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For my father, Robert Scott, who taught his little girl how to dance and
showed her the importance of a good song.



If anyone tells you a song is important to them, you should turn it up loud,
close your eyes, and really listen. Because at the end, you will know that
person so much better.

—Unknown



NOTE TO READER

To experience this book in its entirety, we have made this an interactive e-
book. Each chapter heading is a clickable link to the song so you can listen
while you read. And because this novel is my personal ode to my driving
force—music—I couldn’t resist incorporating the soundtrack through
Spotify.

Download Spotify, for free
Drive Playlist

I hope you enjoy it.
X0
Kate


https://www.spotify.com/us/
https://open.spotify.com/user/authorkatestewart/playlist/0bMLy9wsjH0foU9apCot4s

PROLOGUE

Someone Like You
Adele

Breathe. Breathe. This is in the bag, Stella. You can do this, so do it.

I clicked on the camera and quickly glanced at my notes.

One minute.

Electricity shot through my veins and seeped through every pore,
reminding me that this was it.

Thirty seconds.

I took a sip of water and set it beside my laptop as I waited.

Ten seconds.

A flicker of doubt processed for mere seconds before I wiped it away.

Five.

I expelled a stressed breath, clicked Go Live, and addressed the camera.

“Womanizer, bully, genius, recluse, and the world’s greatest MC. Even
with all those labels, Phillip Preston, also known as Titan, is still a bit of an
enigma. Despite the universe he’s constructed with storytelling lyrics, he’s
always left it up to us to decipher his truth from his fiction. He burst onto
the music scene fifteen years ago, an underdog in the belly of rap, with
chaotic and desperate rhymes that resonated and pushed him into an
unexpected level of stardom. With one hundred and eighty million records
sold, he still holds his title as heavyweight and remains a household staple
for his die-hard fans, collecting an army of new followers over the past two
decades. I must admit, I was a bit intimidated when I sat down with him this
past weekend in his Chicago fortress. I, like millions of others, am a huge
fan of his genius. The simplicity of our surroundings in his home studio was
shocking, to say the least. The feeling was a bit clinical and there were no
platinum records on his walls, no personal photos, and there was no hint of
the history he’d made as the world’s most notorious rap star. He sat in a
leather chair next to his soundboard, water bottle in hand, and spoke about
his love of rap, while subtly redirecting questions about his personal life—


https://open.spotify.com/track/4kflIGfjdZJW4ot2ioixTB
https://open.spotify.com/track/4kflIGfjdZJW4ot2ioixTB

though we know he recently broke up with his long-time girlfriend, Jordan
Wilson.”

My eyes nearly watered as I watched the live view box tick to a hundred
thousand. I had a hundred thousand people watching my podcast in a matter
of minutes. I took a deep breath.

“But it seemed my reputation had preceded me because when I sat
down with the rap mogul, Phillip appeared ready for the firing squad. We
dueled well as I asked the hard questions—the questions of a fan. Questions
I know so many of his loyal listeners want answers to, and I think you’ll be
surprised to hear his answers. So, without further ado, take a look at my
exclusive with the man behind the myths. Feel free to form your own
opinions, but above all, remember it’s the music that matters most.”

I linked my pre-recorded interview and watched the ticks explode as
soon as his face hit the screen.

That was the moment my career peaked.

With pride, I watched my interview with the white whale, the Moby
Dick of the music industry. Gorgeous, brilliant, and highly elusive, Phillip
Preston was the hardest artist to get personal with in an interview. And I
was the woman he reached out to, to break his silence about his road to
success, his parents, his ex-wife, and finally—after some careful eggshell
coaxing—he spoke about his recent relationship. He had delivered to me,
on a silver platter, highly personal details about his life where so many
other journalists had failed, and it was nothing short of miraculous.

It was my greatest accomplishment as a music journalist. I was flying,
soaring as my phone began to blow up with message after message. I hadn’t
told a soul, not a single person about my exclusive. I was high on
adrenaline when the notifications began to ping on my phone. A hundred,
two hundred messages, and then I saw the viewer ticks had jumped
drastically to half a million. Half a million! I laughed out nervously and
checked Phillip’s social media. He had just posted my podcast link to our
interview. My jaw dropped. He had over eighty million followers on one
forum alone.

And the viewer counts just kept rising. I had done it. I gasped when the
ticks went past a million.

A million people were watching my podcast.

A million people were watching my podcast!



“AHHHHHH!” 1 screamed to no one as I looked around the vacant
room. I raised both hands in the air when the ticks rolled past two million.
“Oh my GOD!” I shot up from the desk, my eyes full of incredulous water.

I’d never had more than a million views. Ever. And those took months
to accrue. It was the greatest career high of my life. I looked back down at
my phone, anxious to talk to someone, anyone. Lexi’s middle finger popped
up on the screen, and I couldn’t resist answering her call.

“AHHHHHHHH!” I screamed into the phone..

“Stella?”

“Yes! Is it good? You think I asked the right questions? I edited for like
nine hours.”

“What?”

“What do you mean, what? Titan’s interview.”

“You interviewed Titan?”

A small amount of my excitement dispersed. “Yours was the wrong call
to answer.”

“You fucking interviewed Titan?”

“Yes. I wanted to surprise everyone.”

“And you didn’t bring me?”

“Sorry. I'll feel guilty later.”

“Yeah.” Her voice dropped. I heard a toilet flush. “Yeah, Stella, that’s so
cool.” Another toilet flushed.

“Where are you?”

“I’m in the bathroom at the Marquee.”

“Okay. Well, I’'m buzzing right now, woman. Like, literally, my phone
is exploding. Five million hits, Lexi. Five million!”

“I’m so happy for you, Stella.”

I frowned. “Yeah, with that amazing monotone, I can tell.”

“I’m so sorry.” And then her voice broke. My best friend doesn’t cry.
Ever.

“Oh, shit. What’s up?”

“I’ll call you back, okay? I don’t want to ruin this.”

“You aren’t ruining anything. You couldn’t ruin this. I promise. I’ll be
high for days. So, tell me. Why are you in the bathroom?”

“I’m on a blind date. He took me to a wedding.”

“Okay. You need an excuse? That’s not like you. You’re ballsy. Just
give him your usual, it’s not me, it’s you.” I chuckled because she’d used it



in front of me on a bass player with a cowlick and halitosis.

“Stella.”

I knew that tone. That tone was the bearer of bad fucking news.

“What? Say it.”

