.

I slowed to a walk and approached the side entrance, giving the handle a tug, finding it locked. Thankfully, I carried the spare set with me and fished them out of my pocket as whoever it was tried without success to get the big cat started. The thief would have no luck in that department. For once in my life, I was happy for the ancient RV’s reliable resistance.

What if someone had kidnapped Daisy? Was she tied up inside? Or what if something even worse had happened to her? As panic gripped me, thoughts of Chris’s accident swirled in my head. I plunged the key into the door lock, cranked it clockwise, and ripped the door open.

Frantically, I scrambled into the RV and spun around, searching for any sign of Daisy. The kitchen was orderly, and the living space was free of any sign of struggle. The bedroom door was open, and the bed was empty.

“Come on, you piece of shit, start!” Daisy’s voice carried from the front of the RV.

I whirled toward the driver’s seat and found Daisy in the captain’s chair, pounding the steering wheel with both hands.

She hadn’t heard me enter. Either that or she was so dead set on escaping that she ignored everything else around her.

Daisy pumped the gas and turned the key, trying to start the RV, but it resisted every attempt. Unless she knew the exact sequence and timing of gas, brake, and cranking the starter, she could try all day and it wouldn’t work. What the hell was she doing? Why had she tried to steal my ride?

I calmly set down the backpack as my breathing steadied and my pulse slowed. I casually leaned into the cab and gazed at the side of her face. “Going somewhere?”

Daisy screamed and jumped, whirling on me, her eyes wide with panic.

“You’ll never get her to start that way,” I said before I leaned forward and pulled the keys out of the ignition, quickly pocketing them.

“I… I….” She licked her lips and eyed me frantically. I could almost hear the wheels spinning in her head as she sat frozen, gawking at me as if I were a monster.

I stared down at her as the anger inside me rose. She had not only tried to steal my RV, but she planned to strand me in the middle of nowhere. All after I had taken her in. “How much of that story of yours was complete bullshit? All of it?”

She forced a smile and shook her head. “I was just going to find us some breakfast. Maybe some coffee.” She shrugged. “You’re reading too much into this.”

“Apparently you didn’t bother to check the refrigerator or any of the cabinets,” I said. “There’s plenty here to eat and drink.”

She stared at me, her eyes calculating, as if trying to figure out her next lie. After a long pause, she leaned back against the door frame and sighed. “I would have left her at the first gas station I found. That’s the truth. Besides, I left you all your money, your knife, and your phone. Check your backpack. You’ll see.”

I raised an eyebrow and shook my head. “Your promise means nothing.”

Her clothes sat on the passenger seat, along with a phone she claimed she didn’t have. “How many victims have you suckered like this?” Anger rose in my voice, and I immediately pushed it down.

“None. I swear.” As she gazed into my eyes, her expression and voice registered rising fear.

I picked up the pile of clothes from the passenger seat, including her phone, and stepped back. “Get out.”

“What? No.” Her eyes welled with tears, and she visibly trembled with fear.

Inwardly, I seethed, my head flashing with pulses of anger. How could she have done this to me? Between gritted teeth, I glared at her, nostrils flaring. “Get the fuck out of my ride.” I pointed toward the door as the anger roared back like a tsunami.

“You can’t just leave me here,” she said. “I have nowhere to go.”

“There’s a diner a mile up the road,” I said. “It’s where I planned to treat you to breakfast this morning. Maybe you can find another mark there.”

Tears rolled down Daisy’s cheeks and her chin quivered with raw emotion. “It’s not like that. Please, JD. I swear. I was just mad at you. That’s all.”

“I don’t believe a goddamn word you say. Please leave before I have to physically pull you out.” I thrust my finger toward the exit, my body shaking with rage.

Head down, Daisy pushed herself out of the driver’s seat. She collected her phone and clothes from my outstretched arms. She paused and gazed up at me, eyes glistening and chin quivering. “It’s not what you think.”

I averted my gaze, unwilling to meet her eye. My raw edge of anger dulled just enough to allow a pang of guilt to swell in my chest. Was I willing to strand a woman out here alone? I wasn’t lying about the diner. I’d seen a billboard a few miles back, but was it also abandoned? The bottom line was that I couldn’t trust her. I let out a heavy sigh and gazed up into Daisy’s watery eyes. Eyes filled with pain and a self-loathing I instantly recognized. Taking pity on her right now wouldn’t do either of us any favors. “Just go,” I said, with my voice registering utter defeat.

Silently, Daisy turned toward the door and left.
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U
 nlike the RV park, the diner wasn’t abandoned. I sat in a booth, gazing out the front window while I sipped from a mug of lukewarm coffee. My eyes scanned the parking lot, searching for Daisy, while my egg white omelet went untouched.

The diner was half-filled with locals. They were farmers, truckers, and general laborers up before sunrise and dressed for work. The low drone of their murmured conversations simmered under the occasional ring of the diner’s ancient cash register and a jukebox churning out country hits straight from the 1970s. The vinyl covered booths and Formica tabletops looked like they came from the same decade. Despite that, the service was fast and friendly, but my mind was still back at the RV camp.

Guilt riddled me. Maybe Daisy was the type of person who would strand me in the middle of nowhere, but I wasn’t. Her wrong didn’t make mine right. She had a cell phone, but there was no cell service, which meant she couldn’t call anyone for help. Even if she deserved it, leaving a woman alone on the side of the road gnawed at my gut. Maybe I should have heard her out? She hadn’t lied about my wallet and my money. Both were accounted for inside the backpack along with the steel thermos filled with Chris’ ashes. If that wasn’t a lie, then what was? Maybe she would have left the RV at the diner just like she tried to tell me.

I planned to buy her breakfast, and if she showed up at the diner, I would keep my word. If Daisy wanted to talk, I’d listen, and then I’d offer to take her down the road to wherever it was she wanted to go. If she climbed in the back of a truck with some stranger and something awful happened to her, I would never forgive myself. I was better than that.

I checked my watch. Twenty minutes had elapsed since our falling out. The diner was a little more than a mile up the road, which meant she should appear any second now. If she didn’t appear in the next few minutes, I would drive back down the road and find her.

As if on cue, Daisy appeared around a cluster of trees, head down, carrying her clothes under one arm. She crossed the parking lot toward the front door and when she looked up, she paused, her gaze resting on the Thundercat parked across the back of the lot.

I let out a heavy sigh of relief, my muscles instantly relaxing. At least she was physically okay.

“Hon, is there something wrong with your omelet?” The server’s voice broke my reverie.

I turned to face her. “Sorry. No. It’s fine,” I said. “Something was on my mind, but I’m okay now. Would it be too much trouble to heat it up? Also, can you add a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast? I have a friend joining me.”

The server, a friendly, plump, middle-aged woman whose name tag read Gloria, nodded. “Sure thing, hon.” She scooped up the plate. “Does your friend want coffee?” She asked me while she topped off my cup with the half-full pot in her hand.

I gave her a smile. “That would be wonderful. Thank you, Gloria.”

Her face lit up with a genuine smile. “No problem at all.” She gave me a friendly wink before whisking my plate off to the kitchen.

When I turned back to the window, Daisy was gone, but a moment later, the bells at the front door jingled and the stunning brunette appeared in the entryway.

Daisy wore a form-fitting Chicago Cubs baseball cap with her hair back in a tight ponytail. The hat along with her t-shirt and shorts were all mine. She made them look a hundred times better than I ever had.

She drew the attention of a table of farmers by the front door. A middle-aged man smiled at her, then leaned and over and whispered something to his friend before they both cackled with laughter. Another man, an overweight trucker with greasy hair and chin stubble who sat at the counter, gazed at Daisy lecherously, his eyes sliding up and down her curvaceous body. He mumbled something to her, but Daisy ignored him, turning away while her gaze roamed the diner.

When her eyes landed on me, she froze for a moment, her body stiffening while she gaze at me appraisingly as if unsure she should approach.

I nodded in her direction and motioned for her to come over.

Her expression was flat and unreadable, but she hesitated only a moment before she crossed the diner, ignoring a whistle and more laughter. When she reached the booth, she scooted in silently, avoiding my gaze while she set down her clothes on the seat beside her.

Before we could speak, Gloria appeared at the table and placed an empty mug on the table in front of Daisy. She leaned over and filled it with steaming hot coffee. “Morning, hon. Care for any cream? Sugar is on the table.”

Daisy peered up at her and over at me as if unsure of what was happening. “Black is fine.”

Gloria nodded. “Just like your boyfriend.” She smiled at me and winked.

Daisy’s eyes widened, and I grinned back at Gloria, not bothering to correct her.

“Thanks,” Daisy said. She cupped the mug in both hands before raising it to her mouth, drawing a shallow sip from the steaming liquid.

“I ordered you bacon and eggs,” I said. “If you want anything different —”

“No,” she said, cutting me off. “I love bacon and eggs.” A slight smile touched her lips as her eyes flickered between the table and me, as if unsure of where she should look.

Gloria nodded. “You two holler if you need something.” The busy server slipped away, coffeepot in hand.

“You didn’t have to do this,” Daisy said before taking another sip. “But I’m glad you did.”

“Sorry about making you walk. I was angry and —”

“I deserved it,” she said, cutting me off. “I’m just surprised to find you here.”

“Ruthlessness isn’t one of my strong suits. I’m more of a white hat guy. Besides, I know you must be hungry, and since you didn’t take any money….” I shrugged. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”

Daisy cupped her mug in both hands and sipped, peering at me over the top. A long, awkward moment passed between us before Daisy finally spoke. “I wasn’t robbed. That was a lie, but that guy did spike my drink.”

I studied her and decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. “You’re really from Denver?”

Daisy set down her mug and sighed. “I’m a mess is what I am, but yes, I’m from Denver.”

“So am I,” I said. “A mess, I mean. I’m not from Denver.”

Daisy smiled. “I hitched a ride out of Denver. Those guys picked me up on a party bus.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Hitch hiking is super dangerous. Especially now. People are crazy.”

She shrugged. “I wasn’t lying about being a free spirit, but yeah, I know how stupid it was. I wouldn’t have done it at all, but my parents and I got into a massive fight about college.”

“They didn’t approve of you dropping out?”

She met my gaze. “About that. I didn’t exactly drop out. I flunked out because I barely went to class. Not that I wouldn’t have dropped out, but my parents insisted I keep going. On top of all that, my parents are enraged at me for breaking up with my high school boyfriend. They cut me off from everything and told me I’m officially on my own. Not that I blame them, but it all happened so fast, there wasn’t any time to plan.”

I frowned. “Do they know where you are?”

Daisy shook her head. “I turned off my phone, and even if I turned it on, they told me they were removing me from the phone plan.”

“That’s harsh,” I said. “But maybe you can use it as an opportunity to carve your own path. My dad is a raging alcoholic and doesn’t have two dimes to rub together. Being on my own at eighteen was hard at first, but it gets easier with time.”

Daisy gazed down at her coffee, turning it around as if she were trying to drum up the courage to speak. “So last night, I heard you talking to your girlfriend.” She peered up at me and her eyes turned shiny with tears. “You said that you would come into the RV, but you never did. I came outside and found you asleep by the fire, wondering what I did wrong. That kiss….” She gazed at me, chin quivering. “That was real and so amazing.” A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. As she spoke again, her voice cracked. “You’ve been the first bright spot in my life for a very long time.”

“I feel the same way,” I said. “But Daisy, I came into the RV. You were sound asleep,” I said. “And Savannah isn’t my girlfriend. She’s an amazing friend who might be more. Honestly, I don’t know what we are. Her life is complicated, but nothing has happened between us.”

“It’s really none of my business,” Daisy said. “You don’t owe me an explanation. I was being petty and jealous.” She let out a breath, as if trying to rein in her emotions. “As I sat there stewing, I built this whole thing up in my mind. I convinced myself that you were using me, or even worse, rejecting me. Robbing you never entered my mind. All I wanted to do was to piss you off. I would have left the RV at the diner. I swear on my life that’s the truth.”

Fresh tears welled in her eyes, and her chin quivered all over again. She was barely holding it together.

Maybe I was a sucker for tears and a pretty face, but I believed her. Even if it wasn’t the whole truth, I was sure it was at least part of the truth. That was good enough for me. I reached across the table and picked up her hand, giving it a warm squeeze. “You accomplished part of your goal. You pissed me off.”

Daisy laughed, and her face brightened. “God, you were so mad.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t push your luck.”

“Normally, I’m not a jealous girl,” she said. “My ex could have had sex with the entire cheerleading team, and I wouldn’t have cared. But there’s a spark with you that makes me feel something I haven’t felt… ever.”

“Something good I hope.”

“Something between crazy jealous and a strong desire to jump your bones,” she said.

I paused for a moment, staring down at her hand as I held it in mine. “There’s something you should know about me.”

“Oh, God. You’re married,” Daisy said, her eyes widening with terror.

I chuckled and shook my head. “It’s nothing like that.” I met her gaze. “I’m a recovering addict. I don’t drink and I don’t do drugs. The biggest mistakes I’ve made have come on the heels of a bender. If that will be a problem for you, then we should part ways now before this goes any further.”

She smiled through her tears and squeezed my hand. “I’m messy. I’m unreliable and moody. Oh… I have a hot temper, and deep down, I’m quite literally broken. You should know that about me before you decide to take things any further.”

I grinned. “We’re a couple of hot messes on wheels.”

“Driving a dilapidated RV across the country,” Daisy said. “It doesn’t get any better than that.”

I studied her face for a long moment. “Can I ask you another question?”

“No… I don’t snore,” she said.

I laughed and squeezed her hand. “Was the reason you wanted to go to Yellowstone so that you wouldn’t have to face your family?”

Daisy shrugged and brushed away the tears on her cheeks. “Maybe. But mostly it was because I really like you and I didn’t want the trip to end before it even started. Plus, I really want to see Old Faithful.”

I laughed and laced my fingers in hers. “From one broken person to another, can we try again? That is, if you promise not to strand me on the side of the road.”

“Are you sure? Once I let the real me out, you might regret your decision.”

“Is this the real you?”

Daisy nodded. “Warts and all.”

I rubbed my chin and frowned, feigning reluctance. “You’ll have to agree to help me on my quest.”

Daisy’s eyes widened slightly. “Quest? What quest? Are we on a quest?”

“Before I tell you about the quest, we should shake on it.” I gazed down at our interlocked fingers and frowned. “I guess we already are shaking on it.”

Daisy giggled and her eyes lit up. She popped up from her side of the booth and came around to my side. “We can do better than a handshake.”

My heart jumped into my throat as Daisy slid sideways onto my lap and curled her arm around my neck until we met face to face. I slipped my arm around her waist, resting my hand high on her inner thigh. I gazed around the diner, noting the many envious eyes resting on us. “What will Gloria think?”

She gazed into my eyes and smiled. “She can drink coffee with her own boyfriend.”

My cock stirred in my shorts, hardening under Daisy’s sumptuous ass. “I promise to teach you how to drive the Thundercat.”

“And I promise not to strand you on the side of the road,” she said as she drew in so close, I felt her warm breath curl over my upper lip.

“Deal,” I said before leaning in and kissing her softly on the lips.

Daisy kissed me back, deepening the kiss while she ran her fingers through the hair on the back of my neck.

The sound of a throat clearing broke us out of our lip lock, and we turned together to find Gloria standing at the end of our table with our breakfast plates in hand.

She gave us a little smirk and put both plates down on one side of the table. “I’m glad you two made up. Now eat, before your food gets cold… again.”
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A
 fter leaving the diner, I fired up the RV and let it idle while Daisy changed into a fresh t-shirt and a pair of shorts, courtesy of my dresser drawer. As I pulled out of the diner’s parking lot and onto the highway, Daisy appeared beside me, then climbed into the passenger seat, looking happy, refreshed, and more gorgeous than ever.

Daisy kept the Cubs hat but swapped out the t-shirt and shorts, opting for the relics I’d buried deep in my bottom drawer. She sat cross-legged in the seat beside me, peering over at me with a slight grin curling her kissable lips. “Where to next, captain?”

As I gazed over at her, I returned her smile, soaking in her all-natural, God-given beauty. Some women went to great lengths with just the right makeup, revealing clothes, and an attitude that put them front and center. Daisy wasn’t that. She didn’t need any of that to steal the spotlight. She wore no makeup and a baggy t-shirt that revealed nothing, which somehow, made her even more beautiful. It was like she didn’t understand just how stunning she was, even though I was sure she knew.

“What?” Daisy’s eyes glittered, and she smiled at me as if trying to decipher the look I was giving her.

“Nothing,” I said, turning back to the road while I inwardly smiled.

She leaned over and slapped me playfully on the shoulder. “No secrets. Remember? Tell me.”

I turned back to her, my slight smile spreading into a full-throated grin. “It’s just….” I shrugged. “You make that old Cubs hat look amazing.”

She touched the hat and scrunched her face up adorably. “My hair is a mess. That’s why I wore the hat.”

“The hat isn’t the only thing working,” I said. “That Guns and Roses t-shirt is a classic, but I swear, you’ve given it new life.”

Her smile widened. “Does that mean I can keep the hat and the t-shirt?”

I frowned, considering her ask. “What do I get in exchange?”

Daisy raised an eyebrow, her expression turning mischievous. “What do you want?”

Sexual innuendo oozed from her voice, giving life to my cock where it unfurled in my briefs. I cleared my throat and turned back to the highway. “Never mind. You can have them.”

“Don’t turn shy on me now,” Daisy said. “Can I keep the shorts?” She pulled up the t-shirt to reveal a thin slip of denim hugging her hips.

I glanced down at the skin-tight Daisy Duke’s she wore the day I met her. “I’ll need those back.”

Daisy laughed and gazed down at her shorts. “Should I take them off now?” She glanced over at me, raising her eyebrow suggestively.

My cock pulsed, hardening by another degree. I sported a healthy bulge in my pants, and our flirtatious banter wasn’t helping. Besides, I didn’t doubt that she would happily strip down, but I was in no position to capitalize on that boon. One wrong move behind the wheel would spell disaster for the Thundercat.

“After we get gas,” I said, pointing toward the filling station ahead.

“Boo,” she said. “You’re no fun.”

“Should I teach you how to start the Thundercat? You know, in case you really want to ditch me?”

“Yes, please.” Daisy clapped excitedly. “I mean yes to the learning part and no to the ditching part.”

I pulled the RV into the filling station and killed the engine before turning to Daisy. “I’ll pump if you go load up on snacks for the road.”

She gave me a sharp salute. “Aye, aye captain.”

I climbed from the cab and went to work at the pump while Daisy half skipped across the parking lot. A moment later, she disappeared through the door of the convenience mart.

A few minutes later, the pump stopped, and I went inside to pay for the gas. Daisy was already at the cash register, waiting for me with a variety of snacks decking the counter top.

I came up beside her and she popped up on her tiptoes, giving me a quick kiss on the lips. “Mind if I make a quick call? I saw a pay phone outside.”

“Sure,” I said before turning to the clerk, who eyed me enviously.

Daisy popped outside while I pulled out my wallet. He rang up the items, including gas, and gave me the total. As I handed him what felt like an absurd amount of money, he paused, turning toward the door. “What I wouldn’t give for one night with a chick as hot as her. You’re a lucky dude, my man.”

What was I supposed to say to that? “Thanks,” I said, remaining neutral as I stood there awkwardly waiting for him to make change.

When I pushed the door open, I heard Daisy’s voice. She stood at a pay phone a dozen feet away. With her back to me, she hadn’t seen me coming. Who was she talking to? Curiosity won out, and I idled past her, my ears perked as I nosed in on her conversation.

“Yes. I’m totally fine,” she said. There was a pause in the conversation, and then she sighed. “Just tell them I’m okay. In fact, I’m better than okay. For the first time in my life, I feel liberated.”

Now I felt bad for eavesdropping. I started to go and heard one last nugget of conversation.

“That’s fine. I’ll meet you in ten days at the Canteen at 6:00 PM sharp.” There was another pause. “I swear to God I’ll be there. Stop worrying about me. You’re worse than my mom.”

Her conversation continued, but I was out of earshot. I climbed into the driver’s seat and stowed the snacks in the front seat. A few seconds later, the passenger door opened, and Daisy climbed in, a smile on her face.

I picked up a bottle of water and turned to face her. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “I called my best friend in Denver to let her know I was okay.”

Part of me worried she might have called her ex-boyfriend. A sense of relief and joy swelled inside me, kick-starting my heart. “She’ll tell your parents that you’re doing fine?”

Daisy picked up a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup and ripped the package open with her teeth. “Oh, she’ll tell them alright”.

“You make it sound bad,” I said.

Daisy bit into the chocolate treat and gazed over at me. “She’s just a natural worrier. But I love her.”

“You could have used my cell phone,” I said.

Daisy rolled her eyes. “You would make a terrible outlaw.”

I chuckled and popped open the bottle of water. “I’d make a great outlaw.”

She folded her arms over her chest and stared at me as if were a dolt. “What happens if I use your phone?”

“Uhhh… you talk to your friend, tell her you’re having the time of your life, then hang up?”

“No, dummy. Your number shows up on my friend’s phone, who then gives that number to my parents. My parents have your number traced and the next thing you know, there’s a kidnapping warrant out for you. That’s not a rabbit hole I want to go down.”

I stared at her, jaw agape. “Wow,” I said. “You totally saved my ass.”

She leaned over and kissed me on the lips. “Stick with me, babe. I’ll show you the ropes.”

“We’re like Bonnie and Clyde in an RV.”

“Except we’re not actually stealing anything,” Daisy said.

I nodded in agreement. “Well… you’ve stolen my hat and my t-shirt, but I see your point.”

“So….” Daisy gazed between me and the steering wheel. “Do I get a chance to drive her?”

“You really want to drive this old beast?”

Daisy frowned. “Don’t you dare bad mouth her.” She leaned forward and caressed the dashboard. “Daddy doesn’t mean it, sweetie. He loves you even if he’s a big jerk.”

That earned a full-throated laugh. I threw up my hands. “Fine. But first, I need to make sure you’re okay with our next destination.”

Daisy’s eyes lit up. “We’re taking a detour?” She clapped again, bouncing in her seat. “I love adventure. Where are we going?”