“It’s his wedding.”

I eyed the clock while I zipped my suitcase. I had an hour and a half
before my flight. I was cutting it close. “Whose wedding?”

“Stella.”

“I know my name. Damn, who—" Realization struck and my heart met
the floor. I stayed mute while she rambled on nervously.

“What are the odds? What are the goddamn odds? I don’t know what to
do. Do you want me to leave? There’s no handbook for this. Did you even
want to know this? That he’s married? I can’t believe I just watched him get
married! Who in the hell ends up at their best friend’s ex-boyfriend’s
wedding? I couldn’t not tell you.” She sniffed as the toilets repeatedly
flushed around her.

“Stella, please say something.”

I pressed the sting back. “I’'m alright, of course. I'm fine. Why are you
crying?”

“I don’t know.” She sniffed. “Ben called me last night, and things are
just so fucked up, and today this shit happens, and I know you’re happy. I
know you are. But . . . I mean, this is—”

I put my hand up as if she could see it. “Don’t tell me anything else,
okay? I’'m good.” I looked at my reflection in the mirror from the bed into
the adjacent bathroom. Nothing had changed. I wasn’t leaking. I was fine.
“I’m okay. I’'m glad you told me. I have to leave for the airport now, or I’ll
miss my flight.” A slew of questions was on the tip of my tongue. Did he
look happy? Was she beautiful? And more questions I hated myself for that
Lexi would never be able to answer. Still, my head and heart refused to
keep those questions bottled.

Was she prettier than me? Did he look at her the same way? Did he
propose to her with half his heart? Did he think of me when he did it? Was
any part of him thinking of me now? Was I in his dreams the way he drifted
through mine sometimes?

All my thoughts were selfish. All of them. And of all the thoughts I
could have had that day, self-loathing was not the one I expected to nudge
its way front and center. I forced myself to speak.



“Stay.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, of course. I’m fine.”

“This freaky shit always happens. Always with you.”

“I know.”

“It’s like karma or God or someone hates you. It’s so fucked.”

I laughed ironically, though inside my heart was pounding.

Silence passed over the line as we both waited for some sort of solution
that wasn’t coming.

“Stella, God, I’m so sorry.”

“About what? Stop. You know I would have told you if the situation
were reversed. I should go. Love you.”

“Love y—" I hung up the phone before she could finish, frozen in the
middle of the hotel room.

I stared at the large, bronze Buddha that sat behind the front desk while my
noisy phone pinged in my tiny backpack. The water behind me trickled
down the stone path in the lobby.

Every voice was a blur. Every sound faded as I stared at the statue. The
suitcase handle gripped in my hand seemed to be the only thing keeping me
from walking toward the inviting Buddha.

“Ma’am.”

Drawn out of my daze, I stared at the man in front of me. He had neatly
trimmed, dark brown hair and light brown eyes. He gave me a white smile.
“Did you enjoy your stay?”

He wanted words. I only had to give him a few.

“I did, thank you.”

“Where are you headed today?”

“I need a car to the airport.” I realized I hadn’t answered his question,
but I could not, for the life of me, bring myself to care.

“The bellman outside will get you a car. Do you have any more bags?”



I shook my head slowly and reverted my gaze back on Buddha while
my phone rattled on in my backpack.

“Looks like a busy day for both of us.”

My eyes found his again before he looked past my shoulder to the line
that was forming behind me.

Married? Of course, he got married. Why wouldn’t he?

“Have a great flight.”

The front desk clerk carefully dismissed me. That desk clerk had no
answers for me. Neither did Buddha. I pulled myself together enough to
make it to the curb, where a heavily-coated bellman greeted me.

“Airport?”

“Yes, please.”

“How was your stay?”

A gust of the North’s version of spring air hit my face as I remained
guarded behind a new set of eyes and forcefully collected myself to speak.

“It was great, thank you.”

The older man studied my features, and I averted my gaze, the tension
heavy in my body and oozing into my frame. Shoulders slumped and head
swirling, I knew he could see the rip in me. I was sure of it. My mother
always told me my facial expressions gave me away. But could that bellman
see my shame? I had no right to feel the way I did. Absolutely no right. But
it didn’t matter. I felt it anyway—the jealousy, the ache, the sharp twist of
the knife that repeatedly dug in my chest and refused to be ignored.

His wedding.

I choked on another gust of freezing wind as the bellman stepped off the
curb into a patch of dirty snow and opened the cab door for me. The driver
took the bag from my hand, and in seconds, we were speeding toward the
airport, while the skyscrapers disappeared out of the foggy window.

“Where are you going today?”

My phone erupted again in several distinct chimes, and I reached into
my purse to silence it.

“Home.”

He eyed me in the rearview briefly before he took the hint. I was
unapologetically rude. My face was burning, my chest on fire.

Get a grip, Stella.

I unbuttoned my tweed coat, suddenly in need of more brisk air. I
wanted to be covered in it. I wanted to numb myself, but even in sub-zero



temperatures, I knew I would still feel the burn.

Minutes later, at the airport entrance, I studied the people rushing past
me to take cover from the bone-chilling wind. Moving at a snail’s pace, I
walked through the sliding doors and stood in the center of the chaos. A
wave of noise pulsed through the air: voices, the click of heels next to me,
the beep of the baggage scanners. I focused on one of the flight attendants,
who was whizzing past the chaos, her stride long, her hair in a tidy bun on
top of her head. Her perfectly packed luggage glided alongside her. I
wondered briefly where she was going as she beat the strollers to the
checkpoint. At least fifty people were waiting to be screened, and I didn’t
want them to look at me. Any of them. I was incapable of smiling,
incapable of polite conversation. Eyes down, I took a step forward and then
forced another.

He’s married. Good for him.

Keep walking, Stella.

I pushed out a deep breath, kicked my shoulders back, and figuratively
brushed off the dust. I was so incredibly good at doing that. I’d done it my
whole life.

Lexi had been right. The coincidences, the happenstance, the cruelty of
life, and fate’s sick sense of humor had always played a huge part of
everything that had to do with him. With them both. Maybe it was life’s
way of letting me know that on this day of all days, I was in the right place
in my journey.

So why did it sting so damn much?

I’d come so far from the place where every one of those signs mattered.
Where I’d analyzed and overanalyzed to the point that I drove myself
insane, until, finally, I just let things be as they were.

And I could do it again. I could do it again so easily if I could just push
past this. The life I lived was my consolation.

Because Lexi was right.

I was happy.

Satisfied that I may have been through the worst of it, and no doubt
slightly overdramatic, I reached into my purse for my ID. And that’s when I
heard the first few notes of the song ring out over the airport speaker.

“MOTHERF—" Stopping myself, I cupped my mouth in horror. Every
single head in the line was turned in my direction, as hundreds of eyes
swept over me in scrutiny. A few mothers gripped their children tight with



disgusted faces, and I saw the smirk of a few guys grouped in front of me.
Paralyzed as the song drifted into my ears and detonated in my chest, I
mouthed a quick “I’m sorry” before I gripped the handle of my suitcase and
scurried away like I’d just screamed “Bomb!”

Humiliated and unwilling to subject myself to any more stares, I
wheeled back to the lobby of the airport, my eyes on the floor. Some miles
later, with my flight safely in the air without me, sweat poured from my
forehead as I scrambled to keep up with my rambling brain. Uncomfortably
bundled in my winter coat, I wandered aimlessly through the airport, rolling
the burden of my lightweight suitcase, which felt like a case of bricks, with
no destination.

It was always the music that hurt me most. It did the most damage. For
every single day of my life, I had a song to coincide with it. Some days
were repeats. Some days I woke up to the lyrics circling in my head. The
lyrics sometimes set the tone for my day, and as a slave, I followed. But
some songs were like a sharp fingernail poking into open-wounded
thoughts. Because music is the heart’s greatest librarian. A few notes had
the ability to transport me back in time, and to the most painful of places.
Take any song from the Rolodex of your life, and you can pin it to a
memory. It translates, resonates, and there it will remain. And no matter
how many of those Rolodex cards you want to rip out and burn like an old
phone number to make room for new ones, those songs remain and threaten
to repeat.

And the song that circled through the deep recesses of my brain—while
I tried my best to rip it from the Rolodex—bruised me well thanks to my
good friend coincidence, and was cruelly pulling up every memory
associated with it. It filtered like a burn through my nose and out of my
lungs while I stomped along the white tiled floor of the airport in my
heavily abused Chucks and stared at the Sharpie-stained lyrics I’d scribbled
all over them.

The song that played was a tattoo over my heart, like several others.
And for the second time in my life, I wanted the music to stop. I needed the
repeat to cease. I didn’t want to feel that burn. It was too absolute.

And that logic was ridiculous.

There were a few things I knew as I worked up a sweat, staring at the
small cracks and stains on the surface of the floor beneath me.

The first was: I was not getting on a plane that day.



The second was: I was not going to call Lexi back and ask her a single
question.

And the third: I refused to acknowledge. The hurt was far too present.

What was it about a woman’s psyche that refuses to let us ignore the old
aches, the ancient pains, and the memories of the men we bind ourselves to?

I used to think men were experts at forgetting about the past and moving
on, but I was finally old enough to know better. Their memories were just
as vivid, just as painful. They were just better at letting go.

Exhausted, I stopped in the middle of my walk, and a man slammed into
me.

“Sorry!” I quickly apologized as he gripped my arm to steady us both.
He was prematurely balding, had soft green eyes, and was dressed from
head to foot in Army camouflage, his pants tucked into boots. A soldier.

“It’s fine,” he said quietly as he readjusted the bag on his shoulder and
gave me a quick wink before taking off toward a group of others dressed
like him. I moved away from the steady flow of human traffic, my back
against the wall as seconds ticked past.

What in the hell are you doing, Stella? Go home!

Furious with myself, I resigned to transfer my ticket to a later flight and
stop the madness before I looked up to see a neon sign directly above me. I
winced at the flickering, bright yellow letters that stood out blatantly,
blinking at me like a fucking wink.

Drive. Drive. Drive.

Alamo. Drive happy.

My feet moved before I had a chance to think it through—before I
could reason with myself that I was being overly dramatic and that the news
didn’t make a bit of difference in my life. I was in charge of myself and my
reaction. All of these thoughts filtered through my sense of reason and were
batted away by the slow leak of disappointment in my chest.

When it came to the men in my life, my emotions were my kryptonite,
and so was my indecision.

And that day at the airport, I was, again, crippled by both.

I was driving.



I rolled my suitcase down to slot fifty-two and unlocked the Nissan Altima
with the fob before I threw my suitcase in the trunk. Inside the musty cabin,
I pressed my forehead to the steering wheel, started the car, and rolled down
the window. The cool air hit me, waking me up from my exhausted stupor. I
looked at the clock on the dash. It had only been three hours since I did my
podcast.

Three hours.

Buckling up, I pulled my phone from my backpack to start directions. I
already had more notifications than I could handle in a week, and the emails
just kept coming in. Six hundred unanswered texts were waiting, and I
couldn’t bring myself to look at any of it. I prompted Siri and gave her my
home address and put the car in gear while she sounded out the first of the
directions.

My five-hour flight turned into over twenty hours of driving. I was
pissed at myself, pissed at Lexi, just . . . pissed. I slammed the car back into
park and banged on the steering wheel. Even in the silent car, the music
wouldn’t stop. It refused to loosen its tight hold. The noose was around my
heart, squeezing like a vise. The wound was opening, and I was helpless to
stop it. It bled as a reminder of where I’d been. And if I couldn’t stop it,
then I would embrace it. Whatever I had left, whatever part of me needed
closure had revealed I would have to relive it, piece-by-piece, song-by-
song.

But I didn’t really believe in closure.

No, closure was an excuse for some, a scapegoat for others. But, that
myth didn’t do anything but temporarily stifle the ache of missing someone.
And after that phone call, that text, that brief meeting, that moment in time
where it was assumed you could move on, realization strikes that all it
really did was reset the timer on the heartbreak.

Love doesn’t die, even when you stop feeding it. There is no expiration
date on the ache of missing someone you shared your heart, life, and body
with.



Pulling my phone from the seat, I hesitated only a second before I
flipped to the playlist I had made years ago. If I was going to indulge
myself, I was going to do it properly.

White-knuckling the wheel, I fought traffic for a solid half hour before I
finally hit the freeway and made it safely out of the city. I had hundreds of
miles of open highway until I took my first exit.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I pushed play.



ONE
f > |

Mr. Brightside
The Killers

2005

“Stella, hurry up!”

“I’'m coming!” I yelled to my sister, Paige, who was making her way
down the crushed-shell cement steps toward her car. Locking her front door,
I gripped the phone to my ear while it rang as I slowly descended her
apartment stairs. The call went unanswered like it had for the past week.
When his voicemail picked up, I fought the angry tears that tried to surface.