“It’s not all that exciting,” I said. “Our keyboard player lives about an hour west of here. There are a few things I need to apologize for.”

Daisy nodded. “I’m totally down for the apology tour.” Her eyes lit up, and she snapped her fingers. “That’s what you call your comeback tour. I love it.”

I shook my head. “There ain’t no comeback tour.”

“Whatever,” she said. “What’s your friend’s name?”

“Her name is Jane Jackson, and she doesn’t exactly know I’m coming. Do you think I should warn her?”

“Absolutely not,” Daisy said. “When they make the movie about your life, you don’t want it to be predictable, do you? This makes for better drama.”

“I’ve had enough drama in my life.”

Daisy leaned over again and kissed me, letting her lips linger on mine before she kissed me again. When she came away, she caressed my cheek and gave me a warm smile. “She’ll be happy to see you. It will make a nice surprise.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I hope you’re right. If she’s not there, we’ll try to catch her on our way back.”

Daisy nodded. “Deal. Now teach me the ways of the RV, oh master of the keys.”

“You are a giant goofball,” I said.

“That’s why you’ll never want to get rid of me,” she said. “Now enough stalling. Cough up the goods.”

“It’s a three-step process that involves timing, giving just the right amount of gas, and cranking the starter at just the right time.”

Daisy’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Seriously? Do I need to take notes?”

“First, you need to give her just the right amount of gas,” I said, ignoring her comment. “See my foot? Watch how far I press it down.”

Daisy craned over the seat, gazing down at the floorboard. “I can’t see your foot.”

“You’re too short,” I said.

She slapped me on the arm and glared at me. “I am not short.”

“Maybe you should climb into my lap… you know, so I can teach you?”

Her eyes twinkled and her nose scrunched up adorably as a playful grin spread across her face. “I think that would be best.” She didn’t hesitate, climbing over the console separating our seats before she slipped onto my lap.

Her compact ass rubbed up against my developing hard-on, and my cock pulsed, thickening under her tender flesh. As she adjusted herself, my shaft slipped inside her crack where it nestled into place like an oversized bratwurst stuffed into a way-too-tight bun.

My heart galloped and my pulse raced to catch up. Her warm, honey-sweet scent enveloped me, filling my insides with a mushy haze of desire. I wrapped one arm around her, resting my hand high on her inner thigh, mere inches from the promised land. My head spun and for a moment, I forgot why she had climbed onto my lap to begin with. “Comfortable?” I asked her, buying a little time.

“Very.” She wriggled her ass and clenched her cheeks, squeezing my raging erection, igniting a surge of adrenaline inside me that set my cock pulsing and twitching in its makeshift bun. She glanced back at me over her shoulder and smiled sweetly. “If the pressure gets to be too much, let me know.”

Was she talking about her weight on my lap or my surging cock? “Right.” I chuckled and licked the dryness from my lips, trying hard to focus on the lesson when all I wanted to do was to carry her to the bedroom and fuck her brains out. “Like I said, the first thing you want to do is focus on the gas pedal.”

Daisy inched forward on my lap, squeezing my cock as she went. She rested her foot on mine while she held onto to the steering wheel with both hands. “Okay. I’m ready.”

My cock pulsed, helplessly straining inside its denim prison. I dipped my hand lower inside her leg, palming her inner thigh, filling my hand. “Good. Now press halfway down on the pedal and then let it go.”

I performed the action while Daisy followed along, her foot resting comfortably atop mine. “Okay. Now what?”

“Wait about ten seconds,” I said as I dipped my faced over her shoulder and nuzzled in behind her ear.

She giggled and scrunched her neck. “Your breath tickles.”

I followed up with a kiss behind her ear before I nibbled playfully on her earlobe. “Mmm… you taste good.”

“Stop,” she said, whining. “You’re turning me on.” She gazed back at me over her shoulder and found my lips with hers, kissing me before she parted her lips and our tongues flashed together.

I ground my hips, pressing my cock hard against her ass, dry humping her while the seconds ticked by.

Daisy broke off our kiss and met my gaze, her nostrils flaring. “It’s been ten seconds.”

I cleared my throat and turned back to the wheel. “Right. Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. This is the best driving lesson I’ve ever had,” she said before she leaned in and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. “What next?”

I turned my attention back to the steering wheel. “You turn the key while holding down the gas halfway. Anymore and you’ll flood the engine. Any less and it will start, but quickly die.”

“That was my mistake then,” she said. “Can I try?”

“Go for it,” I said.

Daisy pressed her foot down against mine while she turned the key in the ignition. The engine rumbled to life and Daisy clapped excitedly. “That means I did it right?”

“Yep. That’s perfect,” I said. “But the next step is the most important one. We have to let the engine idle for five minutes before we put her in drive.”

Daisy frowned. “Isn’t the engine already warm?”

I shrugged. “It is, but the cat is very finicky. It’s best not to tempt fate.”

“We just sit here?” There was hope in her voice, and she wriggled her ass, playing with my hard cock.

“Yeah,” I said. “Can you think of a good way to kill five minutes?”

Daisy sat up and twisted herself around until she faced me. She sat back down on my lap, straddling me while she coiled her arms around my neck. “You were teaching me another lesson. Let’s practice that.” She ground her hips and leaned forward, sliding her fingers through my hair as her lips found mine.

Our tongues coiled together, and I palmed her ass, grinding between her legs as her soft moans filled my mouth. The minutes ticked by, and our make-out session intensified. Daisy reached down between her legs and grabbed my cock, massaging the outline of my massive hard-on straining the front of my jeans.

As Daisy’s tongue freely explored my mouth, my head flashed with fevered desire. I slid one hand inside her shirt and traveled around to her front, finding her bare breast waiting for me. My mind reeled with shock, expecting to find her wearing a bra. Instead, her warm soft breast, easily a D-cup, filled my palm as her stiff nipple tripped over my outstretched fingers.

I squeezed her tit, stuffing my hand full as I rolled her nipple between my fingers. My breaths came hot and heavy, my tongue twining with hers. I widened the kiss, Daisy matching me before I drew her tongue between my lips.

Daisy’s fingers moved to the button on my jeans. With deft fingers, she popped the button loose and pulled down the zipper as her hips moved, grinding against my lap.

With my free hand, I released her ass and grabbed a fistful of her t-shirt, drawing it upward until it reached a line just below her breasts.

Daisy broke the kiss and raised her arms over her head as if to assist with the effort. That’s when a sharp knocking came on the window beside us.

All at once, Daisy’s eyes widened, and she lowered her arms. I released her shirt, letting it tumble back into place. We whirled together, our attention focused on the face of the convenience store clerk glaring at us through the glass, his expression clearly annoyed.

“Shit,” I said under breath, taking a quick glance at the clock. “We’ve been sitting here for fifteen minutes?”

“Time flies when a guy has his hand up your shirt,” Daisy said, giggling as she buried her head in my shoulder.

Reluctantly, I rolled down the window to apologize. “Sorry, I —”

“No need to apologize,” he said. “I wouldn’t keep my hands off her either, but you’re blocking off three pumps and there’s a line of cars behind you.”

Daisy peeked out from my shoulder and gave the clerk a flirtatious smile. “It’s all my fault. I’m a sex addict. We fuck five times a day and we’ve only done it once so far. I practically attacked him.”

The clerk’s bearded jaw dropped. “Holy fuck.” He ran his hand through his hair and sighed, shaking his head as if in defeat. “If you two ever make a sex tape, would you mind dropping me a line? I’ll pay you. I’m Ron. If you give me a second, I’ll give you my contact info.”

I gazed at big Ron, too stunned to speak.

Daisy reached down and fastened the button on my jeans, then leaned forward and kissed me flush on the lips. “Baby, do you promise to fuck me in the rest area?” She gave me a pouty look, giving Ron the performance of a lifetime.

“I… uhhh… we should probably just go,” I said.

Daisy harrumphed and sat back on my lap, folding her arms over her chest while acting annoyed. “Fine. But can I drive? I’m too worked up to sit in that chair. Unless you’re up for some road head.”

“Christ almighty,” Ron said. “Some guys have all the luck.”

I shot Daisy an exasperated stare, causing her to giggle. “You can drive,” I said before turning back to Ron. “Maybe we’ll take a rain check on the whole sex tape thing. Sorry to block the pumps.”

Ron’s face sagged with disappointment. “If you guys want to party, I —”

But before he could finish, I rolled up the window and gave Daisy’s ass a sharp smack. “You’re a wicked girl.”

She leaned forward and kissed me again, prying open my mouth long enough to find my tongue. She backed off and gazed at me, eyes simmering. “Baby, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”
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A
 s I stepped up to Jane’s front door, my stomach dipped and swooned like it used to before I took the stage. I paused and inhaled a sharp, cleansing breath, then stole a glance over my shoulder at Daisy where she stood, leaned up against the RV, watching me from a distance.

Daisy smiled and gave me a reassuring thumbs up before I turned back to the door.

“Okay, JD. You’ve got this,” I said, whispering to myself.

Jane’s cottage was nestled in the woods down a dirt road thirty minutes from civilization. Her garage door was open, and I had recognized her faded yellow Volkswagen beetle parked inside. Three times on the way up her single lane driveway, I nearly lost my nerve. Daisy convinced me to plow forward. The time had come for me to make amends to Jane, our band’s bass guitar player and one of my oldest and dearest friends.

Before I lost my resolve, I stepped forward and knocked on Jane’s front door.

A moment passed, and from somewhere inside, a dog barked. Jane’s muffled voice carried through the front door, telling the dog to quiet down.

I stood stiffly before the closed door, fighting the urge to tuck tail and run. My heart pounded so hard, my temples drummed, and my palms had long since turned clammy with cold sweat.

There was another long pause as I imagined Jane peering through the peephole, hoping I would go away. Instead, the door cracked open before swinging out wide, revealing a wide-eyed Jane standing in her entryway, gazing at me as if she’d seen a ghost. A golden retriever appeared by her side, sitting on her haunches, staring at me as her tail wagged excitedly.

I forced a smile and offered Jane a slight nod. “Hi Janie. It’s been a while.”

Jane’s chin quivered, and her eyes welled with tears. Her brown hair was up in a makeshift bun while loose strands settled about her face and neck. She wore a baby blue terrycloth bathrobe with what looked like flannel pajamas underneath. Her brown eyes were wide as saucers, gawking at me with disbelief. She looked like she was on the verge of speaking, when she rushed forward, wrapped her arms around my neck, and drew me into a tight hug.

Relief flooded through me, and I returned her hug, wrapping my arms around her back as I held her tight. Her body shook in my arms, trembling as she sobbed into my shoulder. Tears welled in my eyes as I held her tight. “I’m so sorry,” I said, voice cracking. “For everything”

Jane continued sobbing into my shoulder. She clung to me as if she was afraid I might vanish in a puff of smoke. The seconds ticked by before Jane pulled herself together enough to step back and meet my gaze. Tears streaked her cheeks and her eyes were rimmed red, but a smile tugged at her lips. “You’re such an asshole.”

I laughed and nodded. “I’m definitely an asshole.”

Jane gazed past me and eyed the RV sitting in her driveway. Her jaw dropped. “Is that the —”

“Thundercat? Yep.” I glanced back over my shoulder, and Daisy waved at us, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand.

“I can’t believe it still exists,” she said. “Who’s the gorgeous brunette? Either you kidnapped Selena Gomez, or she has an identical twin sister.”

“That’s Daisy,” I said. “It’s complicated.” I added before she could ask.

Jane gazed back at me and frowned. “What happened to Katie?”

“That’s even more complicated,” I said.

Jane shot me a withering look. “At least some things never change.”

I shook my head. “It’s not like that, Janie. I’m sober and Daisy isn’t a one-night stand.”

Her smile widened. “Oh, trust me, I can tell. You look….” She eyed me up and down, her expression turning mischievous. “Really fucking good. It’s no surprise you have a Victoria’s Secret model following you around.”

“Thanks… I think?” I let out a held breath and forced a smile.

“Now… why don’t you invite your girlfriend in? I’ll make some coffee and we can talk.”

I turned around and waved for Daisy to come in.

Daisy trotted up the driveway, all smiles. Tears still stained her cheeks, but her eyes sparkled with excitement. She stepped forward, held out her hand to shake, and introduced herself to Jane.

The three of us entered Jane’s cozy backwoods cottage, where she gave us a brief tour of the main living space. Jane made coffee while we traded pleasantries, sticking to the relative safety of surface conversation.

Jane invited us to sit down in her sun room surrounded with floor-to-ceiling windows. A back door led out onto a deck overlooking a valley sprawling with massive pine trees. Beyond the valley, a mountain rose from behind the tree line, its snow-capped peaks scraping a line of low-hanging clouds.

We had no sooner sat down than the muted cries of an infant came from deeper in the house.

“Shit,” Jane said. “I hoped she would sleep longer, eyeing the back of the house.”

I gawked at her, eyes wide. “You have a baby?”

Jane laughed. “You really should answer your email.”

Was she married? I glanced at her ring finger and found it empty. “Sorry. It’s been a rough year.”

Jane stood as if to get the baby. “I’ll be right back.”

“I could get her,” Daisy said. “What’s her name? I’m great with kids.”

Jane paused, gazing at Daisy as if unsure. “Really? You don’t mind? Her name is Lucy.”

“Not even a little,” Daisy said. “It will give you two a chance to catch up.”

I gave Daisy a grateful smile, and Jane nodded.

“If it’s not too much, there’s a diaper changing station near her bed. You can bring her to me after that, and I’ll feed her.”

“No problem,” Daisy said before she disappeared toward the back of the house.

Jane sank back into her rocking chair and smiled over at me. “Well… she’s a keeper. Try to do better this time?”

I grimaced and nodded. “I’m a work in progress.”

Jane rocked in her chair and picked up her coffee mug. “So… have you talked to Katie?”

“Hold on a second,” I said. “I still can’t get over that you have a kid. Who’s the father?”

Jane rolled her eyes. “Who do you think?”

I sat back and frowned. Should I know the father? “Uhhh… can you drop me a hint?”

She sighed with exasperation. “It’s Adam, you idiot.”

My jaw dropped. Adam was our band’s drummer and the next name on my list for the JD Summers apology tour. “You and Adam?” I scratched my head. “Were you two… you know… an item back in the day?”

“Yes,” she said. “Everyone knew. Even Chris knew.”

I sighed. “I was too wrapped up in myself to notice,” I said. “Forgive me?”

“Being high and drunk twenty-four-seven didn’t help either,” Jane said. “As far as forgiveness goes, there’s nothing to forgive. You’re sober and alive. That’s all I ever wanted.”

“Where’s Adam?” I asked, looking around as if he might pop out of the shadows.

“He’s touring with Nathan Holt’s band,” she said. “He’ll be back next week.”

“Wow.” I shook my head. “So… are you guys married?”

“Not yet,” she said. “But we are engaged.” She held up her ringless hand. “You caught me without my ring. And don’t even think about skipping out on our wedding.”

I chuckled and held up my hand to stop her. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t miss it. I promise.”

“Good,” she said before she sipped on her coffee and frowned. She peered back over her shoulder, then leaned forward conspiratorially. “What happened to you and Katie?” She whispered.

“I blew that up along with the rest of my life,” I said. “When my life cratered, I said some pretty awful things to her.”

She sighed. “I thought you would put a ring on Katie’s finger. She was perfect for you.”

I grimaced. “Jesus, Janie. Don’t you think I know that?”

Jane leaned forward in her rocking chair, gazing at me intently. “Have you apologized to Katie? If you’re doing an apology tour, she should have been your first stop. Katie was the one who hooked Adam up with Nathan Holt. She’s a great person and deserves better.”

“I know all this.” I sighed and leaned back into the couch, feeling beaten. “Is this what it’s like having a mom?”

Jane grinned. “Someone’s got to hold you accountable for your shit. Now… tell me where you met Daisy. I love her.”

I relaxed, soaking in the welcome change of topics. “I met her at the Sheridan Music Festival a couple of days ago.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “You haven’t lost your touch. She’s as stunning as she is kind.”

“There’s no touch,” I said. “We just… met. Right place, right time. You know how it goes.”

Jane sat back in the rocking chair. “No, love. I don’t know how it goes. I’ve always been a one man kind of gal.”

“And now you’re a mom,” I said. “Are you going back on tour?”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “That depends. Are you getting the band back together?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m done with music.”

“Awww… don’t say that. You have a gift.”

“It’s more like a curse,” I said. “A curse that will put me in an early grave.”

Jane leveled me with her gaze. “That’s bullshit. Music had nothing to do with your problems. In fact, it was the only thing that saved you.”

I gazed down into the murky depths of my coffee mug, unwilling to meet her gaze. “I’m scared, Janie. If I fuck up again….” My voice cracked as memories of Chris rose to the surface.

There was a long pause before Janie spoke. “Sweetie, you didn’t cause Chris’s accident,” she said, her voice oozing compassion.

I paused for a moment, pulling myself together before I raised my head to meet her gaze. “Yeah… he sent me a letter.”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “Did he now? How ironic. He sent me a letter too. It came two weeks ago. He explained what happened, and he also left me a letter to give to you.”

A surge of adrenaline swept through me, and heat washed over my face, and my head spun. “What? How?”

Jane shrugged. “He knew you better than anyone. Maybe he figured you would come here?”

“We’re back,” Daisy said, floating back into the room carrying an adorable baby girl propped in her arms. The baby gurgled happily, clenching a fistful of Daisy’s hair in her tiny little fist.

When Lucy saw her mother, the baby girl’s face lit up.

Jane swiveled and smiled up at her daughter. “There’s my Lucy-loo.” She held out her arms. “Come to mama, baby.”

Daisy handed over the baby to Jane and smiled in my direction. “What did I miss?”
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I
 sat back in the captain’s seat, my hands vibrating where I gripped the wheel while the Thundercat’s engine droned. Chris’s unopened envelope sat on the console beside me, taunting me, but it would have to wait until I parked and set up for the night. Thankfully, we were closing fast on the campground where I would finally crack open Chris’s letter and give it a proper read.

Daisy and I had stayed at Jane’s cottage far longer than I’d planned. Despite Jane’s relentless insistence that I get my ass back up on stage, we were having too much fun to leave.

Road construction had added to our long delay, and we were arriving at the campground long after I planned. Daisy offered to drive so I could read the letter, but she was as tired as me. Besides, it had been a long, emotionally charged day, and I wasn’t sure if I was up for another letter until I recharged my batteries.

I stole a quick gaze over my shoulder at Daisy, contemplating if I should wake her up and help with setting up the RV for the night.

Daisy curled up on the pseudo-sofa, fast asleep with a blanket covering her. She had tried to fight off sleep as long as she could until I insisted she go to bed. She refused to leave me for fear I would fall asleep at the wheel. We settled our difference by Daisy stretching out on the extremely uncomfortable, built-in, bench-style sofa she thought would allow her to stay awake. Somehow she had slept through it, anyway.

The Cat’s high beams lit up the billboard for the Sleepy Bear campground. With a bright yellow background and a giant smiling grizzly bear standing on its hind legs, it was hard to miss. I slowed the RV and turned into the entrance, following the big bear’s outstretched paw.

I came to a stop outside the campground’s main office. Unlike our last unplanned stop, this place was well lit, and there were plenty of other campers in the lot. I left the RV running and went inside while Daisy snoozed. After checking in, I returned a few minutes later and found Daisy hadn’t moved.

While I found our spot and hooked up the water and electric, her snooze fest continued. With all the chores done, I climbed inside the RV, closing and locking the door behind me. I stood over Daisy’s sleeping form and frowned. True to her word, she wasn’t snoring, but the woman slept like a rock. I gazed at Chris’s letter, still sitting on the console and debated between reading it now or waking up Daisy so she could go to bed.

I gazed down at Daisy, rubbing my chin. “You can’t be comfortable lying on that hard ass bench,” I said, mumbling to myself. “Let’s get you tucked in, and then I’ll read the letter.”

I knelt and slid my hands under Daisy’s legs and back before easily hoisting her off the bench and cradling her close.

Daisy let out a confused snort and her eyes fluttered half open. “Are we there? I’ll help you,” she said, voice groggy.

“We’re there, and it’s all done,” I said. “Let’s get you to bed.”

Daisy laced her arms around my neck and nuzzled in tight, burying her head between my neck and shoulder. “I’m so sleepy.”

That was the understatement of the year. I carried her into the bedroom, careful not to bang her head on the door frame. She was already breathing heavily with sleep before I gingerly laid her down on the bed.

I adjusted her blanket, making sure it covered her exposed feet, then leaned over her and kissed her on the forehead. “Sweet dreams, Daisy.”

I stood and turned to go, determined to read Chris’s letter, before I pulled out the bench and turned it into a sleeper sofa.

“Wait,” Daisy said from behind me.

I turned around and met her emerald green eyes, now wide open and staring up at me.

“Come here. I need to tell you something,” she said, her expression serious.

I came closer and knelt beside the bed until my gaze met hers at eye level. “What’s wrong?”

She stretched out her arms. “Closer.” Her serious expression faded, and a sweet smile curled her lips.

I grinned and inched closer until we met face to face. “Were you fake sleeping this whole time?”

Daisy giggled and laced her hands around the back of my neck, sliding her fingers into my shaggy hair while drawing me closer. “I want to tell you a secret.”

My stomach fluttered with a volley of butterflies and my pulse quickened at the implications I read in her eyes. But even I was smart enough to play along and not blow the moment. I came closer until her sweet, clean scent enveloped me, and I could practically taste her glossy, bubble-gum lips.

Daisy gently massaged the back of my head and pulled me closer. Her eyes danced as she searched my face. “The secret is that I have a giant crush on you.”

My head turned dizzy as a wave of pure need rippled through my body. Without thinking, I leaned in and kissed her plump, moist lips.

Daisy kissed me back, pulling me into her as she filled both of her hands with my shaggy brown hair. A feral hunger underpinned the initial softness of her sweet lips.

Her tongue flittered over my lower lip as her warm breath curled over my flared nostrils. Together, we parted our lips, flashing open our mouths before our tongues met, swirling together as easily and naturally as lifelong lovers made for each other.