“It’s me, but you know that.” Inhaling deep, I force myself to remain
steady, though inside I felt the rejection like a million bee stings. He’d taken
up two months of my life, a small amount of my devotion, and he wouldn’t
be taking anything else. The pain of his indifference morphed into anger as
my sister honked obnoxiously from her car. “I guess . ..” I swallowed hard,
talking to a small piece of me I’d never get back. “I guess fuck you is in
order, Dylan. Take care.” I hung up, let two tears fall, and then wiped them
away before I reached the idling car. Once seated in the back, Paige looked
me over to assess the damage with knowing eyes as her boyfriend, Neil,
backed us away from the curb.

“Still no answer?”

I shook my head before I lifted my shoulders and let them drop. “It’s
over.”

Paige frowned. “He’s an asshole.”
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I glared at her as I pointed at the back of Neil’s head. I didn’t want to
discuss Dylan in front of him. Neil was cool, but he wasn’t the type to talk
about feelings, or much else. He was quiet, which was a good thing because
Paige was a talker. In fact, you couldn’t shut her up. We had that in
common. But she was far too involved in my personal life and had been
since I moved in with her. “You’ll bounce back,” she said, undeterred by
my death stare due to the invasion of privacy and her overshare of my
relationship status. She glanced at Neil. “What? He’s seen you sulking
around our apartment for the last week.”

I’d moved in with Paige and her boyfriend to help save my parents
money. They couldn’t afford to help me get into a starter apartment while
they saved for my tuition. I needed to be rooted and working in Austin by
the time I started school that fall, but Id screwed around after I met Dylan
and got little accomplished. Between my back and forth to Dallas to hang
with him and running around to see his shows, I’d blown up my car—the
one I got my freshman year of high school. Old Black Betty had done her
job, but I was in no financial position to get anything new. So, I was stuck
in Austin, without a job or a car, and without the boy.

All through high school, I’d been lazy with my studies due to my
obsession with going to concerts and fared just under what was required to
get into The University of Texas. I’d spent the last two years in junior
college, busting my ass to get the prerequisites and the GPA needed to
transfer to the school of journalism. But that wasn’t the only reason for my
move. Austin was the Live Music Capitol of the World. And between the
program at UT and the music scene, it was the perfect place to get my feet
wet.

I had big plans for my future.

Plans that hadn’t a damn thing to do with the sex-on-legs lead singer of
the band I’d been stalking in Dallas. I had the remaining months of summer
to get my head in the game to continue my execution of those plans, but
zero issue releasing some of the built-up tension I’d endured during my
extended two-year stay at my parents’ house while I got my shit together.
What I didn’t need was a six-foot wrench screwing up any of my hard
work. And I wouldn’t let him. Chalking it up to a fling, I put Dylan in a box
labeled “Oops.” Still, my wretched, misguided heart told me that there
could have been something between that front man and me. Sighing, I
watched my phone for a text that wasn’t coming and cursed myself for



being so damned gullible. Dylan had dazzled me with his pretty-boy looks
and seductive voice. He didn’t intimidate me, but I’d been drawn to him, to
his presence onstage and off. He was laid back, funny as hell, and took very
little seriously.

I assumed I was in that “not serious” category as well. All of his
bandmates told me he liked me. I believed them, instead of the source and
the words he spoke, which mostly consisted of his plans for his band. And it
was just like me to become fascinated by his talent and blinded because of
it, since my plans mirrored getting the scoop behind the scenes. I would
earn my degree and, hopefully, land a job at a decent enough rag that would
afford me the chance to travel the circuit. But my dreams didn’t stop there. I
wanted to be an innovator of sorts. Make a unique mark. I would let the
music lead me. But I had to be cautious because the music had led me to
Dylan. And after a week without him, his silence told me it was a case of
infatuation on my part, and a way to pass the time for him.

He talked, and I listened, and then we had sex on his couch. He was
only truly engaged with me when I was standing right in front of him,
which I didn’t have a chance in hell of doing at that point. I’d made a fool
of myself assuming it was anything more and cringed as I thought of my
shitty attempt at working at something real between us. The word groupie
stomped its way across my brain, shaming me, and I cringed at the idea.
Not another drop of my pride was for sale. I refused to be categorized as a
damned groupie. I was a writer, despite my recent groupie-like behavior.
Oops.

“I’m done with musicians,” I stated to my sister, who carefully watched
me from her seat. “I’'m done with dating, period. At least for a while. Now
is not the time.”

Though I told my parents I was in Austin, I’d been sneaking into Dallas
and would stay with Dylan or friends between shows. Now that I was
permanently in Austin, I was completely reliant on my sister.

“I need to get a job.”

She ran her hands through her long dark hair and pulled it up in a
ponytail as she spoke. My sister and I were well paired in genetics. Both of
us had light olive skin due to our half-Latin roots, except she had dark
brown eyes, and I had my father’s gray that at times changed color with my
T-shirts. Where she was thin, I was a bit thicker, especially around the hips.
And while she dressed like she attended prep school, I was all rock ‘n’ roll.



But there was no question when we entered a room together that we shared
parents. Biting her pink glossed lip, she looked over to Neil and then
glanced my way. “Want to try to work with me?”

“Waitress?” I shuddered. “No offense, but hell no. I’d be terrible. I’ll
find something close and ride with you until I can get a car.”

She nodded, her worry more for me than for my situation. But due to
our difference in lifestyle, I was sure our arrangement would start to tether
us sooner rather than later. She was a go-to-bed-early and arrive-at-work-
on-time-with-her-shit-together kind of gal. I was a night owl who craved
live shows and the next good time, and almost always ran late unless I was
running in the direction of music.

“I’m sorry,” I said in a low voice. “I screwed up, Paige. I got a little
carried away.” I swallowed my hurt pride. “I’ll get out of your hair soon, I
promise.” My voice cracked as we pulled up to the entrance of the complex
and sat at the stop sign.

“You’re going to be okay. You do know that, right?” Not one to offer
affection, she palmed my knee just as a guy opened the opposite passenger
door of the backseat, got in, and sat next to me. Jumping back, I scoured his
face for details—for the police—both fight and flight kicking in while he
looked me over with equal interest.

Panicking, I addressed the intruder. “Can we help you?”

Full cranberry-tinted lips twisted into a smirk as he sized me up. “I
don’t know, little sister, can you help me?”