We widened our mouths and deepened the kiss, our tongues hungry and probing. Daisy’s soft moans filled my mouth and a surge of adrenaline pumped through my veins, bringing instant life to my thickening cock.

My manhood stiffened and rose inside the tight confines of my briefs, hardening with each passing second until it bulged uncomfortably, straining the front of my button flies.

Her scent surrounded me, subtle tones of lavender mixed with a hint of warm vanilla. Her hands drifted over my shoulders and she slid her palms down my back until she reached the bottom of my t-shirt. She gave it an urgent tug and dragged it upward, only breaking our kiss long enough to guide the shirt over my head.

Daisy tossed the shirt aside and shifted under her blanket, pushing it off herself as she sat up and turned to fully face me. Her green eyes shimmered with unbridled lust, her expression hungry. Without a word, she raised her arms over her head and smiled at me playfully.

My stomach dipped, and my heart soared. Flashes of fervent desire strobed through the back of my brain, sending my libido into a nuclear meltdown. When was the last time I had sober sex? Had I ever? Raw lust coalesced in my loins, heating like a dormant volcano on the verge of eruption. Never had I experienced such a raw, unfiltered, animalistic need. The sensation was so unexpected and intoxicating it was like mother nature was handing out procreation cheat codes.

I hesitated for only a moment before I crawled onto the bed and sat before Daisy. Hands trembling, I reached out and grabbed the bottom of Daisy’s baggy sweatshirt. As I guided the sweatshirt over her flat tummy, my eyes met hers and my pulse hit the accelerator.

Daisy leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips before backing off and searching my face with her dewy green eyes. “I love the way you look at me,” she said, whispering as she brushed a lock of hair away from my face. “Now take off my top. I want to feel you against me.”

I pulled the sweatshirt higher until the bottom of the sweatshirt met resistance from the underside of her ample breasts. A brief tug cleared the blockade, and I watched as her bare breasts, full and springy, tumbled free. After maneuvering the sweatshirt over her head, I tossed it aside and drank Daisy in, feasting on her incredible rack with my ravenous gaze.

Her breasts were round, full and firm. They were easily D-cups and then some. Daisy tossed her long dark hair back over her shoulders, causing her tits to sway with the effort, moving in the subtle ways only all-natural breasts move. Stiff nipples capped her light brown, quarter-sized areolas, taking center stage. Her nipples tilted slightly upward, mounted atop her swaying carriage, adding to their semblance of unabashed perfection.

My face flushed hot, and I licked the dryness from my lips as I tried to steady my breathing. I had seen my fair share of breasts, but Daisy’s were God tier right up there with Katie’s.

Daisy watched me closely, wearing a look of extreme satisfaction. She cupped her breasts in her hands before pushing them up and together, forming a mouthwatering valley of deep cleavage. “You can touch them,” she said, her voice reassuring. “I won’t bite.”

My cock strobed in my jeans, pulsing and rock hard, begging for release. “It’s been a minute,” I said. “I’m a little nervous.”

Daisy released her tits, and they sprang back into place, jiggling slightly before finding their natural center. She tossed aside the blanket still covering her feet, and rose to her knees, eyeing my muscled chest like a predatory lioness. “It’s okay, baby.” She leaned forward slightly and kissed me with her glossy pink lips. “We have all the time in the world.” She backed off slightly, gazed down at my bare torso, and caressed my chest, drawing a circle around my nipple with her index finger.

A shiver of ecstasy unleashed a field of goosebumps that rose across my chest. My breaths turned shallow and husky, and I locked my gaze on her incredible rack. Tentatively, I reached out and cupped her tits, one in each hand, my inside melting at their soft, malleable warmth. They felt heavy in my grip, firm but springy. Her nipples stiffened against my palms, thickening as her breathing turned labored and her eyes glazed over with lust.

I wasn’t alone. As I fondled Daisy’s breasts, goosebumps rose across Daisy’s chest. She ran her hands over my chest then lower, caressing my six-pack abs before she reached the button securing my jeans. As she popped open my jeans, she leaned forward and found my lips with hers, parting her lips before our tongues swam together.

As pre-cum oozed from my swollen tip, my cock pulsed painfully inside my cramped briefs. This was easily the most erotic experience of my life, no doubt fueled by my sobriety and our electric, emotionally charged connection. Had I known sex would have been so intense, I would have given up the bottle long ago.

Hungry need rose inside of me, seeking satiation after years of neglect. The sudden, stratospheric rise of such heavy emotions appealed to the addict side of my brain, wanting more.

I kneaded Daisy’s heavy tits, squeezing them softly as my fingers tumbled over her stiff, rubbery nipples. As Daisy lowered my zipper, our kissing intensified, but in my current sitting position, she couldn’t completely unzip me.

I broke off the kiss and drew back. She eyed me impatiently, wearing a look of frustration. But that expression turned when I palmed her backside in both hands and effortlessly hoisted her off the bed.

As I laid her out diagonally across the queen-sized mattress, Daisy’s eyes widened as her lips turned up in a slight smile.

She drank me in, gliding her palms over my pectoral muscles before her gaze fixed on the mammoth bulge in my jeans. Her dark hair splayed out around her like a halo, and her tits wobbled atop her chest, round and springy, with her thick nipples pointing skyward, as if daring me to latch onto them.

I crawled between her parted legs and hooked my thumbs inside the waistband of her shorts before peeling them off, revealing her bare pussy, glistening with wetness. A diamond piercing rose with her navel in time with her rapid breaths, highlighting her flat tummy. Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession, and her tits jiggled slightly as she helped me worm her way out of her shorts. Daisy licked her lips and parted her legs as if welcoming me home.

That Daisy went commando didn’t surprise me. We had yet to hit up a clothing store, and it wasn’t like I had a washing machine in the RV. It was more than a welcome surprise.

The faintest hint of dark stubble sprouted from her mons. Daisy’s slit appeared almost seamlessly tight, with the faintest hint of her pink labia visible. A thin sheen of her juices glistened under the dim bedside light, and my breath caught in my throat as I caught myself gawking at her angelic form.

Her body was immaculate. Faint tan lines crisscrossed her breasts, playing against her natural, golden-toned skin. Deeper tan lines appeared around her mid-section, marking off the creamy flesh normally hidden beneath her bikini bottoms.

Daisy’s eyes twinkled playfully as she looked up at me. “You look ready to devour me,” she said, before giggling.

A wry smile crept across my face. “That’s the plan. Do you have a problem with it?”

“You won’t get any arguments from this girl.” She giggled again before leering at my cock. “So long as I’m not the only one naked.”

I sat back on my knees and lowered my zipper, finishing the job Daisy started. As I caught her intense gaze, my stomach flip-flopped with nervous energy. “And here I thought you were sleepy.”

Daisy grabbed a pillow and slid it beneath her head and neck, as if making sure she had a good view. “I’ve been patiently waiting to jump your bones.” Her gaze hovered on my cock, her eyes smoldering. “Now… be a good boy and strip.” A broad grin split her face, leaving her eyes twinkling with amusement.

I frowned at her. “Bossy much?”

Daisy giggled harder and rubbed my thigh with her bare foot. “Pretty please with an orgasm on top?”

“Well… since you asked nicely.” I pushed my jeans over my hips, taking my briefs with them. My rigid cock sprang free, and a feeling of relief flooded me. It wobbled from side-to-side, jutting outward, the tip glistening with pre-cum.

Daisy’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. “O…M…G. You’re hung like a rhino.”

I laughed and sat back on the bed long enough to pull my jeans off and toss them aside before quickly adding my socks to the pile, leaving me as naked as Daisy. When I sat back up on my knees, Daisy pushed herself to a seated position and eyed my cock as it swayed invitingly before her, leaving the stunning brunette enraptured.

Her tits swayed, mashing together as she maneuvered for position. The image sent a wave of lust washing through me, and my cock kicked upward, rapidly pulsing before swaying from side-to-side.

“God, baby. It has a mind of its own.” She gazed up at me, clearly pleased, before she reached out and wrapped her warm fingers around my swollen shaft. “You are rock fucking hard.”

Her touch was electric, sending a pleasure wave rippling up and down my body, curling my toes. “It’s been a while,” I said. The words came out in a breathy rush as I tried to contain myself.

“How long?” Daisy frowned up at me as she nonchalantly stroked my cock.

“Over a year,” I said. “Since my ex.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? There’s been no one?” She couldn’t hide the excitement in her voice.

I shook my head. “The gun’s loaded and the safety’s off.”

Daisy giggled and returned her attention to my cock. She gently squeezed my shaft, forcing a dollop of pre-cum onto my swollen knob. “So… you’ve been flying solo, so to speak.” She leaned forward and eyed my manhood as she held out her tongue and licked my tip, taking the pre-cum with her.

I assume she meant masturbation. While I had cranked the engine once or twice during the preceding months, it wasn’t a frequent occurrence. My sobriety had consumed me. “I haven’t boarded a plane in many moons,” I said, answering her innuendo with my own.

Daisy grinned up at me and inched forward. “You must be ready to explode.” She wrapped her lips around my tip and gently sucked, milking the pre-cum into her mouth as she continued stroking my shaft.

The sensation was all-consuming, and my head spun, delirious with desire. My knees wobbled, weak and rubbery, and my breaths came in ragged pulls.

Daisy suctioned my tip a few seconds longer, like she was drinking from a straw before she came away with a loud smack. She stroked my shaft and licked her lips as she gazed up at me. “Not only is the safety off, but the owner is trigger-happy. I can feel your cock kick inside my mouth. Baby, you’re ready to blow your stack. As much as I want to suck your big, beefy cock, and believe me, I could suck you dry for hours on end. But right now, I need this monster inside me like yesterday.”

Daisy released my cock and leaned back onto the bed, once again reclining into the pillow. She parted her legs slightly and presented me with her pretty little pussy like a present. “Do you mind if we skip the foreplay just this once?”

Had I died and gone to sex heaven? Was this fate’s way of rewarding me for keeping on the straight and narrow? My legs trembled as I crept forward on my knees, moving between Daisy’s parted legs. My heart beat so hard and fast, my cock throbbed in time with the rhythm. “This may not be my finest hour,” I said.

“It’s okay, baby,” she said, her voice reassuring. “When you need to blow, let it all out.”

I smiled and nodded before leaning forward and hovered over her, propping myself up with one arm. My free hand grabbed my cock, and I pressed my hips forward until my sensitive tip, met her warm, silky pussy lips. I groaned with pleasure as goosebumps rose across my flesh, spreading like wildfire.

“Mmmm… yes, baby,” Daisy said. She cooed with pleasure as she rolled her hips, helping me work my knob deep in the wet, pillowy depths of her pretty pink labia.

My tip tripped over her entrance, sinking in as a shudder rippled across my body. “Fuck,” I said, hissing as I sucked in a sharp, shallow breath.

“That’s it baby,” Daisy said. Her words came out wispy and flush, oozing with sexual tension. She curled her ankles around my shins and drew me down, as if willing me to sink my cock into her buttery depths. “Stop teasing me already.”

It was less teasing and more about me bracing myself for an unfamiliar experience. I felt like a virgin who managed to score with the prom queen. With a shaky hand, I guided my tip inside Daisy’s entrance and groaned, savoring her tightness as her wall muscles clenched and flexed around my encroaching cock.

“God, baby…. fuck… don’t stop.” Daisy sucked a sharp breath and gripped my shoulders, sinking her fingernails into my muscled flesh. As I sank halfway in, Daisy’s body tightened, and her tummy quivered. “Oh, JD… you’re stretching me out so fucking good.” She locked her legs around mine and her body trembled as I paused, leaving my cock half buried inside her tight pussy.

My cock pulsed, and an urgent need to come swept over me. None of my old, medicated sexual experiences prepared for this moment of… feeling everything. “God….” I sucked in a sharp breath and held on. I paused for another longer moment, then lowered myself until Daisy’s hard nipples raked my chest and the heat from her body washed over me. There was no retreat from her overwhelming sexuality. She was everywhere with her scent, her touch, and her Playboy body.

Daisy coiled her legs around mine and drew me in, forcing my cock deeper as she tightened her legs around my upper thighs. Her soft moans filled my ear, and her warm breath curled down my neck, sending chills crisscrossing my body. “God… you are filling me right the fuck up.” She ran her fingers through my hair and found my ear with her lips, twining her tongue inside while her pussy pulsed around my cock.

As I slid deep inside her, Daisy clamped down on my cock, sealing me in tight. My manhood pulsed against her tight walls, thumping and throbbing as I held on using the force of sheer willpower alone, praying away the orgasm pounding the inside of my brain. My head swam with her scent while sharp chills from her relentless tongue rifled down my neck.

I grabbed a handful of Daisy’s springy tit and filled my palm, savoring the sensation of her nipple hardening against my skin. I hadn’t started fucking her and there I was, ready to unleash the motherlode directly into her womb.

Daisy moved her hips, working my cock in and out of her pussy, slowly fucking me as she latched her lips onto a spot high on my neck and began sucking like a teenager in heat.

I matched her rhythm, grinding my hips to meet her steady tempo. My cock plunged into her depths, meeting tight resistance the deeper I probed. In and out I stroked, my cock slick with her juices, while her heavy moans reverberated in my ears.

Daisy’s hands roamed my shoulders and slid down my back before her palms settled on my ass. She squeezed my cheeks and pushed me deep, tightening her legs around my waist while her lips and tongue flashed up my neck, her warm breath tickling my ear.

The bedsprings lurched, squeaking under the weight of our erotic onslaught. My groans mingled with Daisy’s stiff, mewling grunts. In unison, we moved faster, our skin clapping while the bedsprings squealed their singsong chant, turning an octave higher as the mattress thumped against the old, wooden headboard.

As the minutes ticked by, Daisy’s juices flowed and my white-hot cock pulsed inside her tight pussy, expanding as she clamped down with her muscles. My head swam with hazy lust and the urgent need to come thumped on my consciousness like a bass drum.

I propped myself up on my hands, pinning my arms on either side of Daisy’s shoulders as I watched as my cock stroked her pussy, blurring with motion, in and out like a hot piston, driving a high-octane engine.

Daisy’s tits rolled atop her chest, making perfect round circles before gently clapping together in the middle. Her thick nipples towered above her puffy, quarter-sized areolas and a light sheen of sweat covered her chest and tummy. She gripped the back of my arms, driving her fingertips into my bulging triceps, swiveling her hips, taking me hard and deep.

Daisy’s green eyes were awash with dull lust, and her jaw hung open while she heaved for breath. Without warning, she arched her back, stiffened and groaned. Her body vibrated and her pussy clamped down tight on my shaft, convulsing with orgasmic micro-bursts. She locked her ankles behind my back, pinning me inside her powerful legs, squeezing my midsection, and forcing my cock in to the root. “Baby, come inside me,” she said. Her voice came out in a breathy rush.

“What if you get pregnant?” I asked her, not trying to ruin the moment, but the concern was real, and I was moments away from igniting a firestorm into her womb.

But she was too far gone to answer coherently. Her chest heaved and her tummy undulated as her breaths came in short, ragged pulls. Daisy reached for me, drawing her legs tighter and pulling me impossibly deeper.

The heat, tightness and the look of pure, feral need in Daisy’s eyes destroyed the last vestige of my willpower. I let my mind go and a massive, year-in-the-making orgasm hit me like a wrecking ball. A sudden, surging influx of pleasure swept through my body, releasing a powder keg of adrenaline. My cock rapidly pulsed, and a wash of hot cum rushed up my shaft and blasted Daisy’s womb with the force of a broken water main. Ribbons of virulent cum, flowed from my balls, gushing deep inside the sultry brunette as my mind tweaked under an onslaught of orgasmic bliss.

Daisy locked her arms around my neck and drew me in tight. She latched onto my neck with her lips and sucked as she swiveled her hips, milking the cum from my still-pumping cock. As she whispered, her warm breath tickled my inner ear. “I can feel you gushing inside me.”

The orgasm stretched out while I pumped load after load, my desire fueled by Daisy’s stiff grunts and my rapidly pulsing cock. Finally, as my orgasm crested and came down the other side, I let out a breath and my body uncoiled. I let myself relax atop her, sucking in deep, cleansing breaths.

“That’s it, baby,” she said, whispering softly as she kissed my neck and ear. “Give me every drop.”

With my cock still buried inside her, it pulsed with aftershocks, oozing rivulets of milky cum into her depths. For both our sakes, I sincerely hoped she was on some form of birth control. I brought my face even with hers and leaned in before kissing her tenderly. “You’ve brought out a side of me I didn’t know existed.”

Daisy’s eyes sparkled, and she wrapped her arms around me, kissing, and probing my mouth with her bubble-gum tongue. Several minutes elapsed before she came up for breath. “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t worry. I have an IUD. We’re covered.”

Internally, I let out a sigh of relief. “That’s good, because I left you with a giant mess, and I wouldn’t trust any pack of condoms we might find in here.”

Daisy smiled, then studied my face, her eyes roaming as if memorizing every line. “Just so you know, I’m not promiscuous.”

“I never said —”

She placed her finger to my lips, cutting me off. “I talk a big game, but I’ve only ever been with three partners… including you.”

I held her gaze for a moment before I spoke. “You don’t owe me your sexually history. God knows you don’t want to hear mine.”

Daisy shrugged. “We’ve only known each other a couple of days. I didn’t want you to get the impression I did this every week.” Her lips turned up in a sweet smile as she pushed a lock of hair away from my eye. “I feel drawn to you in a way I’ve never felt with anyone before. It’s….”

“Intense,” I said, finishing her thought.

“Exactly,” she said. “The chemistry between us really caught me by surprise.”

“Me too,” I said. “Although that was my first sexual encounter where I was completely clean and sober, so my base line is a bit skewed.”

Daisy’s eyebrows rose. “You haven’t been with anyone in…?” She frowned, giving me a questioning look.

“Over a year,” I said. “Since I broke it off with my ex.”

“That would be Katie,” Daisy said and winced. “Sorry… I overheard a piece of your conversation with Jane.”

“It’s okay,” I said and kissed her nose, then her lips. “It was a small house. Besides, I don’t have any secrets.” It was true I didn’t have any secrets. However, it didn’t feel right discussing Katie with my cock buried inside another woman.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about her,” Daisy said.

Her tone and some kernel in her voice told me she very much wanted to discuss Katie. “It’s fine,” I said and pushed myself up, taking my weight off Daisy while I gazed down the length of our bodies. “I’m almost afraid to see how much comes out of you.”

Daisy grinned. “That was a massive load. I hope you’re not spent.”

“Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be right as rain,” I said as I slid my cock from her pussy. My cock slipped through her warm, smooth pussy and a rush of sensation fluttered through my body. As I withdrew, I sucked in a sharp breath and sat back on my knees. I gazed between the tip of my cock and Daisy’s pussy.

A thick string of white cum dangled from my tip, swaying precariously over the mattress. Daisy’s pussy was in even worse shape, giving new meaning to the term cream pie. A thick pearl of cum nestled in her hole, while a sticky white line of jizz clung to her inner thigh as it made its way toward her ass crack.

“We’ll have to change the sheets,” I said.

Daisy pushed herself up on her elbows and gazed down between her legs, wearing a radiant smile. “At least we don’t have to dance around this sexual tension anymore. Now I can fuck you whenever I want.” She glanced up at me, grinning from ear to ear.

I left the room long enough to collect a towel, using it to clean Daisy, me and the bed.

“Don’t strip the sheets just yet,” Daisy said. “There’s no sense in dirtying up another set.”

I tossed the towel aside and grinned. “You’re the boss.” I climbed into bed beside her and stretched out on the dry side.

Daisy cut the distance between us, tossing her leg over my mid-section and resting her calf on my deflated cock. She ran her fingertips over my muscled chest and nestled her head into the crook of my arm. With a contented sigh, she settled into place. “We should spend the entire summer driving across the country. Just you, me and this old RV.”

“You’ve got a future writing country music lyrics,” I said, causing Daisy to giggle.

Daisy nuzzled in tight and kissed me high on the side of my neck before she pulled back and froze. “Uh, oh.”

I gazed over at her, frowning. “Uh, oh? What uh, oh?”

Daisy giggled again and touched my neck. “I’ve marked you as my property.”

My jaw dropped. “You gave me a hickey?”

She giggled again, nodding. “Sorry. I got carried away. We can stop at the drugstore, and I’ll buy some concealer.”

I sighed and laid back. “It’s okay. I’m sure I’ll have an entire collection soon enough.”

She leaned in and kissed the red mark sprouting on my neck. “It’s cute.”

“Don’t let my girlfriend see,” I said. “She is a real hothead.”

Daisy giggled and slapped me playfully on the chest. “I told you… I wouldn’t have left you stranded. I get a little jealous, is all.”

I chuckled and wrapped my arm around her, cupping her ass in my palm as I pulled her in tight. We lay together in comfortable silence. I glided my fingers through Daisy’s midnight black hair while she traced tiny circles on my chest with her index finger.

It was Daisy who broke the silence first. “Do you still love her?”

My stomach dipped with a flash of butterflies, and I momentarily froze, unsure of how to respond. Clearly, Katie was weighing heavily on Daisy’s mind, and I wanted to be as upfront as possible without spilling all the gory details. Trading in the world of secrets and lies had not served me well. “I said things to Katie that I can never walk back.”

Daisy flattened her palm against my chest and sighed. “That’s not an answer,” Daisy said. “Or maybe it is if you spell it out for me. You’ve seen my jealous streak. If you’re still hung up on her, I want to know if this is just a fling between us or if it could grow into something deeper.”

I winced. “Sorry. Let me explain.” I sucked in a cleansing breath and exhaled. “The relationship Katie and I had was toxic. Not on her part, but on mine. She stayed with me long after what most would consider healthy. Do I love her? Yes. A part of me will never stop loving her. But, I’m not sure if that love is something I’ve romanticized or if it’s real. When I look back, I was loaded for most of our key moments, so I’m not sure if we really knew each other all that well. I was broken, and she enjoyed fixing broken things. Would she love me now? I can’t answer that. Just like I can’t answer your question with any amount of certainty. I love who Katie was and what she tried to do for me. I hold a mortgage on the guilt and shame left in the wake of our broken relationship. All that said, I wouldn’t trade this moment with you for anything or anyone who came before. If my recovery has taught me anything, I should stay in the present and appreciate every moment as they come.” Daisy gazed up at me, her eyes glimmering. “I don’t consider this a fling. I don’t have flings. Not anymore. What I’m feeling right now for you is very new, very raw, but brimming with possibility. Does that answer your question?”