Paige chuckled as she looked back at my panicked face. “Stella, this is
Reid. I told you about him. I told you he lived here, remember?”

“I remember.” Except I didn’t. I’d been too busy fawning after an
asshole in Dallas to retain anything Austin. Resigned that I was now
permanently in the place where I’d fought so hard to get to, I looked over to
Reid on the seat next to me while he invaded the small space of the car. His
left arm was in a neon-green cast, and he looked freshly showered. His
chin-length, dark-brown hair dripped at the ends. A simple white T-shirt
clung to his broad frame and tapered to his trim waist. He wore dark blue
jeans and black boots. The crown of his head touched the roof of the car.
That was all I noticed before I dismissed him and let thoughts of my
previous life take over. I’d opted for a night out with my sister to drown out
the humdrum and annoying routine of my new life. Paige told me it was one
of the first nights she wasn’t going to a bar and “little sister” was invited.



I’d had to repress my “whoopty-fuckin’-doo” to accept the invitation.
I’d spent days wandering around the wooded park across from her
apartment and cleaning her toilet to earn my keep. Spontaneity was my sole
purpose in life. I needed to be free of routine to exist, and so far, Austin was
a bully. First my car, and then my boyfriend.

Austin-2, Stella-fucked.

Paige spoke animatedly as we drove to a neighborhood on the edge of
the city. Still stuck on the message I’d left Dylan, and the one I didn’t have
coming, I didn’t bother asking where we were going as we headed into a
house with a gallon of tequila and a bag full of mixers. I was introduced to
some work friends that I didn’t bother to memorize the names of before I
made myself comfortable on the couch in the living room of the spacious
house. Everyone else was on the porch while I sat inside in my own little
bubble of despair. I had no one in Austin but my sister, who had decided
being five years older made her the matriarch of the relationship. I gave her
that freedom because, honestly, I couldn’t have cared less. Still, Paige had
been good to me, she made sure I slept comfortably on her couch and gave
me the first margarita made in the kitchen that night, which I drank down
easily.

Eyeing my surroundings, mismatched furniture, bookshelves filled with
endless hardbacks, knickknacks, and a plethora of plants, I spotted a rack of
magazines. I plucked out a Spin with a cover that read “Foo Fighter’s: The
Secret Life of Dave Grohl” and started flipping through. Laughter and the
smell of weed drifted from the partially opened patio door as I peeked over
the top of the magazine. Everyone outside seemed to be in good spirits as
they sat around a kaleidoscope tile-covered picnic table, drinking stout
margaritas while they bullshitted. The Killers’ “Mr. Brightside” filtered
past the laughter, and even in my sour mood, I began to hum along.
Halfway through the interview, I studied the snapshots of Dave Grohl and
glanced back over through the open blinds to look at Reid.

Reid looked a little like Dave Grohl.

Or maybe Reid was trying to look a little like Dave Grohl.

The tequila told me that was hysterical, and I found my eyes drifting
back to him as I laughed at the similarities.

Reid’s eyes found mine across the space, and I quickly averted mine.
But I was too late.

The door slid open. “What are you laughing at?”



“I’m not laughing,” I said absently while I flipped another page.

“Okay.”

“Just reading about your twin,” I said with a grin, though I was sure he
hadn’t heard due to the ice dispenser in the kitchen and wall between us.
“What’s that?”

Tequila, or utter stupidity, had me speaking again. “You look a little like
Dave Grohl.”

“He looks like me.”

“So, you hear that a lot?”

“Fucking daily. And we have a lot in common.”

“You’re in a band?”

A casted arm poked out of the kitchen with his reply. “Not today.”

“Yeah, that sucks. Sorry.”

I didn’t ask him what happened because I didn’t care. I couldn’t. I was
trying my best minute by minute not to think about Dylan, and the
humiliation that came with letting a guy like that take any sort of lead with
me. | just wanted to be alone to sulk with my magazine. Picking up another,
I began thumbing through and winced when I realized Reid stood
expectantly at the edge of the couch with a fresh margarita in hand. No
matter how pretty he was, I didn’t want his company.

“You planning on joining us?”

“Nope.” I turned the page, though I hadn’t read a word. “As of today,
I’m done with being gender social, especially with the musical kind.”

“I wasn’t hitting on you.” My face burned slightly as I again peered
over my magazine. He towered over me, and I squirmed a little under
inquisitive hazel eyes, more on the green side than brown. He’d been
blessed with a broad, Roman nose, and beautifully sculpted jaw. The
darkened skin of the arm that wasn’t bandaged told me he’d been in the sun
all summer. His hair had dried and shortened into onyx pieces that worked
together to form the perfect, silky mess. He was heavily inked with a thick
black band around the wrist I could see and solid and distinct patterns of
tats that disappeared at his bicep under his T-shirt. Though he wore a white
smile, he was dark from the tip of his head down to his black boots. He
oozed confidence and had no issue staring me down to the point I felt
completely uncomfortable.

Though my pride had just taken a lashing, I met his eyes with a dead
stare. “I didn’t think you were hitting on me.”



“You totally thought I was,” he said as a dimple peeked out next to his
bottom lip behind the stubble on his face. “But don’t worry, little sister,” he
said with sarcastic assurance, “you’re safe.”

I rolled my eyes and looked back down at the Spin that covered my
thighs.

Seconds later, the door slid closed. Minutes after that, I looked back out
at the patio to see him conversing with Paige, positive she was telling Reid
exactly why I was no longer dating musicians.

“Fuck you very much, Paige,” I sighed out as Reid again glanced back
at me, his dark eyes covering me in mild indifference.

“Well, thank God I'm safe,” I said sarcastically as he watched me
mouth the words. Slowly, a new smile appeared, one that told me he knew
exactly what I’d said.



TWO

Word Up
Cameo

“Stella, go, baby, go!”

Mom?

Dazed from my afternoon nap, I looked around my sister’s empty
bedroom. I'd woken up restless that morning after another night on her
quicksand couch and I’d exhausted my list of things to do. Again, I cleaned
her spotless, one-bedroom apartment that, at that point, could’ve passed a
white glove inspection. On my laptop, I’d filled out twenty applications and
watched four hours of reruns of VH1’s Behind the Music—my proverbial
bible and the starting point of my obsession with the behind the scenes life
of musicians. I loved the stories about those with the hardest struggles and
their epic turning points.