Daisy remained quiet for a long time, slowly stroking my chest as she took in my words. Finally, she turned her head and kissed me on my burgeoning hickey. “Thank you.” She sighed contentedly while her hand wandered over my abs, moving lower until her fingertips brushed over my tip.

I continued stroking her hair while a surge of longing awakened my cock from its brief slumber. My gaze drifted to Daisy’s firm, full breast pressed into my ribcage while I savored the sensation of her nipple hardening against my skin.

She shifted her leg slightly lower and cradled my cock in her hand, gently stroking me as her lips wandered up my neck and towards my ear.

My breathing turned shallow, and my cock hardened. I squeezed her ass tight while my cock throbbed and expanded inside her loose grip.

Wordlessly, Daisy rose from my side and slid atop me, straddling me as she gazed down into my eyes. Her long, dark hair spilled over her shoulders and tumbled over my chest.

I had never seen a woman more beautiful in all my life, and desire spread through my loins, shifting my cock until it rested just inside her ass crack. It pulsed, hardening by the moment. I reached up and cupped one of Daisy’s swaying breasts in my palm while she planted her hand on my chest.

Pushing slightly off the mattress, Daisy reached back between her legs, found my cock, and guided it inside her slippery entrance.





Chapter 16
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D
 espite marathon sex that extended well into the night, I woke early the next morning. As Daisy slumbered beside me, Chris’s letter weighed heavy on my mind. Before the sun rose, I crept from the bed, stole a quick shower, pinned a note to my pillow so Daisy wouldn’t freak out, then went outside and gathered wood for a fire.

Thirty minutes later, a fire blazed in a makeshift fire pit I hastily constructed beside the RV. I prepped the fire with a metal rack I used for cooking and, in this case, brewing coffee. I set out a couple of nylon bag chairs and retrieved the coffeepot from the cooking rack, preparing to read Chris’s letter.

I had lived so long in the woods that sometimes reverting to nature seemed easier than using modern appliances. Besides, I enjoyed staying busy by working with my hands. The distraction helped with the non-stop song ideas that played through my mind on repeat. After last night, it was like my mind had tapped into an unmined vein of creativity. Being with Daisy had resurrected my desire to create musical art. It was a piece of me I thought had died with Chris. It turned out my inner music man was merely hibernating. Now he was back to pester me until I gave in.

A huge part of me wanted to grab the guitar I had stashed away in the storage compartment under the RV and put some of these ideas down on paper. I felt a spark for life that I hadn’t in a very long time. Maybe I could sing again without tanking my sobriety? Was it worth the risk? Things were going great. Why ruin everything now?

I gazed over at the thermos containing Chris’s ashes and the unopened letter resting atop it. The sun had risen over the eastern tree line and there was more than enough light to read the letter. It was time.

I poured two mugs of coffee, intending to take one inside to Daisy, when I heard the shower kick on in the RV. A moment later, the bathroom window creaked open. When I turned, I gazed up at Daisy’s smiling face, peering down at me through the weathered screen.

“That coffee smells amazing,” she said. “I’m gonna take a quick shower, and then I’ll be out. I’d ask you to join me but….” She stole a quick glance over her shoulder before returning her attention to me. “There’s no way the two of us can fit in this tiny stall.”

I grinned. “Is that a challenge?”

“No, baby. It’s a fact.” Daisy grinned back at me. “Believe me, I’m all for shower sex, but unless you’re a magician, we’re out of luck.”

“Take your time,” I said. “I’ll make you my famous open fire omelet when you come out.”

Her smile widened. “Yum. I’ll be right there.” She disappeared from the window but left it open.

I glanced over at the letter and sighed. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll read you. I swear.”

As I stood, prepared to put the coffeepot back on the fire, the sound of music carried through the open bathroom window. I cocked my ear and frowned. It was my long dormant Bluetooth speaker coming to life. I recognized the song. It was Taylor Swift’s Blank Space
 . I grinned and shook my head. Was Daisy a Taylor Swift fan or was she trying to send me a message?

The sounds of Daisy’s singing voice followed as she belted out the lyrics.


Nice to meet you, where you been?



I could show you incredible things



Magic, madness, heaven, sin



Saw you there and I thought



Oh, my God, look at that face



You look like my next mistake



Love’s a game, wanna play?


I would have laughed, but the sound of her voice stopped me in my tracks. She was amazing. Maybe even better than Taylor Swift. Where had she learned to sing like that? I turned around to fully face the window and gawked as she sang the chorus.


So it’s gonna be forever



Or it’s gonna go down in flames



You can tell me when it’s over,



If the high was worth the pain



Got a long list of ex-lovers



They’ll tell you I’m insane



‘Cause you know I love the players



And you love the game


The sounds of sloshing water mixed with Daisy’s voice, drowning her out slightly. But, my God, the woman had a gift. Why the hell wasn’t she singing for a living?

After a minute of standing there listening to her completely gobsmacked, I’d forgotten about the coffeepot in my hand and nearly dropped it as the pot tilted forward and some of its contents sloshed out.

“Shit.” I danced sideways, dodging the scalding brew as I brought it level and saved the rest from disaster.

Daisy continued crooning while I placed the pot back on the rack, grabbed the envelope containing Chris’s letter, and sat down in one of the bag chairs around the campfire.

The morning air was crisp and cool, with a gentle breeze rustling the branches of a nearby cluster of pine trees. A hint of fresh pine carried on the breeze, and the day looked promising. If nothing went wrong, we would be at Old Faithful by the afternoon before turning around and heading back to Denver.

My coffee mug was half empty by the time Daisy bounced out of the RV, her hair damp and her smile bright. She eyed the coffee greedily and picked up her mug, where I’d left it warming on the edge of the open rack.

She brought the mug up to her nose and inhaled the aromatic scent. “Nothing beats campfire coffee.” She took a sip and smacked her lips as if in satisfaction before turning to face me.

I gazed up at her, my jaw hanging open, wondering if she would call herself out for her shower stall performance. Or would she make me ask?

Daisy’s smile turned to a confused frown. “Baby, why are you looking at me like that?”

I set down my coffee mug and eyed her with exasperation. “Apparently, I’m traveling with an honest to God pop star. When were you planning to enlighten me?”

Daisy rolled her eyes and sipped her coffee. “Please. I was singing in the shower, so what? Doesn’t everyone?”

“Everyone might sing, but only a handful of people on the planet have pipes like yours. Don’t give me some bullshit line that I’m exaggerating. Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”

“I sing when I’m happy,” she said. “It just kind of comes out on its own.”

“Setting the lyrics of that song aside for a second, why aren’t you singing professionally?”

Daisy giggled. “Did you like that? I wondered if you’d get the joke. Personally, I don’t think we’re going down in flames.”

“You are nitroglycerin hastily sealed in a brittle bottle. You should come with a warning label - handle carefully or get blown to smithereens.”

Daisy chuckled and cradled her mug as she crossed between me and the fire. “You just had a bad first impression.” She grabbed the bag chair next to me, moving it as close as she could to me before sitting down with her coffee and curling her feet beneath her. Finally, she turned to face me. “Besides, I make life more interesting. Do you want to date a doormat?”

“Don’t dodge the question about your voice. Tell me what’s going on. You didn’t just wake up one day and discover you could sing. The skill you have takes not only natural talent but a lot of practice.”

“Okay, maybe I’ve had a few voice lessons,” she said. “But I’m not making a living from it.”

I gaped at her, too astonished to speak. “Why not?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” she said.

“That’s hardly a fair comparison,” I said. “For me, music leads to drinking. I’m fresh out of second chances.”

“Bullshit,” she murmured under her breath as she sipped on her coffee, trying to play it off.

I laughed out loud and nudged her sideways with my shoulder. “Excuse me?”

She turned and gave me a withering stare. “I’ve only known you a few days, but either you’ve lost your joy for music or you’re doing a good job of stuffing it away in a closet.”

“I love music,” I said. “It’s in my blood. Every second I’m away from it feels like death. But I hurt people I love when I sing. They are more important than my art.”

“Playing your guitar around the campfire won’t kill me,” she said. “Do you have lasers that shoot out of it or something? Or maybe your singing will make my ears bleed?”

I laughed. “No lasers and no sonic death skill.”

Daisy grinned. “Let me ask you, when you play music, does it make you happy?”

A surge of emotion welled in my chest. “Nothing makes me happier.”

She stretched out her arms and gazed around the empty clearing. “There’s no one here but you and me,” she said. “And I don’t even like the taste of alcohol. If you want to sing, sing. I would love to hear you.” She reached out and grabbed my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “JD, the world won’t crack if you sing. I promise.”

I held her gaze for a long moment without speaking. Could I pick up a guitar and sing? What if I started small and kept it between Daisy and me? Could I trust myself to rein it in? I wasn’t sure. The last year changed me, but did I have the strength to steal music from my inner demons? They had a tight hold and surely would use it to lure me back in. I let out a heavy sigh, smiled at Daisy, and shook my head. “How did you turn this around and make it about me?”

Daisy shrugged. “Call it a gift.” She leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips before inching backward and holding my gaze. “I….” She paused a moment and her eyes flickered with uncertainty.

I waited for her to speak, but the moment passed, and she sat back, averting her gaze.

“You what?” I asked, prodding her.

“Nothing,” she said and turned her gaze back on me. “It’s too soon. Okay?”

There was no sense in pushing her. She had a temper, and with our relationship so fresh, I didn’t feel it was the right moment to tighten the screws and force her to cough up whatever it was she was holding back. “What about you?”

Daisy sat back and sipped her coffee. “What about me?”

“Why aren’t you singing for people? You know, as in a career?”

She sighed and set aside her coffee. “I have massive stage fright. Okay?”

I sat back, laughing. “Daisy, there isn’t a performer alive who doesn’t have stage fright. I have stage fright.”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

“Then enlighten me.”

She sighed and turned her gaze away from me, staring into the fire for a moment as if internally deciding something. Finally, she nodded and looked up, meeting my gaze. “In the eighth grade, I was a finalist for a regional talent contest in Colorado. I was going up against some of the most amazing young performers in the west and it got in my head. When I walked up on stage and stared out at the audience, I froze. I couldn’t remember any of my lyrics or even what song I was supposed to sing. It was horrible. So, I walked offstage to the sound of deafening silence only to find my mother, waiting for me. She berated me and screamed at me to get back out there.” Daisy’s eyes welled with tears and her chin quivered as if she were reliving the moment. “She said that she hadn’t spent all her money to get me where I was without it paying off for her.”

“Shit.” I leaned over and picked up Daisy’s hand. “I’m sorry. That really sucks. I think your mom and my dad have a lot in common.”

Daisy gave me a watery smile and squeezed my hand. “Ever since, I only sing when I’m really happy and feel safe. You make me feel like everything will be alright. So, it just kind of came out of me.”

I got up out of my chair and knelt before her before picking up her other hand and holding it tight. “That’s about the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about me.” I leaned in and kissed her, pressing my lips softly against hers. I cupped both of her cheeks in my palms and kept kissing her. Our kiss lingered for a long moment before deepening and intensifying. Together, we parted our lips and our tongues met, tenderly, without the fire and flame from last night’s hookup. But that didn’t make the kiss any less intense. If anything, the moment carried the weight of intimacy I had never quite experienced. The sensation left me feeling open and vulnerable in a way the old me would have never condoned.

I backed off and, as I gazed into her big green eyes, shimmering with tears, my insides melted. “Fine,” I said. “I won’t push.” I stood and returned to my chair, taking a seat as I gazed over at her. “So long as you don’t push me, either.”

“Deal,” she said. Daisy’s next move surprised me. She popped off her chair long enough to slip onto my lap and curl up in my arms. She coiled her arm around my shoulders and gazed up at me. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “Oh, my.”

I frowned down at her as I slipped my arm around her waist and rested my palm high on her inner thigh. “What?”

Daisy giggled, stretched up and kissed me softly on the neck. “That’s quite the shiner I gave you. Sorry.”

“Oh… that. Right.” I touched the hickey on my neck and squeezed her inner thigh, tickling her until she burst out laughing. “Paybacks are hell.”

Daisy wriggled atop my lap, her tight ass slipping and sliding over my cock, causing it to swell and expand. “Stop tickling me,” she said, giggling and squirming until I stopped. She huffed for breath, then climbed higher on my lap before kissing the giant purple hickey on my neck. “I promise to make it up to you later.”

I gave her ass a not so hard swat and cupped her cheek in my palm. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Daisy relaxed against me and rested her head against my chest, letting out a contented sigh. “It’s so easy being with you. I can see why….”

Her voice trailed off, and I gazed down at her, waiting for her to finish her sentence. I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her tight. “You can see why? What?”

Daisy played with a button on my flannel shirt, staying quiet for a long time before she spoke again. “Sorry… I was about to say something stupid.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” I said.

She peered up at me, her eyes pleading. “Can we just let it go? It’s about your ex.”

“Katie? What about her?”

Daisy held my gaze, as if willing me to drop it, until I finally relented. “Fine.” I reached for Chris’s letter with my free hand. “It’s as good a time as any to read this letter. It’s been burning a hole in my pocket.”

Daisy snuggled on my lap, grinding her ass against my rising cock. “You still haven’t read it? I thought you read it last night?”

I gazed down at her, raising an eyebrow. “I was otherwise occupied.”

Daisy giggled. “Oh, yeah. I guess that makes sense.”

“But there’s no time like the present.” I moved to open the envelope and Daisy started to move as if she planned to climb off my lap.

I curled my arm around her waist and held her tight. “Where are you going?”

Daisy gazed back at me over her shoulder. “Giving you some privacy.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I want you to read it with me.”

Daisy furrowed her brow. “JD, are you sure?”

“Just come back here.” I guided Daisy back onto my lap and she didn’t resist.

She settled in tight, crossing her legs over mine as she nestled her head against my shoulder and gazed at the envelope as I opened it.

The letter was short and handwritten. I cleared my throat and read the words penned by Chris’s hand. “JD, if Jane gave you this version of the letter, it means you’re sober (yay!) but you’re not performing. If I was a betting man, the reason you’re not on stage is that you’re worried that performing caused your substance abuse problems. Am I right? Pause here and reflect?” I did as he asked and paused while Daisy giggled.

“God, he knows you so well,” she said.

I sighed. “I wonder how many versions he wrote?”

Daisy stretched her face up and kissed me low on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re reading this version.”

“Me too,” I said before I returned my attention to the letter and picked up where I left off. “You’re not an alcoholic because you sing, you’re an alcoholic because your brain processes alcohol differently than the rest of us. JD, did you know that after consuming one beer, your entire personality changed? Then again, since you’re still sober, you’ve probably figured that out along with a whole lot more. And since I knew that little factoid about you and I predicted this outcome for you, maybe you’ll willingly listen to another prognostication. If you stop performing, you’ll go back to the bottle. Full stop. Music is in your blood. It’s who you are and trying to suppress it will only lead to another tragedy. Pause here and let that sink in.”

I sighed heavily and gazed down at Daisy. “Are you and Chris conspiring against me from beyond the grave?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “No, baby. Your friend knew you better than anyone. Maybe you should take his advice?”

“For all I know, Chris may have written ten versions of this letter,” JD said. “That doesn’t make him Nostradamus.”

“Let’s see what else he has to say,” Daisy said.

I picked up the letter and read. “I only sent Jane two versions. Ask her.” I put the letter down and rolled my eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. He’s such an asshole.”

Daisy giggled and forced the letter back up. “Keep reading.”

I picked up where I left off. “The other letter was to congratulate you on your success with a set of instructions that aren’t pertinent here. The reason I didn’t write more than two letters was because if you had kept drinking, you’d be dead by now.”

This time I paused and stared at that sentence, letting it fully sink in.

Daisy nuzzled in tight and kissed me softly on the neck. “I’m glad you stopped when you did.”

I smiled at her and inhaled a deep, cleansing breath before I started reading. “Pick up the guitar. Start slow if you must, but for your sake, do it. I’m not asking you to do it for me. I’m asking you to do it to save your own life. Keep living. You’ve got your entire life in front of you. Sing. Dance. Love. Fornicate. Get married. Raise a family and show your children just how strong a man I know you are. You’ve put up a good fight so far. Why not take it a little father? Now comes your next task. Are you ready?”

I paused and took a deep breath. “I’ve been waiting for this.”

“We can read it later,” she said. “If it’s too much.”

“No. I made a promise to Chris. It’s time to keep it.” I picked up the letter and read on. “Do you remember a place called the Little Dipper in Boulder?”

“I know that place,” Daisy said, her voice excited.

I put down the letter and grinned at her. “It was the place Chris and I made our public debut. It has a special place in my heart.”

Daisy nuzzled closer and gazed at the letter with interest. “Keep reading.”

I cleared my throat and picked up the letter. “There is an open mic night there every Thursday. They’ve had it for years. I’m sure you remember.”

A sinking feeling crept into the pit of my stomach. I could already see where this was going. “First. I want you to spread more of my ashes outside under that giant, gaudy neon sign. Second, I want you to put on your big boys pants, pick up your guitar, and sing during open mic night.”

Daisy gasped and clutched my arm excitedly.

My stomach dipped and churned, and my head swam. I lowered the letter and sighed. “I… fuck me… why now? Doesn’t he know what this will do to me?”

“He knew you better than anyone,” Daisy said. “Trust him.”

“Daisy, it’s in a bar. Do you know how hard that will be?”

“I’ll be there with you,” she said. “I promise. Everything will be fine.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know if I can.”

Daisy frowned at the letter. “What else does he have to say?”

I picked up the letter and read what was left. “I know it’s hard. You do hard things. They make you grow. Buddy, if you aren’t singing, you’re dying. Don’t die. I’m in no hurry to see you. I love you. You’ve got this. Chris.”

As I read the last few sentences, my voice cracked, and my vision blurred with tears.

Daisy extracted the letter from my hand, carefully folded it, then returned it to the envelope before setting it aside. She shifted her weight on my lap until she straddled me face to face. She leaned forward and pulled me into a long, sweet embrace. After a minute passed, she pulled back and met my gaze. “For now, let’s forget about music, letters, and big life decisions. In fact, let’s forget everything except for seeing a giant geyser spew water into the air. Oh… and the fornication part of the letter. We should totally do that.”
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D
 aisy snoozed in the passenger seat beside me, sleeping off our all-nighter. I slowed the big RV and pulled the Thundercat into the outdoor mall’s sprawling, half-empty parking lot. We were less than an hour from Yellowstone Park and had more than enough time for a slight diversion. As much as I loved seeing Daisy go commando, I was tired of sharing my wardrobe with her. It was shopping time.

I guided the RV into an empty section near the back of the lot and braked to a stop.

Daisy shifted in her seat and sat up, squinting into the sunlight flooding the windshield. She peered around the parking lot, her expression confused. “Where are we?”

I killed the engine and turned to face her. “We are in the Towering Pines Outlet Mall,” I said. “It’s time to get you some clothes.”

Daisy shook her head. “No, baby. I want to see Old Faithful.”

She looked adorable, with her sleepy eyes and slightly disheveled hair. “There is plenty of time for us to see Old Faithful. I called ahead and rented a secluded camping spot for the night. We’re all set.”

She blinked and stared past me toward the mall in the distance. “What’s Fashion Time?”

I turned around and followed her gaze. “It’s a discount store filled with higher end clothing that didn’t sell.”

Daisy shrugged and yawned. “I could use some fresh underwear.”

“As much as it pains me to see you hide your private parts, I agree.”

Hand-in-hand, Daisy and I entered Fashion Time and went shopping. She dragged me around the women’s department, looking at clothes and asking my opinion on a wide variety of outfits, from summer dresses to casual shorts and t-shirts. They had a mountain of women’s underwear, but she wouldn’t let me look at those, informing me she would surprise me with her selections.

Eventually, she sent me to a chair positioned right outside the changing rooms. I passed the time surfing my phone while I considered messaging Savannah. She had been strangely silent for the past couple of days, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Part of me felt guilty for taking up with Daisy, and I was certain Savannah wouldn’t want me to feel that way. Still, the silence felt awkward. A short text couldn’t hurt anything, so I tuned up the creative juices and went into author mode.

I started and stopped a dozen messages, trying to figure out the best way to break the ice. They all came off as stupid, contrived, or both. Finally, I just settled for honesty.

Me: Hi, Savannah. I know you’re busy, but thought I’d drop you a line and let you know I’m thinking about you. I miss you.


A moment passed before the typing indicator lit up. Her message appeared a few seconds later.

Savannah: I was starting to worry that something happened to you. If you hadn’t messaged me today, I was going to hunt you down. I miss you too! How’s the trip going?


I paused for a moment, wondering how much to reveal. She already told me she didn’t want to know about other women. I opted for a part of the truth.

Me: I’m doing well. I decided on making a detour to Yellowstone before I jump through your brother’s next hoop. It’s a beautiful country.


Savannah: Awww… I wish I was there with you. Maybe we can take a long trip together when I’m done filming?


Life was turning very complicated, very quickly. How would Daisy react if she knew I was planning a trip with an A-List celebrity?

Me: Definitely. You can dazzle me with your survival skills.


Savannah: Is that a promise? Don’t play with me if you don’t mean it. When I say that I miss you, that’s an understatement. It’s too much to text, but let’s just say, I left my heart in Montana.


I gawked at the message, too stunned to compose a reply. She had hinted about turning up the heat on our next get together, but was she implying something more? I wasn’t prepared to choose between Daisy and Savannah. I was falling hard for Daisy, but Savannah was my rock. Visions of Savannah waiting for me to answer prompted me to reply.

Me: It’s a promise. When I visit you in LA, we will solidify our plans.


Savannah: YOU ARE COMING TO LA!!!!


I burst out laughing and smiled as I penned a reply.

Me: For a visit. I’m not promising to move there. I’ll know more after your brother is done sending me on this wild goose chase.


Savannah: I will show you everything!! Don’t even think about getting a hotel. You are staying with me!