With both Neil and Paige at work, I was forced to pace the complex in
the nightmarish Texas heat outside the door until I found myself exhausted.
I’d opted for a few hours on her mattress rather than the couch that
swallowed me whole, so that I actually slept inside of it rather than on.

“Look at her go!” My mother’s voice was unmistakable as I shot up
from bed, utterly confused. I could clearly hear my parents in my sister’s
living room. When I emerged in a sleepy stupor, I was surprised to see
Mom and Dad weren’t there. Instead, Paige sat on her couch laughing, with
Reid next to her doing the same. Both their eyes were fixed on the TV.

“She’s got rhythm, that’s for sure!” my mother cooed with pride as
realization dawned. Reid was the first to notice me standing in the hallway,
and his eyes rolled over me before they moved back to the screen. I
followed his stare and leapt toward my sister, who had the remote in her
hands.

“Paige, what are you doing?”

“Your birthday video came,” she said, amused at my discomfort.
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“I can see that,” I said through gritted teeth. “Why did you open it? Not
cool.”

“God, you were cute,” she said, ignoring me as she lifted her chin
toward the home movie. All eyes in the living room were on a miniature
me, jamming on the kitchen floor of my parents’ house. I was sitting in a
diaper, flailing chubby arms, and rocking away while Cameo’s “Word Up”
blared through the surround sound Neil had just installed.

“My boo bear,” I heard my father chuckle. “Look at her go. She can
really move.”

“Boo bear?” Reid asked.

I opened my mouth with something other than an answer, but Paige beat
me to the punch. “She had no hair until she was two. And what she did have
stood straight up on the top of her head. See?” Paige pointed at the screen.
“Cute, right? She was rocking a mohawk before anyone else!” Paige
nudged Reid before they both looked at me with matching grins.

Ignoring them, I got lost in the movie, watching as my parents fawned
all over the fat, mostly bald toddler on the floor of their kitchen. My mother
was drenched in youth as she kneeled on the tile, setting a large pot in front
of me, along with a wooden spoon. She tapped it twice with the utensil
before she handed it to me. Her dark hair flowed past her shoulders, and I
felt the nostalgia punch when I noticed the dress she had on. It was stark
white and laced with purple flowers. It still hung in her closet, yellowed and
forgotten. Still, on screen, she was breathtaking as she urged me to hit the
pot with the wooden spoon. Greedily, I took it from her and began to pound.
No longer interested in Paige or Reid’s reaction, and camped in the solitary
chair next to the TV, I watched my first attempt at being a musician, just as
Paige took another jab.

“And you never got any better,” she joked.

“Some of us were born to be fans, I guess.” I sighed as I watched the
spectacle. My father’s sarcastic and affectionate voice sounded as I began to
really pound on the pot. “Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea,” he said to
my mother as I went full-on rocker and threw my body into it.

“This is epic,” Reid said with a chuckle, his eyes glued to the screen.
“Your parents seem cool.”

“They are,” Paige said fondly. “They really are.”

Mom smiled down at me as I did my best to make more music and let
out an insanely loud shriek. “You’ve created a monster,” my father said as



my mother looked straight into the camera. “One day you’ll be famous,
Estella.”

“Just . . . well, maybe not as a drummer.” My father chuckled
affectionately and unseen in the video just as I went ballistic, looking
something like a chubby, olive Muppet as I roared on with purpose and
gave the pot hell.

My parents laughed uncontrollably, as did Paige, Reid, and I before the
video went to credits. It was a message that told me they loved me, to get a
day job, and not to quit it—a reminder of my failed musical career.
Following the joke, the rest of the credits revealed they were proud of me. I
felt myself swell at the sentiment, company be damned, and wiped a tear
from under my eye.

“I’m so fucking happy I was here to see that,” Reid said with a smug
grin, his intentions on giving me hell at the first opportunity before he
flicked his eyes to mine. “Happy birthday.”

“It’s not until Saturday, and don’t hate on my skills. I owned that pot,” I
said as I reset my nap-tainted ponytail.

“She tried to play everything, and I mean everything,” Paige said with a
groan. “Drums, hell no, she sucked. The piano, well, she bit her teacher.
And guitar, God, it was awful. She even got a French horn and tried high
school band.”

“No shit,” Reid muttered with playful eyes before he bit his bottom lip
to restrain his smile. He’d already given far more than I had seen in the
week I’d known him.

“She was awful, but my parents just kept buying her instruments. She
finally had to give up when she realized she couldn’t play the triangle for a
living.”

I shot her the bird as Reid kept his eyes trained on me. It was there
again, the static that whirred in my chest because of his scrutiny. I wanted
nothing more than for him to look away.

“But she’s going to be a journalist instead,” Paige informed Reid.
“Aren’t you, boo bear?” She smiled with the pride of a sister. “Stella
decided to be the Encyclopedia Britannica of musicians and a critic.”

“Really?” Reid raised a brow.

Paige nodded. “Ask her anything, I’'m dead serious. Ask her anything.”

“Let’s not ask me anything,” I said through a yawn while I eyed the
clock, realizing I’d wasted another day getting nowhere.



Paige nodded toward the counter next to me. “They sent a card, too.”

“Did you open that as well? You know, to make sure you ruined
everything?”

“Come on, I had to wake you up somehow and I need to shower. I smell
like a burrito. I picked up a shift tonight, so you’re alone again. Neil’s
working late, too.” She lifted herself from the couch, looked over to Reid,
and held out the remote to him. “I’ll be done in a few.” Reid took the
remote from her as if they’d been doing the routine for years. And, for all I
knew, they had. Paige and I didn’t talk much once she left home. She
always came for the holidays, and when she finally had courage enough to
announce that she had a live-in boyfriend, and my parents accepted it, she
and Neil began to come around more. Her invitation to let me stay with her
until school started was a Godsend due to the intrusive behavior of mom
and dad. Still, I couldn’t help the dread that coursed through me at the idea
of another isolated night in her apartment.

“I’ll go with you,” I piped. “I'll try to look for a job.”

Paige furrowed her brows. “It’s a six-hour shift.”

“You could let me drop you off and lend me your car.”

“No way,” she quipped. “I’ve seen the way you drive.”

“I drive just fine.”

Paige rolled her eyes before she turned back to Reid. “She drives like
she drums.”

“That bad?” Reid chimed in. He got a fuck you very much scowl of his
own.

“Within twenty minutes of her being behind the wheel, she hit a parked
car.”

I had little defense. “That was four years ago.”