I grimaced. How would I explain this to Daisy? She was already talking about spending the summer camping under the stars. For now, there was no use explaining anything. I would let things play out and see where Daisy and I stood in a week or two.

Me: Sounds perfect. I’ll reach out again very soon.


“Okay. I got you these to try on,” Daisy said.

I jumped, startled at Daisy’s voice and fumbled my phone, snapping my head upward while my heart rate shot into the stratosphere.

Daisy giggled. “Did I scare you?”

I gathered my phone and slipped it into my pocket. “Shit. I didn’t even hear you.”

Daisy raised a questioning eyebrow. “Did I catch you in the middle of texting your girlfriend or something?”

Heat blossomed in my cheeks, and I gaped at her as if she could read my mind. “No. I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Daisy laughed. “You are so cute when you’re flustered. Is she pretty? Maybe she could join us on the road?” She cocked her head sideways and smiled knowingly, her expression full of possibilities.

Was she into that sort of thing? I wasn’t a stranger to threesomes, but that was a lifetime ago. “It’s nothing like that.”

Daisy shrugged. “The offer stands.” She leaned over and kissed me full on the lips while she dumped a pile of clothes in my lap. “Try these on.” She stepped back and gazed down at me. She held another heap of outfits in her free hand.

“We came here for you,” I said. “You want me to try these on?”

“You need some new clothes,” Daisy said. “I think you’ll look handsome in these, but I want to see you in them before I decide.”

“What about you?” I asked, staring at the clothes piled high in her hand.

“I want to look for a few more things,” she said. “Get us a changing room and I’ll be right there.” Before I could answer, she turned and disappeared among the racks of clothes stretched out before me.

Was this the same woman who, two days ago, went into a jealous rage and tried to ditch me on the side of the road? Now she was offering up threesomes? What changed? Something didn’t add up.

And what was this business about getting us a changing room? Not that I minded. I stowed the clothes she brought me under my arm and entered the short hallway holding a handful of changing rooms. Of the six available stalls, only one was currently occupied. I took the last room on the left, hoping that might provide cover for whatever naughty games Daisy had in mind.

I entered the room, set down the clothes on the bench near the door before shutting and locking the door behind me. Thankfully, the stalls were all self-serve. A quick glance up didn’t reveal any obvious cameras or dark glass panels. Thoughts of pinning a naked Daisy to the wall while I plowed her hard and fast danced through my head. My cock stiffened, unfurling in my briefs as I kicked off my shoes and unbuttoned my jeans.

Daisy had thrown together a variety of pants, shirts, and shorts. Some were casual, while others were more dressy. I eyed a pair of new jeans while I pulled off my well-worn denims and set them aside.

A knock sounded on the dressing room door, and I turned to face it. “Daisy?”

“Let me in,” she said, whispering.

I quickly unlocked the door and opened it before Daisy slid inside, carrying a stack of clothes.

She eyed the bulge in my briefs and grinned sheepishly. “Were you thinking about me?”

“Something like that,” I said. “Did anyone see you come in here?”

She leveled me with a deadpan look. “Retail workers aren’t paid enough to give a shit what we do in here. As long as we don’t light the place on fire, we’re good.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What are we doing in here?”

Daisy placed her new clothes on the bench beside mine, then caressed the growing bulge in my briefs. “We’re trying on clothes. What do you think we’re doing?” She wore a devilish grin as she traced the outline of my shaft with her fingertip.

My cock shifted in my briefs, bulging and visibly expanding to Daisy’s utter delight. “If we’re trying on clothes, you’re overdressed.” I grabbed the bottom of Daisy’s baggy sweatshirt and guided it up her body and over her head.

Daisy’s big, round breasts tumbled into view, undaunted by a bra. Her nipples stiffened before my eyes and she licked her lips, eyeing my stiff cock with hungry eyes. She stepped closer and carefully unbuttoned my shirt, taking her time as she met my gaze. “I can’t be the only one topless.” She peeled away my shirt and let it drop to the floor before gliding her fingers across my hairless chest.

My head flashed with desire, and a sudden urge to take her consumed me. I reached up with one hand, filling my outstretched palm with her breast and squeezing softly, savoring the sensation of her hard nipple tugging against my skin. My cock throbbed, rock hard and pulsing where it remained, trapped inside my briefs.

I leaned down while Daisy rose on her tiptoes. Our lips met and parted, our tongues flashing together as we eagerly explored with plenty of slippery lips and breathy moans.

I cupped Daisy’s ass, drawing her toward me as we deepened the kiss. Her body heat radiated against my bare skin and her sweet, natural scent filled my nostrils. The tip of my stiff cock emerged from my waistband, throbbing as I kneaded her full, round breast.

Daisy shuddered in my arms and moaned in my mouth as she slipped her hand inside my briefs and cradled my throbbing manhood. She circled my shaft with her warm fingers, stroking up and down, caressing with her nimble fingers. She used her thumb to circle my glans, unleashing an avalanche of shivers that raced up and down my spine. All the while, she probed my mouth with her tongue, slipping and sliding, sucking my lips and tongue as if she couldn’t get enough.

I slipped my hand inside the back of her shorts and cupped her bare ass while my cock pulsed in her hand and Daisy’s sweet moans tickled my ears. I released her breast, letting it spring back into place before moving my hand over her shorts, deftly unbuttoning them.

We were five seconds away from me, pinning her to the wall and sliding my cock deep inside her, when she broke off the kiss and pulled back, gazing up at me, eyes frenzied with lust and nostrils flaring.

I gazed at her, confused. I started to speak when Daisy cut me off.

“Baby, I need to taste your cock. Please?” As she continued milking my manhood, her eyes pleaded with me as if I would actually stop her.

Even if we were caught, I was too far gone to care. “God… yes.”

Daisy smiled with satisfaction, hooked her thumbs in my briefs and peeled them off, letting them settle around my ankles. With her fingers still coiled around my shaft, Daisy sank to her knees and came face to face with my swaying anaconda. She smiled, her eyes twinkling, and she leaned forward, kissing my knob while she settled her gaze on me. “I was going to wait until later tonight, but….” She used the tip of her tongue to circle my glans while she leveled me with her sparkling green eyes. “I can’t stop thinking about your pretty cock.”

Pre-cum oozed from my tip, forming a glistening round bulb atop my tip. My cock kicked in her hand, twitching as Daisy expertly held it. My legs wobbled with a rush of adrenaline, and I stole a quick glance over my shoulder at the dressing room door. “We better hurry.” My voice came out raspy with lust.

“If you last longer than two minutes, I’ve lost my touch.” Daisy grinned up at me, her eyes shining with wickedness, before her tongue flickered over my knob and scooped up the expanding globe of clear cum. She kissed my tip and her warm breath rushed up my shaft, inducing a low moan from somewhere deep inside me.

As I drank in the scene, I reached down and rested my hands on Daisy’s shoulders. Her bubble-gum lips circled my swollen knob, and her tongue flickered over my tip. Silently, she went to work.

Daisy’s lips rode my shaft, coating it with a slick sheen of her glistening saliva. Errant strands of her raven hair floated over her face, leaving her eye bathed in shadow. She bobbed up and down on my manhood, her tongue roaming, slipping and sliding as her lips formed an airtight seal around my shaft. She inhaled long breaths through her nose and her tits, jiggled and swayed as her nipples stiffened.

“Fuck…,” I said as the word spilled into a full-throated moan. As pure pleasure wrapped me in its velvety embrace, my legs shook, and my cock bucked inside Daisy’s warm, wet mouth.

Her tongue fluttered under my shaft and floated up and around my tip. Her plump, soft lips rode my cock like a Hawaiian surf pro, riding the barrel of a North Shore wave at high tide. The sounds of heavy breathing, Daisy’s slurping tongue and her smacking lips seemed to carry the volume of a Kiss concert.

She bobbed up and down, taking me deeper as she continued her oral assault. Her lips rode lower, creeping down my shaft, inhaling my cock to the root. My tip slipped inside the back of her throat and waves of pleasure left my brain warped with a sudden and very intense need to come.

“Baby… I’m gonna burst,” I said as my head flashed and a torrent of cum raced up my balls.

Daisy pulled my cock expertly, positioning my tip on her lower lip, aiming my man cannon over the creamy contours of her perfect face.

With a grunt, a thick rope of pearly cum jettisoned from my cock, painting Daisy’s upper lip, nose, eye, and hair with my sticky white treasure. A second strand blasted her cheek and upper lip before Daisy grinned and held out her tongue, eyeing me as I gushed hot cum over her tongue and flooded her throat.

Daisy eyed me with satisfaction, milking the base of my shaft as she pumped what seemed like a never ending load onto her pretty pink tongue. As my orgasm waned, Daisy took my cock back in her mouth, sucking me dry as she continued, draining me of every drop.

My breaths came fast and ragged as my legs swayed beneath me. A slight sheen of sweat appeared on my chest, and I gazed down at Daisy’s face, watching in rapt fascination as my cum oozed down her cheek.

The sight was the single most erotic moment of my life. I reached out and ran my fingers through Daisy’s hair, pulling it back so I could get a good look at her face.

My stomach fluttered and dipped as the thought of my load coating her pristinely perfect face left me dizzy with a fresh wave of lust. My cock twitched in Daisy’s mouth and she gazed up at me, raising an eyebrow as if in disbelief.

She came off my cock with a loud slurp and peered up at me as she scooped the residual cum off her face and licked her fingers clean. “Baby, do you want to fuck me?” She giggled as she flattened my tip against her stretched out tongue.

“Yes,” I said, my chest heaving as my head spun with molten lust.

“What if you get me pregnant?” She grinned up at me as she fondling my cock, circling her lips with my swollen knob.

She told me she used an IUD? Was she playing with me now? Or had I spent all of last night pumping my seed into her fertile womb? Was she testing me to see how much I trusted her? “Take off your shorts and turn around,” I said. My voice came out far more authoritarian than I expected, but Daisy’s eyes seemed to melt under my unintentional command.

“Yes, daddy,” she said, making her voice sound soft and innocent. She stood and unbuttoned her shorts, letting them fall to the ground before she stepped out of them, turned around. She leaned against the changing room wall, using her elbows for support. Her body would make a Disney World ride blush with envy.

Daisy’s long dark hair tumbled over her shoulders, and she presented me with an ass straight out of a centerfold. She gazed back at me over her shoulder and furrowed her brow as if she’d been a naughty girl. “How’s this, daddy?”

“Spread your legs wider,” I said, leaning into the role play. I stepped up behind her, my cock steel hard and swaying like an uncaged beast. I nestled my shaft in her ass crack and pulled back slightly, letting my tip slide over her engorged pussy lips.

Daisy did as I asked, parting her legs and revealing the soft cleft of her pretty pink pussy. She bent over slightly, giving me a better angle for insertion as her hair tumbled forward and her big tits swayed invitingly from side to side.

“Good girl,” I said as I palmed her ass cheek, caressing it softly as I lined my cock up with her entrance and sank deep inside her with one swift stroke.

Daisy grunted and moaned, stifling her pleasure. “I love your cock, daddy.” She struggled to speak under the full might of my stiff cock, pinning her to the wall. “Fuck me and come deep inside me.” Her words came out in a whispered rush.

My cock swelled inside her, expanding her walls as she clamped down on my rod, squeezing me inside her warm, buttery oven. I leaned forward, scooping up one of her fat tits, kneading it in my hand as I pumped her hard and fast.

Daisy grunted again and again. Trying to hold back her screams as she stood upright just enough so she could reach behind and pull me over her shoulder into a kiss.

Our tongues swirled together as I grunted, pounding her hard and deep, slamming into her with reckless abandon. My mid-section clapped off her bare ass and my cock turned as hot as a melted-down nuclear reactor.

Daisy’s one free breast, swayed and bounced, swiveling in tight circles as I pumped her hard and fast. Then she tensed. Her body went rigid as she cried out, arching her back as her pussy convulsed, flexing and squeezing my cock in rapid fire bursts as a massive orgasm swept through her, leaving her legs quaking. “Daddy, I’m coming so fucking hard.”

I didn’t try to quiet her down. I liked to hear her scream. Her cries of ecstasy sent me over the brink. My head flashed a brief warning, and I grunted, pinning my cock deep inside her as hot rivulets of sticky cum blasted her womb. Again and again, I came, pumping my cock, watching my cum-slick shaft slide in and out of the brunette beauty with reckless abandon.

There was simply no way half the store hadn’t heard us. We were way too loud, and I expected security to come barging in any minute.

With our breath heaving, I stopped pumping my hips and slipped my cock from Daisy’s well-fucked pussy. A quick glance at the carnage confirmed what I already knew. Daisy had sprung a leak.

“That’s a heaping helping of cum,” I said, still trying to collect myself. “Looks like you got an entire week’s worth of protein in one go.”

Daisy giggled and pushed herself upright before turning around to face me, seemingly unconcerned by anything. She stepped forward, perched on her tiptoes and gave me a quick but passionate kiss. “We should probably go before they kick us out.”

“Grab the clothes,” I said. “We’ll buy it all.”

We quickly dressed and sheepishly made our way from the dressing room, not even trying to hide that we were in there together.

Surprisingly, the shoppers and the staff paid us little to no attention. Apparently, public sex wasn’t all that uncommon? As we left Fashion Time, a middle-aged mother gave us a mischievous smile and a knowing wink.

My cheeks burned hot, and Daisy giggled, picking up my hand in hers before we made our way from the store. She peered up at me, smiling.

“Now do we get to see Old Faithful?”

“You just saw him,” I said. “He erupted twice in five minutes. Weren’t you impressed?”

Daisy laughed again. “Maybe. I guess we’ll have to compare him to the real thing after we get there. But can we hurry back to the Thundercat? I’ve got cum running down my leg.”
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T
 he stars twinkled above a cloudless, moonlit sky. The night air was dry and crisp. It was perfect sleeping weather and even better with a campfire. Before me, the fire crackled, sparking embers into the darkness as the scent of wood smoke clung to the thin night air.

I sat atop a spread-out picnic blanket, leaning back against a fallen tree trunk with my legs stretched out, watching the flames dance. Despite the weather and the fire, my hands shook, and my heart slammed inside my ribcage as if was performing before a packed, sold-out crowd.

The culprit for my anxiety was the guitar I held in my hand. It was the first time I’d held it in over a year. The simple act of touching it, ignited a dormant section of my soul that buzzed with energy so powerful it left me reeling. Yet, that feeling didn’t make me want a drink.

We had a good day visiting Old Faithful, although we were far more enamored with each other than the famous geyser. I bought Daisy a key chain, and she pulled me into a picture booth that still spit out actual paper photos. Once we made camp on a private piece of property owned by a local farmer, we had dinner by the campfire before Daisy went inside the RV to shower.

With my soul and belly fed, the moment felt right. I gazed up into the vast night sky and wondered how the stars had all aligned in such perfect synchronicity.

The Thundercat sat parked nearby. The windows were lit up and the muted sound of music carried from the Bluetooth speaker Daisy kept in the bathroom. It was an oldie but goodie from John Mellencamp - Jack and Diane. Without a conscious thought, my fingers plucked the chords, and the old song came alive.

Minutes ticked by and I lost myself in the simple sound of the guitar. I wasn’t ready for vocals, so I skipped them. When I finished the song, the sound of Daisy’s voice nearby made me twitch with surprise.

“That was beautiful,” Daisy said from right beside me.

I blinked and looked up, suddenly aware that the stunning brunette sat on the blanket across from me.

Daisy sat upright on the blanket, resting on her knees, gazing at me. Her dark hair hung wet and limp over her shoulders, and her green eyes were dewy with tears. Orange and yellow firelight danced across her face and one of my giant sweatshirts hung limply over her body, covering everything but the top of her knees.

I smiled at her and rested the guitar on my lap. “You’re still wearing my clothes?”

Daisy shrugged. “I like the way your clothes feel against my skin.” Her eyes twinkled as she brought a baggy sleeve to her nose and inhaled. “Besides, I’m addicted to your scent. I’m considering holding your entire wardrobe for ransom.”

“What will I wear then?”

“Me,” she said, tilting her head and smiling at me playfully.

“Deal,” I said, chuckling.

She gazed down at my guitar. “Can you play it again?”

“What? Jack and Diane?”

Daisy nodded. “I love that song. My parents used to play it for us when we went on family trips.” She shrugged. “It might sound stupid, but they kinda remind me of us.”

I raised an eyebrow. That answered why she had such an old song on her personal play list. Good memories are like that old sweatshirt - comforting. “You think so? Are you trying to whisk me off to the city?”

“We are going to Denver, are we not?” She grinned at me, wearing a look of satisfaction.

“Too true, but once you come to Big Sky Country with me, you’ll understand that you aren’t missing a thing.”

Her grin widened. “If I had on Bobby Brooks slacks, I swear you could dribble them off whenever and wherever you wanted.”

I chuckled and drank in her exquisite face, memorizing every curve and angle right down to the dimples in her cheeks. “God… you are crazy beautiful.”

Daisy blushed, and her eyes flickered away for a second before reconnecting with mine. “So… can you play the song again before you strip me naked and have your way with me?”

I held her gaze for a final, fleeting moment. “Sure. I can play it.” I picked up the guitar and strummed a few chords before starting in once again.

Then Daisy started singing. “A little ditty ‘bout Jack & Diane. Two American kids growing up in the heartland. Jack, he’s gonna be a football star. Diane’s debutante, back seat of Jacky’s car.”

My stomach dipped and soared, and my heart galloped. Her voice left me spellbound, and when she sang, her entire face lit up. I strummed the chords as Daisy sang. Part way through, without thinking, I joined her, singing for the first time in over a year. “Jack, he sits back, collects his thoughts for a moment, scratches his head, and does his best James Dean. Well then, there, Diane, we ought to run off to the city. Diane says baby, you ain’t missing nothing.”

And together we sang the chorus. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, far better than any drug. Daisy’s entire body sang with her, and we made music together, camped out on a farmer’s vacant field in the middle of nowhere.

After the song ended, I rested the guitar in my lap and took a deep, calming breath. “Wow. That was….” I shook my head. “Cathartic.” I let out a giant breath and relaxed, feeling a vitality in my core that the booze must have deadened.

“Look.” Daisy peered around the camp, staring up at the stars and the space surrounding us.

“What?” I asked, frowning at her in confusion.

“The sky isn’t falling,” she said. “You sang and you’re still here.”

I chuckled and set aside my guitar. “Not yet.”

“How did it make you feel?” She asked me.

“Alive.” A big, goofy grin spread across my face. “I remembered why I started singing.”

Daisy crawled onto my lap, straddling me before she settled her ass directly over my midsection. “Do you have an urge to drink?” She squirmed in my lap, knowing full well what she was doing.

My cock responded, growing and bulging inside my jeans, pressing against her incredible ass. “It hasn’t even crossed my mind.”

Daisy raised an eyebrow and gazed down at my expanding bulge and squeezed her ass playfully. “It feels like you’ve got something else on your mind.” She grinned wickedly, then leaned forward and unfastened the button holding up my jeans.

“Right now I’m wondering what’s under that way-too-baggy sweatshirt.” I slid my hands up her silky, soft thighs and brought them around to her ass, covered by the enormous sweatshirt. “Hmmmm…. It’s all wrapped up like a birthday present. What could it be?” I frowned, glancing up at her, feigning bewilderment.

Daisy giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “There’s only one way to find out.”

I inched my hands beneath her sweatshirt and cupped her ass cheeks in both hands. I filled my palms with her springy, firm flesh and… cotton? My eyes widened. “You’re wearing panties? So scandalous.”

Daisy giggled again, harder this time. “You look so disappointed,” she said, leaning forward and resting her palms on my chest, giving me full access to her backside. “It’s a new pair we bought this morning.”

“Disappointed is a strong word.” I slipped my fingers inside her panties and cupped her ass in all its glory. My cock pulsed, hardening beneath her ass as my arousal grew. “Does this mean you’re wearing a bra, too?”

Daisy rolled her eyes and sat up straight. She peeled the sweatshirt over her head and tossed it aside, freeing her jiggling, bra-free breasts. “You know how I feel about bras.”

Firelight licked her naked body while her silky hair tumbled over her shoulders, glistening under the moon’s silvery light. She wore a pair of white cotton panties with the waistband cut high on the hip. The thin outline of her slit formed a shallow groove in the white material. That’s when her scent hit me like a truck - sweet strawberries and cotton candy.

My cock throbbed, uncomfortably constrained by my jeans. As I drank in her spectacular body, my breath caught in my throat and my head spun, dizzy with desire. “You smell like dessert.”

Daisy giggled and leaned forward, unbuttoning the front of my flannel shirt while her tits swayed before me invitingly. “It’s the shampoo and lotion I picked up.” One by one, she freed the buttons on my flannel shirt, revealing my hairless, muscled chest beneath.

After she unhooked the last button, I sat upright and shimmied out of my shirt, tossing it aside before I settled back and rested my hands on Daisy’s lithe hips. “Whatever it is, don’t stop. You’re driving me crazy.” I rubbed my hands along her silky smooth thighs, my cock rock hard and pulsing.

Daisy’s nostrils flared, and she licked her lips as she ran her hands over my smooth chest. Her eyes flickered up and down my muscled torso before her gaze settled on my face. “If I’m crazy beautiful, then you’re the most handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on. Your eyes are so blue… and your muscles….” She sighed, giving me a dreamy look. “You must have had women throwing themselves at you left and right.”

Daisy didn’t know how right she was. Women tossed their panties at me on stage and many more had flashed me from the front row. They handed me their numbers, hotel keys, and promises of easy sex. Navigating all that was a slippery slope. A slope younger me had slipped on so many times, leaving the carnage of empty promises and broken hearts in my path.

“I’ve got tunnel vision for you,” I said. “What other women?”

“Good answer.” Daisy leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips. Her long hair fell forward, tickling my bare chest. She ground her hips, rubbing her panty-clad pussy against the uncomfortable bulge in my jeans before she parted her lips and found my waiting tongue.

As our tongues twined, I reached up, cupping one of Daisy’s breasts in my palm, giving it a gentle squeeze as I dipped my other hand down the back of her panties. Her nipple hardened between my outstretched fingers, and I tweaked it slightly, inducing a moan from the stunning brunette.

Daisy’s moans intensified, and her grinding reached a fever pitch. She broke the kiss and sat back, breathing heavily as she gazed down at my stiff cock. “Baby, take off you pants.” Abruptly, she pushed herself off my lap and stood before slipping off her panties while I shimmied off my jeans.

My cock sprang free, towering over my midsection, thick and rigid, swaying as it pulsed and twitched, bathed by the flickering firelight.

Daisy swept her hair back over her shoulders and eyed my cock like a hungry lioness. She licked her lips and stepped forward, straddling my hips while I stretched out on the blanket, propped up on my elbows. Her pink labia peeked out from her tight little slit, her tempting flesh glistening with wetness. Her legs weren’t the only body part she had shaved clean with her smooth pussy taking center stage.

“Baby, I want to watch that fine ass of yours bounce off my cock,” I said, my voice thick with lust. “Turn around and sit.”

“Okay, daddy,” she said, her voice small and sweet. Daisy turned around, showing me her backside, then lowered herself to her knees, straddling my upper thighs. She peered back at me over one shoulder and gave me a submissive smile. “This ass is yours.” She gave it a swat and giggled before she reached between her legs and grabbed hold of my throbbing cock. She guided my tip along her labia a few times, sending sharp chills racing up my spine, then lined up my stiff spear with her entrance.

My head swam with desire, and I reached out, grabbing hold of her hips, giving them a tight squeeze as she lowered herself and forced the tip of my monster into her velvety-tight pussy.

Daisy moaned, and I sucked in a sharp breath, my cock twitching with excitement. “Jesus, baby. You are really tight.”

“Mmmm… thank you, daddy.” Daisy closed her eyes and swiveled her hips, working my cock deeper. She parted her lips and moaned with sinful pleasure as if savoring the sensation of my cock stretching her out.

Her ass was a masterpiece, curvy yet compact with hourglass hips that led to thighs hand crafted by Mother Nature. I thought Katie was a marvel, but Daisy was making a strong case for the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on. Of course, that could all change if or when I saw Savannah in her birthday suit.

Daisy’s low moans snapped me back to reality as a wave of pleasure blossomed in my cock, traveled down my legs before curling my toes and inspiring from me an audible groan. Her wall muscles clamped down on my cock, squeezing and flexing with me now fully buried inside her feminine temple.

I pulled in shallow, husky breaths and caressed her ass with both hands, gazing at my cock buried inside her to the root. My head reverberated with waves of pleasure. Would I last longer this time? Probably not. “Fuck,” I said, practically hissing out the word.

Daisy moaned, gliding her pussy up and down my manhood. A slick sheen of her wetness coated my cock. Her pussy lips clung to my shaft, forming a perfect seal as my rigid pole pulsed, stretching her out.

“Oh, baby. That feels so fucking good.” Her words came out breathy as she hurried the pace, bouncing up and down as her tits swayed into view on either side of her chest, rocking with our motion.

I bridged my hips, fully impaling her as I met her rhythm, arching my back and fucking her deep. We fell into a steady rhythm, with Daisy’s ass bouncing off my mid-section, skin slapping and ass rippling as I watched my cock hammer her pussy with piston fast strokes.

The minutes ticked by, and Daisy never wavered, fucking me with her whole body as her angelic voice carried through her moans and stiff grunts.

“Fuck, baby. That’s it… gonna cum.” She barely got out the words before she stiffened, and her pussy spasmed, squeezing my cock and quivering as she cried out and her breath caught in her throat. Daisy’s legs trembled on either side of my waist. She leaned forward and gripped my thighs, squeezing tight as a major orgasm swept through her body.

I slowed the pace, rocking my hips, fucking her slow and deep as she rode the orgasmic wave, then crashed down on the other side. When her body went limp, I grabbed her around the waist to steady her. “Lay down face first on the blanket,” I said, my voice heavy with lust.

Daisy complied, sliding off my cock as I sat up, giving her room to sprawl out flat on her stomach.

My cock slipped from her pussy, and I sucked in a shuddering breath as the shock of the cool night air wrapped around my glistening manhood.

Daisy complied with my demand, resting face first on the blanket as she pulled in deep, cleansing breaths. Without waiting, I knelt between her parted legs and pried her ass apart before slipping my cock back inside her pussy and pushing in to the hilt.

Fuzzy pleasure wrapped my brain in a warm blanket. I leaned forward, resting one hand, high on her back while I wrapped my free hand around her slender waist.

Daisy’s tits bulged outward on either side of her chest, flattened against the blanket as her raven hair tumbled over her shoulders, stretching down her back.

With stiff grunts, I plowed into her, hammering her with slow, deliberate thrusts. Her ass quivered, and she grunted with each push as I pinned my cock deep inside her. I had never penetrated her so deeply, and the rush of an orgasm loomed in the back of my brain.

I considered pulling out and covering her ass in what felt like an incoming earthquake of an orgasm, but coming inside her was just too good. “Here it comes,” I said, my voice gruff.

“Come inside me,” she said, her voice pleading.

With a grunt, I pushed in as deep as I could and my orgasm arrived like a spring avalanche. My head spun as I came, gushing hot cum deep inside her, again and again. After the initial burst, I continued pumping as hot ribbons of sticky sperm pulsed from my cock, draining my balls. I eased back into a slow pumping motion, sliding my cock in and out, gazing at the milky white cum covering my shaft and oozing from Daisy’s pussy like a leaky damn.

My orgasm crested and my arms trembled with the adrenaline still rushing through my body. I sucked in a deep breath, and my hips finally came to a stop. I reluctantly pulled out, gazing down at the wreckage I’d left behind.

Thick strands of pearly cum oozed from her hole, pooling onto the blanket beneath her. Daisy’s breathing slowed, and she turned her head sideways, gazing up at me, wearing a hazy grin. “You fucked me good, didn’t you?”

I grinned and sat back on my knees. “Yeah. I just hope your IUD is up to the task.”

Daisy giggled and held out her arm, beckoning me. “Come here and lie with me.”

I did as she asked, stretching out on the blanket beside her as Daisy shifted on her side to face me, her breasts rolling out from beneath her.

I inched in close and wrapped my arm around her slender waist, cupping her ass as her breasts mashed against my chest. We kissed for a long time, letting our lust simmer as the fire crackled around us.

When we came away, Daisy’s eyes sparkled. She reached out and pushed an errant lock of hair away from my eye. “I think I could get addicted to you.”

I chuckled and kissed her softly before drawing back. “Don’t you know addictions can kill you?”

Daisy sighed contentedly and studied every inch of my face. “Not this addiction, but I’ve got it bad for you.”

As I caressed her ass, she ran her fingers through my hair, gazing at me with love in her eyes. I was falling for this woman. Was it too soon? Would I crush her like I did to Katie? My chest constricted as fear took hold. But it was only fear, and I could conquer fear. “I’ll do it,” I said.

Daisy frowned. “Do what, baby?”

“I’ll sing at open mic night,” I said.

Daisy smiled and inched closer, flattening her naked body against mine before kissing me and gazing into my eyes. “I’ll be right there with you.”
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T
 he neon sign depicting an angel diving into a giant silver ladle, blinked above a parking lot packed with cars. Blue lettering written in a cursive font topped the sign with the words Little Dipper cutting a swatch through the night sky. We had arrived in Boulder, and it was time for me to climb back onto the horse.

I stepped from the Uber, my guitar case in hand, while Daisy slipped out the other side and joined me beneath a massive steel pole holding up the famous sign.

A queasy feeling riled my stomach, and my palms were clammy with cold sweat. A long line curled from the front door around the side of the building while even more cars circled the lot, looking for a place to park.

The Uber driver waved up at us. “Good luck getting in. You’re the fifth ride I’ve dropped off here tonight.”

“Is it always this busy?” Daisy asked, as she picked up my hand and squeezed it reassuringly.

The driver shrugged. “Yeah. It’s super popular. Open mic night is huge. They attract talent from all over the west. A lot of great bands got their start here.”

If the driver recognized me, he didn’t let on. I nodded at him and smiled. “Thanks for the heads up.”

He tipped his hat at us. “Good luck.” Then he rolled up his window and drove away.

Daisy and I stood alone in the parking lot with me gazing at the building, my fear rising in my gut.

“Hey, are you okay?” She squeezed my hand and gazed up at me, her features etched with concern.

I let out a held breath. “Yeah. Just nervous. But I’ll be fine.”

“Good.” She laced her fingers in mine and gave my hand another reassuring squeeze. “I’m right here with you.”

I leaned over and kissed her softly on the lips. “Have I told you that you look beautiful tonight?”

She scrunched her face and tapped her chin as if considering. “That’s the tenth time,” she said, nodding. “Yeah. You’ve mentioned it a few times.”

Daisy wore a formfitting black dress that accentuated her stellar curves and revealed just enough cleavage to tantalize her admirers. Her face glowed with an inner radiance and her eyes held a sparkle that wasn’t there the day we met. Her lustrous raven hair tumbled freely over her shoulders and her modest makeup job brought out the lush green in her eyes and made her juicy lips pop with a glossy sheen.

I sighed and held up my guitar case. “First things first. Chris wanted some of his ashes spread here.”

Daisy eyed my guitar case, then swiveled back toward the club entrance where the line wrapped halfway around the building. She turned back to face me. “I’m gonna talk to the bouncer and get us in. Meet me at the door when you’re done.”

Our band had played the venue so many times I’d lost count, and I knew the bar owner and many of the employees on a first name basis. But I didn’t want to steal her thunder. I eyed the long line, then frowned at her. “How will you pull that off?”

Daisy folded her arms over her chest and gave me a withering look. “If you have to ask, then maybe I don’t look as beautiful as you say.”

I rolled my eyes, not rising to the bait. “Fine. Go work your magic. I’ll be right there.”

Daisy stepped forward, perched on her tiptoes, and kissed me before sauntering off across the parking lot as if on a mission.

I turned around to face the giant neon sign, bathing half the neighborhood in silvery, neon light. “Right. Here goes.” I knelt and fished the thermos holding Chris’s ashes out of my guitar case.

The silver thermos shone under the bright lights. I studied it for a long second, trying to find the right words to commemorate the moment in Chris’s honor. “You’re a slippery bastard, you know that, right?”

I could almost hear Chris laughing in my head, which brought a smile to my face. “From beyond the grave, you’ve successfully played me like a puppet, throwing a grenade into my personal and my professional life.” I paused for a long moment. “Thanks, buddy. I owe you big time. I’ll be honest, I’m really fucking nervous to take that stage. But… I trust you, and I trust me. We can do this. Buddy, if you’re up there somewhere, can you send down some of that good mojo?”

I waited a moment, brought the thermos to my lips and kissed it. “I love you, Chris.”

With the words out of the way, I unsealed the thermos and spread some of Chris’s ashes in the dirt beneath the Little Dipper. As I finished, I smiled and sat back, surveying my work and gazing up at the giant sign with the angel diving into the silver ladle. “Are you my guardian angel tonight?” I whispered the words, nodded with finality, then sealed the thermos and stowed it away in my guitar case. A moment later, I walked across the parking lot with another promise checked off the list.

I found Daisy schmoozing with the bouncer at the front door. As I came closer, she looked at me and smiled, wearing a giant look of satisfaction. She motioned for me to come closer.

As I stepped up, Daisy took my hand. “Hi, baby. We’re all set.”

The bouncer was a heavyset man in his mid-forties with a bushy gray bird and biceps as big around as a tree trunk. I didn’t recognize him. He stood and faced me, extending his hand. “Welcome back to the Dipper, Mr. Summers.”

My stomach dipped and flared with a rash of butterflies. This was really happening. All at once, everything came alive. The pungent scent of stale beer, a whiff of heavy perfume, and the rhythmic banging of drums coming from the far-off stage. I flashed the man a nervous but excited smile and extended my hand. “What’s your name?”

“Jerry,” the burly bouncer said, his voice deep and gravelly. “But my friends call me See-Saw.” He chuckled and held up his hand. “Don’t ask unless you’ve got a spare thirty minutes.”

I nodded. “Thanks, See-Saw. Any words of advice?”

See-Saw chuckled and shook his head. “Just have fun.”

“Yeah. I think I will,” I said.

“When you get inside, check in with the bartender. He’s a scrawny dude with a goatee. The set is already full, but I’m sure Denny will send you right up.”

Denny was the owner of the Little Dipper, who I knew very well. Behind us came whispers and hushed murmurs coming from the people near the front of the line.

“Holy shit. That’s JD Summers,” a woman said.

“No fucking way,” another woman said. “Where?”

The first woman laughed. “He’s standing right in front of you. Jesus, Luce, open your eyes.”

“Oh my God… he has his guitar,” Lucy said. “Do you think…?”

Daisy inched closer to me, laced her fingers in mine, then gazed back at the women over my shoulder. “Ladies, a word of advice… you’ll want a seat near the stage.”

I glanced at Daisy and grinned. “You ready?”

“Let’s do this,” Daisy said. She tightened her grip on my hand and led me through the front door, where the sights and sounds of the Little Dipper hit me in a wave.

The music was loud. Very loud. A goofy grin spread across my face as Daisy led me through a wall of people and toward the bar.

The crowd parted, making room for us as all eyes seemed to coalesce in our direction. A guy in his twenties held out his phone and took a picture of me while another woman held up her phone as if recording. Like a lit fuse, a buzz ran through the crowd with me as the dynamite.

That I was recognized wasn’t a surprise. My pictures were plastered all over the walls. Chris and I had played on this stage at least a hundred times, half of them with Jane and Adam. This was as close to home as it got for me in my homeless, directionless life. I had roots here and coming into this place felt right.

The scent of alcohol and weed hung heavy in the air, with a million conversations happening at once. More phones came up, and a crowd formed around us while the news of my arrival raced through the crowd like a wind gust.

We reached the bar and before Daisy could even say anything, the bartender with the goatee looked up, saw my face, and grinned.

“As I live and breathe, it’s John Daniel Summers,” he said before eyeing my guitar. His eyes widened with surprise. “You playing tonight, boss?”

I nodded at the bartender, who it took me a moment to place. “Hey, Rocky. Long time. I’m playing if there’s room on the list.”

Rocky laughed. “Good one. You talked to Denny yet?”

“Not yet. Where is he?” I asked.

Rocky looked toward the stage. “Looks like he’s coming to you.”

I peered across the crowd and spotted a short, middle-aged man, flanked by two bouncers, pushing their way through the crowd. His eyes gleamed with excitement as the bouncers cleared a path and the crowd parted.

“Same deal as always,” Rocky said, getting my attention. “Drinks are on the house.”

I turned back to Rocky. “Thanks, man. But that won’t be necessary.”

Rocky nodded. “What can I get you?”

“Water for me,” I said before slipping my arm around Daisy’s waist. “What do you want, baby?”

“I’ll take a Coke,” Daisy said. “Make it a virgin.” She grinned and Rocky chuckled.

“Coming right up,” Rocky said just as Denny arrived.

His puffy face practically reverberated with energy, and when he saw my guitar case, I thought his head might explode. “JD? Holy shit. I had to see if the rumor was true.” He extended a hand. “Welcome back to the Little Dipper. Please tell me you’re here to play for us?”

I chuckled. “Good to see you, Denny. I’ll play if you have room.”

“You’re up next,” he said before turning to Daisy and extending his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Dennis Wallace, this is Daisy Fox,” I said. “She’s with me. Can you get her a seat up by the stage?”

Daisy shook Denny’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Wallace.”

“Please. Call me Denny. I have a seat for you right up front, if you don’t mind sharing a table with me.”

“That’s so nice of you. Thank you,” Daisy said.

Rocky reappeared with our drinks and a moment later, we followed Denny through the crowd toward his cordoned off table beside the stage.

As the act up on stage finished, Denny climbed the steps and took the microphone.

“Let’s hear it for Skunk Weed,” Denny said, turning around and clapping for the band ahead of me.

The crowd offer tepid applause with a few whistles scattered in from the band’s most ardent fans.

I gazed over at Daisy, who took a seat at Denny’s table. “Skunk Weed? Have I been gone that long?”

Daisy laughed. “You’re practically an AARP member compared to those kids on stage.”

I fished my guitar from its case and peered over at Daisy. An electric current of nerves left me wired tight with my head spinning. It was times like these I used to take a shot to calm my nerves. Had I ever gone onto the stage completely sober? Even in high school, I got loaded before and during my performance. What if this whole thing went off the rails? What if I needed to get high to sing?

“Hey,” Daisy said from beside me, snapping me back into reality.

I turned to face her, my expression no doubt broadcasting my fear.

Daisy squeezed my hand. “You’ve got this. Sing just like we did around the fire. Okay?”

I nodded and forced a smile. “Just like the fire.”

Up on stage, Denny had been rattling on about something, and then he called my name.

“And without further ado, back from the void, it’s JD Summers.” Before Denny could speak, the crowd roared and packed the entire back of the bar like a mosh pit. People were standing between tables, hanging over the upstairs balcony, squeezing into every open space. There were whistles and cheers and a million cell phones were all recording the action.

I climbed up on stage and grabbed a nearby stool, dragging it with me to the microphone. I plugged in my guitar and exhaled, finding my center.

Denny nodded at me and turned over the mic. “Good luck, kid. Welcome back.”

“Thanks,” I said before finding my seat and looking out into the sea of faces.

The crowd roared again, and Daisy laughed, clapping with them before focusing her attention on me. “Just like the fire,” she said, mouthing the words.

I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath before adjusting my guitar and leaning into the microphone. “It’s been a while,” I said, causing the crowd to roar again.

I chuckled and inwardly thanked Chris for sending me that sweet, sweet mojo. This was the easiest crowd I was ever going to get. After the cheering stopped, I spoke again. “Let’s see if I remember how to play this one.”

I strummed my guitar with the first chords to my second biggest hit, Summer’s End.

The crowd went nuts, cheering wildly while those in the front jumped up and down like crazed lunatics.

My breathing calmed, and the nervous energy faded into the noise. My fingers were sure and nimble, strumming the chords with a master’s touch. The song came back to me, and I played as if I were born for it.

My guitar rose above the roar and I sang. My voice was in tune and on key. The words flowed. My timing was perfect. The song had never sounded better. I had never played it better than in the moment.

A surge of excitement welled in my chest and goosebumps flared across my skin, chasing each other like wildfire. It was then that it hit me. The drinking and the music weren’t intertwined. I made music despite the booze and the drugs, not because of it.

As I hit the notes of the stanza, the crowd joined in, singing with me as the Little Dipper hummed. I stood and walked across the stage, strumming my guitar as I took in the sea of faces. This was me. Everything else fell away. My problems melted into the ether, and there was nothing but me, the audience, and my guitar.

In a flash, I reached the end of the song, heart pounding, blood pumping. As I gazed down at Daisy, the crowd was going bananas, screaming for more.

There were tears in her eyes, and she stood, clapping with the crowd and cheering for me.

I bowed to the crowd, and they chanted, “More, more, more.” I turned to Denny, and he motioned for me to keep on singing.

That’s when I blew the doors off the building. I sang my biggest hit, A Little Romance, and the crowd, somehow, turned louder. As they sang every word of the lyrics along with me, I could barely hear myself sing. After the song ended, I sat for a full minute waiting for the applause to die down.

The crowd turned silent, and I gazed over at Daisy as I spoke into the microphone. “There’s a young woman who came here with me tonight. She’s very special to me, and I’m hoping that you all might convince her to come up on stage with me and sing.”

As the crowd roared, Daisy’s eyes turned into dinner plates and her jaw dropped. She shook her and said, “no way,” although I couldn’t hear her above the thundering cheers.

I stood and walked toward her with my hand out. “Come up here and sing with me, Daisy Fox.”

The crowd roared again, and Denny, who sat beside her, urged Daisy to go up on stage.

Daisy smiled and gazed daggers at me before standing and coming around the table. As she climbed the steps to the stage, the crowd roared with lots of whistling and cat calls thrown in for good measure.

Daisy took my hand and squeezed it hard enough to break bones. “Are you fucking out of your mind?” She spoke through clenched teeth.

I pulled the mic away and leaned in close. “Just like the fire,” I said. “I’m right here with you. The world needs to hear you sing.”

Her eyes softened, and a look of terror filled her eyes. “What if I fuck it up?”

I shrugged. “Then you fuck it up. The sky won’t fall, and I won’t love you any less.”

She paused, taken aback by my words. “You love me?”

I grinned. “You have to ask?”

“I love you too,” Daisy said, then nodded. “Okay. Let’s do this. What do we sing?”

“Do you know Shallow?” I asked her. “It’s a duet.”

“Bradley Cooper and Lady Gaga?” She asked me, nodding. “Yeah. I know it.”

“Good. I’ll start and you come in,” I said.

Daisy nodded as a second microphone appeared on stage. She stared out at the crowd, wringing her hands as she sucked in deep breaths.

My nerves were long gone, and I strummed my guitar, picking off the first few notes of the hit song before the vocals came in. “Tell me something girl, are you happy in this modern world, or do you need more? Is there somthin’ else you’re searching for?” I continued singing and peering out at the crowd until it was time for Daisy to come in.

Without missing a beat, Daisy sang. “Tell me something boy, aren’t you tired tryin’ to fill that void? Or do you need more? Ain’t it hard keepin’ it so hard core?”

Daisy continued singing with that amazing voice of hers and I watched her, falling even harder for her.

Then she blew the doors off the building. “I’m off the deep end. Watch as I dive in. I’ll never meet the ground.”

The crowd went ballistic, cheering as hard for Daisy as they had for me. Daisy’s face lit up and her shoulders relaxed. She gazed over at me, and her entire face lit up.

We hit the stanza together, singing our duet as the place hummed around us. As we finished the song, the crowd went crazy, chanting for more.

I sang three more songs before the crowd let me go. As I left the stage, I found Daisy waiting for me at the table while the crowd pushed in tight around us.

“You can get out the back door,” Denny said. “Follow me.”

Denny led us backstage while the bouncers guarded the entrance. It wasn’t until we were near the back door, I could hear Denny speak.

“Wait here,” Denny said. “I have something for you.”

“It’s open mic night,” I said. “You don’t need to pay me.”