“I’m not lending you my car, but I will buy you a burrito for dinner,”
she called as she disappeared into her bedroom.

You could stay at home all night and write.

Normally, I’d jump at the chance to get a new article done, but I was
feeling especially uninspired. I needed to get to a show and fast.

Suddenly alone with Reid, and knowing I would probably have about
ten minutes in the bathroom after my sister’s shower, I began to gather
clothes from my duffle that sat next to her fireplace. My sister had the
Cadillac of one-bedroom apartments, but there was little to no room for



guests. And though Neil was nice to me, I could tell he wasn’t exactly
thrilled with me being there.

I had no time to grieve my joke of a relationship. I needed money and
fast. Austin wasn’t cheap, and it was time for this baby bird to truly fly the
nest. My parents’ plan was to pay for two years at UT. We were blue-collar,
to say the least. Our childhood had always consisted of just enough money.
But when Paige had left home, there wasn’t much in either of our tuition
savings accounts. Their intentions were in the right place, but they could
never really afford to save. My parents had an abundance of love over
money, and I would gladly take their support over anything else.

It had turned out to be a blessing for them when I didn’t get into UT the
first few years. Both relief and worry for my future clouded their eyes when
we sat down to plan. I busted my ass to pay for my first few years of junior
college, while they scraped and saved for the next two years. But we made
it work, and I was in Austin. And Austin was where my hopes lie for a start
that I prayed would lead me to the career I’d been dreaming about since I
caught my first episode of Behind the Music.

Alight with a small amount of enthusiasm, and determined not to let
Dylan’s rejection ruin any more of it, I brewed a quick cup of coffee and
planned my day. I had little to go on in the way of a job that I would truly
want. I made a quick mental list of places I could go within walking
distance of her restaurant.

It seemed when my sister left the room she took Reid’s attention with
her, which suited me perfectly. He quickly became immersed in TV while I
pulled out a pair of shorts, my electric blue Chucks, and Pulp Fiction Tasty
Burger T-shirt with Samuel Jackson’s fuck-with-me face on it. I scurried to
the bedroom and changed while Paige showered, then ran a brush through
my slightly wavy hair, along with a little oil to weigh it down and tame the
fly-aways. After applying some heavy liner and mascara, I glossed my lips
in loud, pink berry and spritzed my wrists and neck with Paige’s perfume.
Reemerging, I found Reid in the kitchen. He paused, a bottled water to his
mouth, as he looked me over. “Nice shirt.”

“I agree.”

“You think you’ll get a job dressed like that?” Offended, I took in his
jeans, boots, and T-shirt.

“Looks like you did.”



“Whatever you say, little sister.” He brushed past me and resumed his
spot on the couch.

I wasn’t looking for an office job. If anything, I wanted to find
something at one of the clubs on 6T Street. I knew it would be hard
considering I wasn’t of age, but there was no harm in trying before I was
stuck taking Tex-Mex orders.

Ready to wage war on a stilted Austin, I flipped through my phone to
message Lexi, who was the only person I really regretted leaving behind in
Dallas. She’d been assuring me she would come to Austin as soon as I got
enough money for a place, and her only job would be to furnish it. She was
very much like me in that her mother didn’t have the means to support her a
day after high school. And because her mother depended on her to watch
her little brother, a nine-year-old surprise souvenir she caught while
vacationing in Puerto Rico, she couldn’t break free and move in with me
until he started back to school. And that gave me weeks to make it happen. I
needed someone other than my sister, who was busy living her life, to help
keep me motivated.

I’m going crazy here. Was this a mistake?

LEXI: Hell no, I can’t wait to get there. Did you get a job yet? Why
didn’t you come to Dallas this weekend?

Black Betty blew up. I texted you twice. Broke up with asshole too.
It’s been a shit week.

LEXI: You texted? Shit, I’m sorry. I was watching ‘The Rico.” He’s
a full-time job. Jesus, I will never have sex without a condom and
spermicide bodysuit. I’m almost positive that’s why my mother has
trapped me with him for the summer before she lets me loose in the
world. And what the hell with Dylan?

He broke up with me. And that’s on good assumption because we
haven’t talked. AT ALL. He just stopped calling.

LEXI: I’m going to kick his ass. I mean it. If I see him, it’s on.

Please don’t do that. And don’t call me. I’m sitting next to a guy.

LEXI: You moved on quick.

It’s my sister’s friend, and I’m getting the prick vibe.

LEXI: No shit? Hot? Take a pic.

Of course, she’d ignored the prick part of the text. For Lexi, that vibe
was a neon sign that translated: Stop and graze here! But I had to admit, she
held her own with men. She never held her heart on her sleeve when it



came to them. Her tough exterior was a force to be reckoned with. She had
a philosophy she stuck to: nothing serious before twenty-five. She vowed
only to let her hormones run her sex life. Her head ran the rest of it. I was
quickly coming around to her line of thinking.

Hell no, I’m not taking a pic. He’s sitting feet away!

LEXI: DO it. I want to see.

To hell with it. I lifted my phone, just as Reid turned in my direction,
and snapped a picture.

He arched a brow. “Did you just take a picture of me?”

“Nope.”

I hit send.

He saw me do it. I hate you.

Lexi: FUCKING HELL HE’S HOT!!

Her mother was right to frighten her. Lexi had skipped the moving-on
phase of boy crazy. But I had to admit, for a love ’em and leave ’em girl,
she had pretty high standards, and was more of a kissing whore. That I
agreed with on all fronts. Kissing was everything, next to an opening guitar
riff.

I’m done with men for the moment. Really done. D.O.N.E.

LEXI: Fine with me. I’ll come down this weekend for your birthday
and snatch him up.

I rolled my eyes as Reid cleared his throat.

I glanced up. “Yes?”

“Did you seriously just take a picture of me and send it to who you’re
texting?”

“You’ll thank me for it later.”

His eyes hardened. “I don’t need your help getting hooked up, little
sister.”

“Oh? Well, good, because I just registered you as a sex offender.”

LEXI: Do you know who he looks like?!

Defendant number #2345678

LEXI: What?

Nothing. What an awesome plan for you. You come down on a
manhunt. Will there at least be cake?

LEXI: SORRY. I know you’re hurting.

I’m okay. I’m brushing it off a lot better than I thought I would. He
didn’t give a shit about me. I’m not that stupid. You know what’s



weird? I’m more pissed off than hurt. At myself.