Denny laughed. “Lord knows I should, but it’s not that. Wait here.”

I picked up Daisy’s hand, and she gazed up at me. “Did you see that girl in the front row? She threw her number on stage. Can you believe that?”

I frowned at her. “Yeah?” I leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. “I didn’t notice.”

Daisy kissed me back, then pulled away slightly. “Good answer.”

Denny returned a moment later, holding a letter. “This came by messenger a couple of weeks ago. I’m supposed to give this to you when you showed up here to sing. Whoever sent it needs to play the lottery.”

As I eyed the letter, my stomach dipped. I reached out and took the envelope from Denny’s outstretched hand. It had my name on it, written in Chris’s familiar style. “If only he could. Thanks, Denny.”

“Before you leave….” Denny turned to Daisy. “Can I get the name of your agent? I would love it if you could come back and play a full set.”
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A
 s I navigated the Thundercat through the streets of Boulder, Daisy silently gazed out the passenger-side window. The scene stood in stark contrast to the adrenaline fueled high we just left, and I couldn’t pin down the sudden shift in her mood. Until I could figure out what was bothering her, Chris’s letter went on hold where it remained tucked inside my jacket pocket.

“Hey, you okay over there?” I asked.

“What?” Daisy shifted around to face me, her brow furrowed. “I’m fine.”

“If you’re upset about me pulling you up onto stage, I —”

Before I could finish my sentence, Daisy leaned over and kissed me full on the lips, cutting me off before pulling back and gazing into my eye. “You were incredible.” Her eyes welled with tears as she searched my face. “You gave me the push I needed. Thank you. It was the best time of my life.”

I frowned, searching her face for any clue to the real problem. “Why do I get the feeling you’re holding out on me? Is it because I told you I love you?”

Daisy smiled and shook her head. “No. That’s not it. What you said was super sweet. I love you too.”

“Then there is something?” I slowed the RV down and merged into a turn lane.

Daisy peered out the window as we came to a stop behind a long line of traffic. “Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise,” I said. “And don’t dodge the question.”

Daisy picked up my hand and laced her fingers in mine. “I’m nervous about tomorrow.”

My stomach dipped. This was news to me. “Facing your parents? Or are you having second thoughts about traveling across the country together?”

“Facing my parents… yes.” She gazed over at me. Worry lines creased her brow.

She was holding something back. “If you want, I could drop you off at your parent’s place tonight,” I said. “But you would miss out on the surprise.”

“That ain’t gonna happen.” Daisy’s eyes lit up. “Tell me more about this big surprise.”

I turned out of traffic and into the parking lot of a swanky ski-resort hotel. “That’s the surprise.”

Daisy turned and gazed out the window before spinning back around to face me. “You booked us a room in that place?” Her voice turned up excitedly.

“Not just a room,” I said. “A suite on the top floor. We should celebrate, right? We both had a huge night.”

Daisy held my gaze a moment longer than I expected, as if she were on the verge of telling me something. I held my breath and waited.

The moment passed and whatever Daisy might have told me seemed to slip away. A bright smile lit her face and her shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, baby. It’s a wonderful surprise.” She climbed across the console separating our seats and slid onto my lap, facing me as I navigated the RV across the back of the lot.

“Gotta park,” I said, laughing as I tried to peer around her.

Daisy wrapped her arms around my shoulders and leaned in for a kiss. “What? You can’t concentrate?” She squirmed on my lap, giggling as she ground her ass against my rising cock.

“No fair.” I reached down with one hand and swatted her ass, giving it a playful smack.

Daisy squealed and lurched forward, grabbing my hand as she broke out in a fit of laughter.

Somehow, I managed to park the RV, stretching the big cat across three spots at the rear of the lot. Minutes later, we checked in at the front desk and made our way to the penthouse suite.

The elevator opened directly into a massive room complete with a hot tub, kitchen, full bar, and a massive bed overlooking the Boulder skyline.

Daisy gasped as she shuffled into the room. She dropped her overnight bag on the foyer’s marble tile and stumbled forward. “JD, how much did this place cost? It’s too much.”

I put down my bag and stepped forward, slipping my arms around her waist before nuzzling in behind her ear. “Damn the cost. You’re worth every penny.” I kissed her high on the neck and Daisy slipped her hands in mine.

She tilted her head sideways, giving me full access to roam the length of her neck. She sighed with satisfaction and let out a little moan. “Are you sure?”

I ran my hand up the front of her dress and over her flat tummy, spreading my fingers out beneath the swell of her round breasts. “You were amazing tonight.” I whispered in her ear. “Get ready to hire an agent.”

“An agent? I know the perfect person,” she said, as she ground her ass against my rising cock.

“Oh? Who?” I asked, but instead of answering, Daisy spun around in my arms and pulled me down into a long, tongue-fueled kiss.

My cock lurched in my jeans, quickly expanding as I let my hands roam over Daisy’s bubble butt. I squeezed her ass in both hands, deepening the kiss as Daisy’s moans filled my mouth.

I slid my hand up her inner thigh and beneath the hem of her dress, only stopping when I filled my palm with her bare ass flesh. I was pleasantly surprised to find her once again going commando. My cock pulsed, hardening to concrete as Daisy’s hands roamed my chest and drifted lower before she deftly unbuttoned my jeans.

Daisy pulled my jeans loose, then dipped her fingers inside my briefs. Her warm fingers circled my hard, hot cock, and she gently stroked as our make-out session intensified.

I let my hands roam Daisy’s ass before sliding my fingers high inside her inner thigh where the heat from her pussy radiated. I pushed higher, sliding my fingers up her soaking wet slit, moving gently as I stroked her outer lips, drawing moans from my beautiful girlfriend.

Daisy broke our kiss, moaning into my ear as I worked my fingers higher, sliding a finger inside her. “That’s it, baby. God, don’t stop.”

I worked my middle finger higher, sliding in and out of her tight pussy while I drew circles with my thumb on her labia.

Daisy’s legs trembled, and she held on tight to my shoulders as her warm breath curled inside my ear. Finally, she backed off, her eyes hazy with lust. “Baby, take off your pants. I need you inside me.”

My head flashed with a surge of lust and my cock lurched in her hand, twitching and expanding as Daisy continued stroking.

Her dress had fallen over her shoulder and barely hung on, supported only by the firmness of her round tits. I gave the dress the nudge it needed, pulling it slightly until her tits popped free, springing into place high on her chest. Her stiff nipples swayed before me, loosely covered by swaths of her glossy raven hair.

“We could get in the hot tub,” I said.

“After you fuck me.” She picked up my hand and led me across the room. When we reached the foot of the bed, Daisy pushed me backwards ass first onto the king-sized bed.

I landed on my rear-end and quickly stripped off my shirt while Daisy tugged on my jeans, pulling them off my legs before tossing them aside. “You are really worked up tonight.”

Daisy’s tits swayed gently from side to side, jiggling freely as she stripped me down. The top part of her dress circled her tummy, clinging tightly, while the lower part rode her hips, barely covering her ass and pussy. “Watching you sing drives me crazy.” She grabbed my briefs and pulled them down my legs. “I’ve always had a thing for musicians, but the way you look at me….” Daisy climbed onto the bed, straddling me with her knees on either side of my hips. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

My cock throbbed, twitching as it swayed between us like a towering inferno. “This is how it will be after every show?”

Daisy leaned forward and grabbed my cock, stroking it slowly as her green eyes bored into my soul. “Yes,” she said without missing a beat. “You can do whatever you want with me whenever you want. But God, baby, please never stop singing.”

She pushed herself upright and edged forward, taking the tip of my cock and dredging it through her soaking wet labia.

Pleasure spiked in my cock, and the sensation rolled across my body in waves. I reached up and filled my hands with Daisy’s springy breasts. I kneaded her flesh between my open fingers, tweaking her nipples as my cock pulsed in her hand.

Whatever had worried her in the RV seemed to have passed. Maybe it was the rush of feelings for me that gave her pause? We had moved very fast on pure chemistry alone. The way she looked at me… there was an intensity I’d never seen in anyone. Not even Katie ever looked at me the way Daisy looked at me. Was it submission? That wasn’t quite right. In the past few days, something inside her had shifted, as if she had handed over the keys of her soul to me. I was more determined than ever to live up to the man I knew I could be.

Daisy ground her hips and moaned, her brow furrowing as she gazed into my eyes with that same intensity that left me feeling like I owned a piece of her. “Do you see how wet you make me? I want you to fuck me all night long.” With a slight shift of her hips, she guided the tip of my stiff cock inside her warm pussy and shuddered.

As I sank deep inside her, I groaned, and the rush of sugary pleasure curled my toes. I released her tits and picked up the hem of her dress, guiding it high over her hips until her entire dress circled her stomach.

Daisy flexed her inner muscles, squeezing and releasing, clamping down on my manhood as she rode me, moaning with her angelic voice. Her body stiffened slightly, and her shudder deepened as her pussy convulsed in quivering micro-bursts. Her eyes rolled back in her head and goosebumps flashed across her tits, leaving her nipples stiff with arousal. “Oh, baby. God, I can’t….” She sucked in a sharp breath and arched her back as an intense orgasm swept through her body, leaving her body quivering.

In my brief time on earth, I had never seen a woman come so fast. I grabbed hold of Daisy’s hips and ground my cock, plumbing her insides until her orgasmic wave crested and she came down the other side.

Her body relaxed, and she shifted her weight forward, forcing my cock deeper as she smiled down at me. “Sorry. That was super-fast.”

I clamped down on her hips, pinning her to my cock as I shifted my weight and sat upright, leaving Daisy sitting on my lap, her legs wrapped around my waist. We met face to face, and I kissed her before backing off and gazing into her eyes. “If you were that desperate, we could’ve released some tension in the RV.”

She grinned and leaned forward, kissing me softly before shifting her weight and settling into place on my lap. “What do you think all the window gazing was about? I wanted you to pull over, but I couldn’t come right out and say it.”

I laughed and guided her hips forward, penetrating her at a fresh angle, grinding my cock inside her as I gazed into the green ocean of her eyes. “Next time, shoot a flare or tap out an SOS.”

Daisy giggled and draped her arms over my shoulders, riding my cock, whimpering as I fucked her slow and deep. “Is that another survival tip?” She managed to spit out the words between her moans and soft grunts.

“When my lady needs to come, I’ll white knight that request all night long.” I picked up the pace, bouncing her up and down on my flag pole as Daisy whimpered with pleasure.

“Thank you, brave knight, for giving me all your cum.” She leaned forward and nibbled on my lower lip before opening her mouth and kissing me deeply.

As we fucked, our tongues swirled together and Daisy moaned, drawing my tongue between her bubble-gum lips, grinding her hips and taking me deep inside her velvety depths.

The plush bed barely moved, and the city lights sparkled behind us. Daisy’s moans and breathy grunts rose above the sweet slapping sound of her bouncing off my lap. Her tits jiggled against my chest, her hard nipples drawing invisible lines across my muscled pecs.

Ten days ago, I never imagined falling in love with a complete stranger, but hadn’t my life been one strange ride after another? Whatever happened with Savannah would happen with Daisy’s full knowledge and consent.

Tomorrow, I would tell her everything about my past with Katie. The way I broke her heart and the penance I still owed. I would tell her about Savannah and the trip west, and that I would only go if she came with me. I would introduce Daisy to agents and record labels, as I dealt with the fallout from my reemergence onto the music scene.

Daisy was my northern light. She was there when I needed her most, and I loved her with an intensity I had never experienced. Had I known sobriety would get me so high on emotional juice, I would have climbed onto the wagon long ago.

The minutes ticked by, and Daisy rode my cock, bouncing off my lap as her tits circled her chest, clapping together with sweet, rhythmic slaps. She ran her fingers through my hair, grabbing fistfuls as her body moved in waves, grinding me to the edge of oblivion.

Daisy’s eyes turned hazy, and she leaned forward, pressing her forehead against mine. “Baby, I’m coming again… so hard.” She choked off her words with a fevered grunt, and her pussy clamped down as she dug her fingers into my shoulders.

Pleasure spiked inside me and my balls contracted while my cock pulsed past the breaking point. I pinned my cock deep inside Daisy and gazed into her eyes. “I love you,” I said, then grunted, gushing inside her, firing off heavy ropes of cum one after another.

Daisy’s body reacted. She clamped down on my throbbing manhood, flexing and squeezing, milking my cock as she met my gaze. “I love you so much, baby.”

She sat on my lap, riding me until the last of my orgasm faded. A long make-out session led to another round in bed before we made love in the hot tub, then the shower. When exhaustion hit us, we collapsed into bed. We woke once in the middle of the night and made love a fourth time before exhaustion overcame me and I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

When I woke, dim light shone through the hotel room’s giant windows. Gray clouds filled the sky and rain pattered against the windows. It took me a moment to place where I was before I sat up and stretched, instinctively reaching across the bed for Daisy.

But Daisy’s spot was empty, and the room was silent. I frowned and scanned the room. “Daisy?”

Silence answered me.

Had she gone for coffee? I slipped out of bed and eyed the bathroom where the door was open, and the room was dark. Her bag was gone, along with all her clothes and toiletries.

My stomach dropped, and a wave of dizziness swept through me. Another vanishing act? No. That couldn’t be, but where was she? I frantically searched the room, hoping this was some cruel joke, when I stumbled across a sheet of paper folded in half, resting atop the dresser. Words were etched on the front scrawled in Daisy’s handwriting…. I’m sorry. Don’t hate me.
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I
 stared blankly at Daisy’s handwriting scrawled atop the single page of notebook paper. My cheeks went numb, followed quickly by the rest of my body. I took her note and sank down on the end of the bed, dreading whatever message awaited me inside.

Hands trembling, I sucked in a cleansing breath. “Take it easy, JD. You can do this.” I spoke the words aloud, summoning the courage to face whatever it was she had to say. I let out the breath, unfolded the letter and read.


I’m sorry to run out on you. This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I turned this over in my head a million times, trying to summon the courage to tell you, but I kept falling deeper and deeper in love. I’m too big of a coward to look into your eyes when I break your heart. We can’t be together. Not because I don’t want to be with you, but because I can’t. I am begging you to hold on to last night and remember what we had fondly. These have been the best two weeks of my life. Please don’t me mad at me. Everything I said about my feelings for you was true. I will always love you. Don’t stop singing and forgive yourself for the past. Goodbye. Love, Daisy.


I dropped the note between my legs and leaned forward, tears welling in my eyes. A feeling of complete despair nearly overwhelmed me. I sobbed into my hands, shaking as the realization of Daisy’s absence settled into my core.

This was what it felt to have your heart broken. A sickening feeling swirled in my gut and I rushed to the bathroom just in time to vomit into the toilet.

I collapsed against the wall, my bare ass resting on the cold marble tile. This was the flip side of sobriety. Feeling everything was great so long as the news was good. But life was a roller coaster, and this was too much to bear. I needed to feel numb inside. There was only one quick way to accomplish that feat.

I stood and stumbled out of the bathroom. Last night’s briefs were wadded up at the end of the bed, and I pulled them on before heading toward the suite’s open bar. I eyed a bottle of bourbon with my name on it and I meant to drink every drop.

Bleary-eyed, I made my way across the room and nearly tripped over my jacket. I stumbled forward and caught myself on the wall before gazing down and kicking the perpetrator with an audible growl.

The jacket flew forward, but not before giving up its precious cargo. The letter Chris wrote to me flip-flopped in the breeze and settled on its back, face up with my name mocking me, written in Chris’s handwriting.

“Fuck you,” I said. “Not now. Not until I’ve had a drink.” I careened forward, hell bent on drowning my sorrows in the bottom of a shot glass.

I pulled open the liquor cabinet, grabbed a bottle of bourbon, and slammed it down on the bar next to a shot glass. All the while, Chris’s letter burned a hole in my back. Before I opened the bottle, I spun, roaring my frustration at the unopened letter as if it were assaulting me.

“Fine,” I said in a huff. “But only because you’re dead. You fucking asshole.”

I picked up Chris’s letter and sank down into a chair beside the window.

Outside, the rain continued to sputter, gently pattering the window pane as far below the traffic crawled through the streets.

Without fanfare, I tore open the letter and pulled it out, reading it entirely.


JD, Congratulations on your huge night! I bet the social media world is abuzz. Since you are now on the road to reclaiming your career, perhaps you’ll take the next step in your apology tour. This one’s a biggie, but I know you won’t back down from the challenge!



If you played one of the two open mic nights since the end of the Sheridan Music Festival, your next assignment will take you into the heart of the lion’s den. Katie is waiting for you in Denver. Go find her. Make amends and she will take it from there. I love you, buddy. Again, congrats on what I guarantee was a huge night. Chris.


In my despair, I had completely forgotten about Katie. She was expecting me? I gazed over my shoulder at the bottle of booze and back down to the letter.

If I was drinking, Katie would see right through me. She would know. As the moment passed, I sighed and forlornly gazed at the bottle. “I won’t find any answers with you. Only more heartache.”

I pushed up off the chair and tucked Chris’s letter back in the envelope. The booze returned to the bar along with the empty shot glass. I found my phone and tried calling Daisy.

She didn’t answer, which came as no surprise. I messaged her, asking her to please call me back so we could talk, but again, she didn’t respond.

Next came a long, hot shower. I stood under the hissing stream, thinking back on any signs that pointed to this coming. The first thing that jumped out at me was her strange behavior in the RV after our performance at the Little Dipper. She was planning her escape, but why? Her letter revealed nothing. Why was it impossible for us to be together? Even earlier, there were other moments of hesitation where she seemed as if she were on the verge of telling me something before she pulled back. And there was the intensity of her stares. This had clearly weighed on her for days.

I sighed and rinsed the soap from my hair. I needed to know why she left. Why we couldn’t be together? It would kill me until I had an answer. There must be a way to find her. How many people with the last name Fox lived in the metro Denver area? I laughed out loud at the absurdity when another thought hit me. A big one that could lead me right to her.

I paused mid rinse and stared head trying to pull the memory loose. It happened over a week ago outside a gas station. Daisy was on the phone talking with her friend. What had she said? They were meeting. Where was it?

I leaned forward against the wall, soap and water dripping from my body, wracking my brain. The place started with a C. Was it The Cabin? No. Canteen. That was it. She was meeting with her friend in ten days at the Canteen at six.

Ten days from when? I ran back time in my head, trying to place the days against the calendar. Was it a Monday or a Tuesday that she had that conversation? I stepped from the shower, hastily drying off before I picked up my phone and opened the calendar app.

It took me a few minutes to piece together a timeline, but tracing the ten days from that phone call led me to today. “Shit. That’s in like seven hours,” I said to myself.

Could I fit in Katie before I crashed Daisy’s reunion with her friend? Or was it her ex-fiancé she was meeting? Was she meeting him? Or maybe she had never called off the engagement? Anger swelled in my chest at the thought of not only her lying to me, but of another man ever touching her.

If she wanted to be with him and not me, there was nothing I could do to stop it. But I couldn’t rest until I knew for sure. One way or another, I would soon have my answer.
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I
 arrived at the Canteen a little after six, parking the Thundercat down the block. I had carefully planned the timing of my arrival. If I arrived too early, I risked Daisy spotting me and disappearing before I could find out who she was with. I was convinced she was meeting her fiancé, to whom she was still very much engaged.

The Canteen was an American-style restaurant that sat on the outskirts of Denver, next to a tributary of the South Platte River. Typical for a Friday night, the parking lot was full and there was a cluster of people sitting on benches outside the front door, waiting for tables to open. Daisy wasn’t among the crowd.

By lunch, the morning rain gave way to sunshine, which turned into a gorgeous May evening with blue skies for miles. My mood remained as gloomy as those gray morning clouds, but at least I was sober. That was a major victory, no matter the outcome. I rode the storm and knew in my heart that I wouldn’t falter. For now, my sobriety was safe.

I’d spent two hours on the phone with Vince, who was happily vacationing with his family in Pennsylvania. I recounted the events of the last two weeks, including my brush with nearly falling off the wagon. He told me what I had experienced was common and that I should get to a meeting ASAP, which I did earlier that afternoon.

I left the AA meeting, refreshed and recommitted to my journey. Just like everybody else, heartbreak was part of life. Life was filled with highs and lows. How I dealt with those inevitable events made all the difference.

Anger wasn’t the predominate feeling swirling around inside me. A healthy mixture of heartbreak and fear dominated my emotional state. I needed to understand why Daisy couldn’t be with me. Once I knew, I would leave her alone, comforted by whatever knowledge I gained.

I made my way up the steps, drawing a few stares from the crowd. When I stepped inside, more people filled the waiting area, none of them Daisy.

The hostess, a bright eyed blonde in her twenties, smiled up at me as I approached. “Can I help you, sir?”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. I’m supposed to meet a friend here. Do you mind if I walk through the dining room and take a peek?”

A spark of recognition flashed in her eye, and her jaw dropped. “Are you…?” She laughed nervously. “No, sir. I mean. Yes. Feel free to look around.”

I nodded and smiled. “Thanks. I’ll just be a minute.” My heart was racing, and my palms were damp as I left the hostess stand and moved into the dining room.

The restaurant had numerous booths and tables with a full bar at the far end. As I casually strolled along a wall lined with booths, it took me a moment to parse the faces, but there was no sign of Daisy among the diners.

My heart beat so hard and fast, I felt my pulse drumming in my temples while my head whirled with nervous anticipation. Was I crazy? Was I acting like a stalker? I fought the urge to turn around and run out of the restaurant. I tried to calm myself through deep breathing, but that only left me on the verge of passing out.

Table by table, I made my way through the dining room with no sign of Daisy. Had she called off the meeting? Or maybe something else had changed?

She wasn’t at the bar or anywhere else in the dining room. I turned to go, my heart heavy with disappointment when I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Excuse me,” a female voice said from behind me.

I whirled to find the blonde hostess smiling up at me.

“No luck?” She asked me.

I forced a smile. “No luck. I’m afraid they either aren’t here yet or I have the wrong information.”

“Did you check the deck outside? We recently opened it for the spring.’

Renewed hope swelled in my chest, and this time a smile sprang up naturally. “Where might that be?”

She pointed toward a door near the bar. “Right through those double doors. But first, would you mind if we take a selfie together? I’m a huge fan and I saw your video from last night. It’s really going viral.”

I hadn’t bothered checking any social media, and I couldn’t guess what would come out of last night’s show. That was an issue for another day. Eager to explore the deck, I agreed to the selfie.

I leaned in as the blonde snapped the picture, then stepped back.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m Jennifer, by the way. Let me know if you need anything at all, including a table.”

“I appreciate that,” I said before Jennifer made her way toward the hostess stand, already tapping away on her phone. In a few minutes, her post would show up on a social media site and strangers from around the world would comment. These were strange times.

I crossed the dining room, pushed open the double doors, and stepped outside.

The deck was small, with a half dozen outdoor tables, each capped with an umbrella. It took only a moment before I spotted a familiar face.

My stomach dipped and a wave of wooziness swept through me, causing me to nearly stumble on a nearby chair. Just as I was ready to approach the table, Katie looked up and her eyes widened with shock.

Expecting to find Daisy, the shock of seeing Katie caught me flatfooted. I gazed at her, slack-jawed and dumbstruck.

She was even more beautiful than I remembered. Her glossy auburn hair tumbled over her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkled, clear and vibrant. Her alabaster complexion was flawless, along with the rest of her exquisite face. But the look of shock riding her face looked like a tsunami ready to crash on shore.

The person across from Katie gasped, and it was only then that I realized Katie wasn’t alone. That’s when Daisy’s voice broke through and brought me back to the present.

“JD, what are you doing here?”
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D
 aisy and Katie stared up at me wearing floored expressions. Katie and Daisy were together? Was it Katie who Daisy was talking to on the phone ten days ago? Had I stepped into some sort of alternate dimension?

I shook my head and gazed at both women, not even sure what to say. “I… I don’t know. You two know each other?”

“She’s my best friend,” Katie said, gazing up at me, confused. “Obviously you know Daisy.”

Daisy turned away from me and stared across the table at Katie. “Right. That’s what I need to explain.”

My mind reeled with the nuts and bolts of how Daisy had vaulted into my life, but her breakup note now made sense. She couldn’t be with me because our relationship betrayed her friendship with Katie. If there ever was a fiancé, he wasn’t in the picture. A big part of me felt relieved, while another part simmered with anger. Why hadn’t she told me?

All conversation on the deck stopped. Everyone stared in our direction. A phone came out and someone started recording.

The last thing I needed was to show up on a random social media account, getting into a huge fight with my ex and her best friend, who also happened to be my girlfriend. This was a real Jerry Springer moment. Technically, both of them were now my ex-girlfriends. “I’ve got to go,” I said, turning away from the table and stumbling toward the door.

“JD, wait,” Daisy said, calling out after me.

The sound of Daisy’s chair pushing out came from behind me as I made my way through the door back into the dining room.

“JD, stop and let me explain,” Daisy said from behind me.

I ignored her, pushing through the crowd, all eyes on me before exiting through the Canteen’s front door.

Daisy trailed close behind, the sound of her sobbing breaking through the fog in my mind. I ached to hear her cry, but the mind fuck playing out in my head was too much to bear.

I wandered down a path following the river, not stopping despite Daisy calling out for me.

“Please. Talk to me,” she said, following close behind. “I love you.”

I turned on her, anger boiling over in my head. “If you love me, then how could you flee our bed in the middle of the night without a word, leaving behind a cryptic break-up letter?”

I was vaguely aware of Katie on the path behind Daisy, close enough to hear but far enough away to give us space.

“Explain to me how you happened to run into me at the music festival and then proceeded to lie to my face for the next two weeks.” Anger rose in my voice as Daisy gazed at me, tears streaking her cheeks.

Daisy nodded and stepped closer. “Please. Don’t be mad.” She turned around to find Katie, staring at us in shock. “I owe both of you an explanation.”

Katie came forward, staring between us as if unsure she could believe what her eyes were telling her.

“If Daisy is your best friend, how come I never met her?” I asked Katie.

“She’s my childhood best friend,” Katie said. “My ride or die. Well, at least I thought she was my ride or die.”

“I am,” Daisy said. “I still am.” Her chin quivered, and she gazed between us before focusing on Katie. “I didn’t expect….” She swallowed hard. “I didn’t expect to fall in love with him. The man you described to me isn’t the man I found in Wyoming.”

“Back up,” I said, now more curious than angry. “Start from the beginning.”

Katie gazed at me and nodded before crossing her arms over chest and staring at her best friend. “Yes, Daisy. Start at the beginning.”

“Can we sit down?” Daisy asked. “I’ll tell you both everything.”

The three of us sat down on a nearby bench, with Daisy sitting between Katie and me. As if without thinking, Daisy picked up my hand, cradled it in hers, drawing a sigh from Katie.

“Really? You’re doing that right in front of me?” Katie asked.

Daisy dropped my hand. “Sorry. Force of habit.” She let out a held breath and tried to calm herself. “It all started with the letter Katie received from Chris.”

“He sent you a letter too?” I asked, gazing over at Katie.

“Yes,” she said. “After the video of you playing at the Little Dipper blew up, I expected to see you soon. What I didn’t expect was to find out my best friend had overcome her stage fright to belt out a song like she’s the next Taylor Swift.”

Daisy grimaced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t see that.”

Katie laughed. “It’s kinda my job. Remember?”

That Katie hadn’t flown off the handle at Daisy was a good sign. But then again, Katie was always the level-headed one.

“Anyway,” Daisy said, turning to face me. “Katie and I got into a massive fight over you and the letter. She wouldn’t tell me what was in the letter, but I got the sense that she would help Chris out with whatever he asked of her. She bends over backward for everyone, even those who have severely wronged her.” Daisy paused, leveling me with her gaze. “You didn’t deserve her help. Or at least, that’s what I thought back then.”

“I know I was a complete ass,” I said. “I planned to apologize to Katie and make it up to her anyway I could, but that was between her and me.”

“Exactly,” Katie said. “I told you to leave it alone.”

Ignoring Katie and me, Daisy continued with her explanation. “Katie let it slip that you would be at the Sheridan Music Festival. That’s when I came up with a plan.”

“The plan to make me fall in love with you, then leave me?” I asked.

“No,” Daisy said, quick to respond. She picked up my hand, squeezed it. “I meant to confront you and tell you to stay the fuck out of Katie’s life. I planned to tell you that whatever was in that letter, you should ignore because there was no way I was letting my best friend anywhere near you.”

“That’s why you didn’t answer my calls?” Katie asked.

Daisy turned to face her, still holding my hand. “I turned off my phone so you couldn’t locate me or have my parents or Jason locate me.”

“As if I would give up that information to Jason.”

“Isn’t Jason the name of the guy who supposedly stole your wallet and your phone?”

“How the hell did that happen?” Katie asked, glaring at her friend.

“Jason is my ex,” Katie said. “He’s got a temper and yes, he’s a raging asshole.”

“So, the guy didn’t steal your shit?” I asked.

“I wasn’t lying about that,” Daisy said. “He stole my bag, which included my wallet, clothes, and IDs. I needed a ride to the music festival, and I knew Jason was going. I agreed to go with him since he had tickets, and I didn’t.”

“That was dumb,” Katie said.

Daisy shrugged. “I know that now, but I was trying to protect you.”

“So, what happened?” I asked.

“Jason came onto me. When I refused him, he called me a cock tease, stole everything, and left me stranded at the festival.”

“The guy sounds like a real gem,” I said. “And you had a problem with me?”

That drew laughter from Katie, who seemed to take the whole thing much better than I expected.

Daisy glared at her friend, then turned back to me. “That’s when my plan changed. With no ride and no money, I was kind of fucked.”

“You could have called me,” Katie said. “Or your parents.”

“I could have,” Daisy said. “But I was on a mission. So instead of telling off JD, I planned to hitch a ride with him. I would blue ball him, steal his car and leave him stranded. As soon as I reached civilization, I planned to leave his RV where he could find it and message him, telling him to leave you alone.”

“The make-out session by the fire was an act?” I asked, drawing a raised eyebrow from Katie.

“What RV?” Katie asked before Daisy could respond.

“The Thundercat,” I said, grinning.

“No way. Is it here?” Katie asked, glancing around.

“It’s down the block,” I said. “Chris had it repaired and willed it to me.”

“Anyway,” Daisy said, seemingly annoyed by our side conversation. “The make-out session was kind of fake, but I really liked it,” Daisy said. “By that time, I was drawn to you and realized that you weren’t the evil villain I had concocted in my head. I knew I had to act fast before I fell too hard for you.”

“So you weren’t jealous of the call I received?”

Daisy shook her head. “I’m not really the jealous type.”

That answered one of my burning questions about her contradictory behavior.

I could see in Katie’s eyes she wanted to know who I was talking to, but I wasn’t about to go down that road. Especially since Savannah hired Katie to do her public relations work.

“So… let me get this straight,” I said. “You hijacked the Thundercat, in an attempt to leave me stranded in the middle of nowhere as a revenge plot?”

“Yes,” Daisy said. “If it weren’t for that starter problem, I would have gotten away with it.”

“It still has the problem with the starter?” Kate asked. “You didn’t show her the trick?”

I rolled my eyes at her, then looked at Daisy. “Why didn’t you tell me after you reached the diner?”

Daisy’s jaw trembled, and tears welled in her eyes. “Because that’s the moment I fell in love with you. You were so sweet and kind to wait for me. You were so understanding. It was then I realized you must have changed.”

Katie stared at the ground while I gazed into Daisy’s eyes.

Daisy turned to Katie. “I’m sorry, Katie. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It just did. I hope you can someday find a way to forgive me.”

“Sweetie, you know I’m in a committed relationship,” Katie said, softening her voice as she gazed at her best friend. “It’s okay. You fell in love. JD is an amazing man when he’s not drinking.” She gazed over at me and seemed to force a smile before turning back to her friend. “The last thing I want to do is to stand in the way of your happiness, even if it’s with my ex-boyfriend.”

That news caught me by surprise. Who was she dating? And for how long? Was it serious? A kernel of jealously flared in the back of my brain. I had no right to those feelings, but I couldn’t control the way I felt.

Daisy sniffled and looked up at Katie, her expression hopeful. “Even though I broke girl code?”

“Even if you broke girl code,” Katie said. “You did what you did because you love me. I’m happy for you. Truly.”

Daisy squeezed my hand smiled at her best friend. “You’re not just saying that?”

Katie laughed and shook her head. “When I saw the video of you and JD singing, the chemistry was more than obvious.”

Daisy blushed and turned to face me. “What about you? Are you mad at me for… well, for everything?”

“Do I forgive you for manipulating me?” I asked her.

Daisy gave me a sheepish look. “Yeah, and for the lying. You are an incredible person. Will you have me back? I’m really sorry and I promise I’ll never do anything like that again. My days of leaving you stranded are over.”

I gazed between Daisy and Katie before settling my attention on Katie. Maybe Katie really was over me. I had mixed emotions about that, especially since I had spent the last year thinking about her every day. “This doesn’t bother you? Not in the slightest?”

“It should bother me,” she said. “But you’re with Daisy and not some random bimbo. There’s some strange comfort in that. Besides, you’re hardly the same man I fell in love with. I mean that in a good way. Look at you. You’re clean and healthy. Your voice has never sounded better. The year has treated you well. Our relationship was very unhealthy with co-dependency and enough toxicity to alert the EPA.”

“Of which I shoulder the blame,” I said. “I’m truly sorry, Katie. I will make it up to you.”

“You can make it up to me by treating my best friend the way she deserves to be treated,” she said. “And there’s one more way you can make it up to me, which the three of us will talk about over dinner.”

“I’m invited to crash your party?” I asked.

Daisy nodded. “Definitely.” She cupped both her hands around mine, and for the first time, a beautiful smile lit her face. “Does this mean you forgive me?”

“I’ll let you two chat,” Katie said. “While you’re talking, I’ll go see if I can salvage our table.”

After Katie left, Daisy turned to face me, her expression hopeful. “Well?”

Before I answer, there’s something you should know. “You’re familiar with Chris’s little sister?”

“Savannah Adams? Yeah. I’ve actually met her. Katie’s taking her on as a client. The three of us had dinner together earlier in the year when she was trying to decide if she should hire Katie. She was very nice and drop dead gorgeous.”

That surprised me. It seemed all three of the women in my life were intertwined. “Right. Well… being Chris’s little sister, I’m quite close with her.”

Daisy frowned. “How close exactly?”

“Nothing has happened between us, if that’s what you’re worried about. But Savannah laid out her feelings for me. She wants more.”

“Oh?” Daisy looked at me, her expression suddenly uncertain. “What do you want?”

“I want you,” I said without hesitation. “But… I owe Savannah a face-to-face conversation. I was kind of hoping that you might go with me to California to visit her.” I held my breath and waited.

“Sure. I’d love to see her again,” Daisy said without batting an eye. “You’re not breaking up with me?”

I laughed. “Wild horses couldn’t drag me away from you.”

Daisy smiled. “Good.” She leaned over and kissed me. “By the way, how did you find me?”

“Do you remember that conversation you had with Katie about ten days ago outside the filling station?”

Daisy’s eyes narrowed. “You eavesdropped?” She smacked me playfully on the arm before coming in for another kiss. “I’m glad you did.”





Chapter 24
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D
 inner proceeded without a hitch. With Daisy uncorked, she dominated the conversation, filling in Katie on every side trip we took during our two-week jaunt across the mountains.

We discussed Savannah and Katie’s new role as her publicist, and I spoke about my journey of sobriety and how I’d spent the last year literally in the woods. I told them both about Vince and the survival training camp I ran in Montana. Daisy gushed over my outdoor skills and my campfire cooking expertise.

Finally, Chris’s letter came up in conversation, with me breaking the ice.

“I read Chris’s latest letter this morning,” I said. “He told me to visit you. He said you would be in Colorado for the next couple of weeks. Beyond that, he was pretty cryptic.”

Katie sat back and gazed between me and her best friend. “I suppose I can officially let the cat out of the bag.”

“It’s about time,” Daisy said before turning to me. “The woman is a world class expert at keeping a secret.”

“Don’t I know that,” I said.

Katie laughed, wadding up a napkin and tossing it at me. “I see the smartass part of you hasn’t changed.”

I grinned and sat back while Daisy cozied up beside me. “I couldn’t resist. So… what scheme is Chris up to now?”

Katie folded her arms over her ample chest and grinned at me. “You mentioned making up for the past. How sincere were you?”

“Very sincere,” I said. “I owe you my life.”

“Good,” Katie said. “I don’t want your life, but I do want to manage your career.” She gazed at Daisy. “Both of your careers.”

Daisy glanced at me and then at Katie. “Mine too?”

“In his letter, Chris laid out a strategy for JD’s come back,” Katie said, before turning her gaze on me. “It listed a series of venues he wants you to play while you work your way out west, culminating in a massive show in LA. The idea is to get the record labels in a bidding war. Of course, he didn’t know about Daisy, so I’m adding her into the mix. I’ve also added a few venues to Chris’s list, that I think will have crossover appeal for Daisy. Are you two writing any songs together?”

Daisy and I shared a glance. “Not yet,” I said, answering for both of us. “But I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”

Daisy’s face lit up. She laced her fingers in mine, leaned over, and kissed me on the lips. “Me too.”

“I’m amazed you got her on stage,” Katie said. “I’ve tried for years, and she ignores me. But one handsome man has a way of changing everything.”

Daisy picked up the wadded napkin and tossed it back at her friend. “It’s more than that and you know it.”

“I’m kidding,” Katie said. “But I’m not kidding about the potential you two have, not only as solo artists but as a team. Can you work together without killing each other?”

Daisy gazed over at me. “I don’t want another day to go by without having you in it. I promise not to let work ever cloud the way I feel about you.”

“Ditto,” I said, eliciting laughter from both of them.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Katie said. “Because I’ve spent a lot of time organizing a comeback tour based on Chris’s letter. After the show you two put on the other night, I’m convinced we’re sitting on a gold mine.”

“Great,” I said. “What comes next?”

“A tour,” Katie said. “More specifically, a tour bus.”

“Awesome, I’ve got the Thunder—”

“Let me stop you right there,” Katie said, holding up her hand. “First, there isn’t room for three of us in that old rat trap, let alone an entire stage crew. You’re a pro. Act like one.”

“Uh… okay? I don’t have a spare tour bus lying around,” I said.

Katie rolled her eyes. “Leave that to me. We’ll travel across the country together.”

“The three amigos,” Daisy said.

“Four, actually,” Katie said. “Mark’s coming with us.”

“Oh?” Daisy grinned. “This should be interesting.”

Katie glared at her friend. “I’ll throw more than a napkin if you keep it up.”

“Who’s Mark?” I asked.

“Katie’s boyfriend,” Daisy said.

“The only way he agreed to let me go with my ex on a cross-country trip was if he came with us,” Katie said. “I promise, he won’t get in the way.”

I shrugged. “Can’t wait to meet him. When do we leave?”

“One week,” Katie said. “You two need to get organized, starting with a trip to Daisy’s parents. Tell them what’s going on. Introduce them to JD. Please?”

Daisy nodded. “But if my mom buts in, we’re leaving.”

“Fine,” Katie said. “You have the keys to my place here in Denver. You can stay there while I stay with Mark.”

The thought of Daisy with this Mark guy left a foul taste in my mouth. But I was in no position to argue. “Is that it?” I asked.

“Oh… there’s one more thing,” Katie said. “Chris gave me another letter to give to you.”
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My Best Friend’s Daughters: 3-Box Set


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BS9Q7SPS




Early retirement in the sunny Caribbean or a star-spangled life with your best friend’s daughters?


Daniel Pierce ditched his nine-to-five corporate life for swim trunks and a beach house in the sunny Caribbean. But now, a year after his best friend and former business partner’s premature death, he’s back in Atlanta to confront his former company’s board of directors.





When Reggie Raven passed away, he left his oldest daughter
 , Brooke Raven, in charge of the company. But when the board votes to replace her with a more seasoned veteran, Dan steps in to plead her case. The board agrees to let Brooke continue as CEO on one condition… Dan must spend a year grooming her for the job.





Now Dan’s up to his ear in spreadsheets and quarterly reports, but it’s Brooke’s sizzling beauty and infectious charm
 that truly turns his world upside down. Brooke isn’t his only distraction. Brooke’s younger sisters
 , Lillie and Elle, insist that Dan live with them while he’s back in town.





It doesn’t take long until Dan discovers the hidden torch
 Brooke’s carried for him over the years. But Dan’s guilty feelings stop him from pursuing the stunning young redhead
 . Undaunted, Brooke doesn’t back away from the challenge and won’t stop until Dan gives in.





Dan must navigate the dangerous currents
 of his simmering feelings for Brooke and his budding infatuation
 for her blonde and busty sisters
 while teaching Brooke what she needs to know to run her father’s company.





Read the entire story
 with this entire, three-volume box set
 that includes Personal Assistant, Caribbean Queen, and Stand-In Groom! My Best Friend’s Daughters follows retired entrepreneur, Daniel Pierce as he reluctantly pursues his best friend’s three daughters and builds the harem he never knew he needed.





18+
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Bloodline Harem: Complete Box Set


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BFNQCWFJ




The chance of a lifetime with a trio of untouchable beauties…


Jack Baron has a major crush
 on his best friend’s big sister
 . The twenty-year-old college student spends his free time playing video games, hanging out with his lifelong friend Ryan, and pining away for Ryan’s voluptuous blonde sister
 , Quinn Harper. The problem is, Quinn won’t give him the time of day.





When Ryan invites Jack on a summer European vacation with his family, Jack jumps at the chance. Sharing breakfast, lunch, and dinner with the stunningly beautiful
 Quinn gives him the opportunity he needs to seize the day and end his unlucky streak with the ladies. But Quinn isn’t the only Harper woman Jack has his eye on. There’s Quinn’s married sister
 Olivia and their knockout-hot mother
 , Molly.





But dreams and reality are fickle partners. During the vacation, Quinn’s boyfriend Mike and Olivia’s open hostility put a damper on Jack’s plans for female conquest
 . That all changes with a visit to an ancient Celtic temple.





Jack touches the crumbling statue of a goddess that triggers a meeting with the goddess herself and sets the stage for three trials Jack must pass before the family can go free. But Jack can’t pass the trials alone. Instead, he must win the favor of the goddess with the help of each of the Harper women
 , starting with his ultimate fantasy girl
 , Quinn.





Now it’s up to Jack and Quinn to escape an alternate reality
 that finds them leaning into each other more than they ever before. Can Jack win Quinn’s heart before it’s too late? Can Quinn overcome her fears and rediscover a part of herself she lost over a decade ago?





Read the entire story
 with this entire, three-volume box set
 that includes Sister’s Gift, Tamed, and Alpha! Bloodline Harem follows geeky college student Jack Baron as he transforms from an inexperienced introvert into the harem king of his own clan.





18+
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Stand-In Daddy Five-Book Box Set


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B091355Q6M




One man’s family is another man’s harem…






Forty-year-old Steve Goodwin is living high on the bachelor life. With his latest conquest, the lithe and shapely
 personal trainer Misha Maxwell, ready to say yes, Steve’s world gets turned upside down.





Steve’s best friend’s, Dan Archer, is leaving town on a months long project and trusts only Steve to look after his voluptuous wife
 , Rachel, and his four pure and innocent college-aged
 daughters.






Bratty, blue-eyed bombshell
 Lilly is the first Archer daughter to test Steve’s patience. And now Steve must discover his inner father to quell the spoiled brat’s belligerent attitude.





But Lilly isn’t the only Archer daughter to push Steve’s buttons. The oldest Archer daughter, the creamy and curvaceous
 Brooke Archer, aims to shake Steve’s trees. But can Steve navigate around her soon-to-be husband while keeping Brooke happy?





It’s up to Steve to guide four young women through the dips and curves life throws while keeping his cool and honoring his best friends wishes. Does he have what it takes to be a stand-in daddy?





This complete box set contains all five installments of the Stand-In Daddy series that follows eligible bachelor Steve Goodwin on his journey of turning his best friend’s wife and four grown daughters into the harem of his dreams.





18+ Only!
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