LEXI: He was hot and funny at times. But I told you he was a
douche. I promise your birthday will be epic. I’ll make sure of it. But
seriously get somewhere and call me. I need to decipher whether you’re
full of shit or not.

I’m not. And I don’t want to talk about him. It’s weird, but I’'m
okay. I knew. Deep down I knew.

LEXI: He was a total tool.

A pathetic part of me wanted to defend him. But I knew better.

In hindsight, I think you may be right.

LEXI: I’m here if you need me.

I know. Love you. XO

I looked up to see Reid watching me. “What?”

He pressed his lips into a line, and I had a feeling whatever was about to
come out of his mouth might wage war, but Paige interrupted us.

“Ready?” She looked between us, and I was sure she could feel the
tension and confirmed as much with a frown before she grabbed her purse
from the counter. Reid and I were on opposite sides of her living room, but
we might as well have been on different sides of the planet.



THREE

Feel Good Inc
Gorillaz

“Thurn this up, please,” I asked from the back seat, still a bit pissed that
Reid had no intention of acting like a gentleman or offering me shotgun. It
was apparent he’d stuck me into some sort of category where he felt I was
entitled to little and better off ignored.

I wasn’t a fan of Reid.

But he got along famously with my sister. Conversations and private
jokes were easy between them. In fact, I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

“Can you please turn it up?”

They both ignored me as my sister drove toward downtown, rattling on
about some shenanigans they’d gotten into recently.

I sat back fuming, sure one or both had heard me at some point. When
the song was over, Reid slowly moved his hand toward the console and
turned up the next song. I narrowed my eyes as a slow-building smirk
spread over his face while he glanced my way.

Oh. You. Dick.

And that was when feeling became certainty. I did not like Reid.

“Let’s hit up the pub after work,” Reid muttered.

“Can’t.” My sister nodded back at me.

“Oh, please. I’ve had a fake ID since I was seventeen. You know this,
Paige.”

Reid shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt to try.”

“No way, and have those assholes pawing on my little sister? No
thanks.”

“She’s safe. You know I won’t let anything happen.”

My next announcement might have come out something like, “I’ve got
condoms.”

Paige glared at me through the rearview as Reid chuckled.
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“Stop playing the mother role. I'm well versed in penis and vagina. I
don’t need you protecting me from anything.”

Reid looked back at me as I crossed my arms like a four-year-old.
“Jesus, if I knew you were going to be this damn protective, I would have
stayed in Dallas.”

Paige sighed. “Penis and vagina?”

“Well, I’'m only going into my third year of college. Experimenting
hasn’t started yet, but I’ll keep you updated.”

Reid’s head shot back on a laugh. I ignored him and moved forward,
gripping my sister’s headrest as I spoke to her. “What’s got you acting all
Mary Poppins all of a sudden? You know I can handle myself.”

“You just got dumped by the lead singer of a band called Meat.”

Pissed at my sister’s inability to keep my private crap between us, I
fired back. “And I saw the vibrator in your dresser drawer. Are we going to
openly discuss every private detail in front of him?” Paige slammed on the
breaks at a stoplight and turned around to glare at me.

“What in the hell, Stella? You’re going through my shit?”

“What in the hell, Paige? You had to mention him? Equally as personal
of a detail. Just forget it. I don’t want to go out with you. I’ll get the key and
take a cab home.”

“You don’t have any money,” she snapped.

“I’ll find some. Green light.”

I pointed to the neon light in front of us just as someone sounded their
horn. The car stayed quiet until we pulled up to El Plato Cantina—The
Plate Bar. The dumbest damn name for a Tex-Mex restaurant imaginable. It
was obvious the owners were white and had thrown the title together
without much thought before they forked out a fortune to open a restaurant.

Reid pulled two clean aprons from Paige’s glove compartment as she
fumed in the front seat.

“No one’s judging. I commend you for being so adventurous, sis.” I got
out of the car as Reid belted out another laugh before he caught a direct
chest slap from my sister. She ripped the keys from the ignition, got out of
the car, and then laid into me.

“Stay out of my crap!”

“I’m not going through your crap. I had just laundered your underwear
and was putting it away when I stumbled upon it. You really should invest
in something a little more risqué.”



Reid struggled to tie his apron on with the burden of his cast. I was just
about to ask him how he could possibly wait tables and thought better of it
when my sister slapped me with a dose of unnecessary tough love.

“Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for you to come here.”

Hurt, and more than pissed off, I gave as good as I got. “Really, Paige?
You’re going to turn on me that fast? For someone so concerned for my
well-being, you had no issue making me feel unwelcome in a city I’'m
unfamiliar with. And instead of helping me, you spend the last hour making
jokes at my expense with your best friend and telling him shit about me
that’s none of his business!”

“Ladies,” Reid said carefully, eyeing us over the roof of the car.

“You stay out of it,” I snapped as he held up his hands, looking more
bored than defensive. Paige was just about to go off again when I stopped
her. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be out with my first paycheck.”

“Stella—"

I was already walking toward . . . well, I had no idea, but I would have a
job by the time I went back to her place. “Sorry about the interruption,
Paige. I'll let you get back to your amazing life!”

“A little dramatic, don’t you think?” she retorted. “But that’s you, isn’t
it, Stella? Always the drama queen. Maybe that’s why—"

I turned back to glare at her so fast, it caused one of those horrific burns
to spark and fizzle up the back of my head. “Really? That’s why my
boyfriend dumped me? Is that what you were about to say?”

Paige stood fuming as Reid rounded her hood and walked toward the
restaurant.

Letting my anger get the best of me, I gave him a little venom, too.
“And you’re an asshole!”

Paige’s pale neck turned crimson. “Alright, that’s enough, Stella!”

“Hey—" I shrugged “—as long as we’re clearing the air.”

Reid smirked and walked through the doors of the rapidly-filling
restaurant. I would make it my mission to piss him off the same way.

Annoyed that a ten-minute car ride was about to come between us, I
extended a slightly thorny olive branch. “Look, I’'m sorry, but that was an
asshole thing to do, Paige. This is exactly what I’m afraid of. Rubbing you
or Neil the wrong way and being shooed back to Dallas. I’'m thankful for
you putting me up, you know that. And you know the week I’ve had. I'm a
bit on edge, and I’m at your mercy. You know that, too. I’m helpless here!”



She chewed her lip as she looked at the ground between us. “I know.
I’m sorry. Reid’s a great guy. You just have to get to know him and give
him a chance. I shouldn’t have said those things in front of him, but
honestly, he knows a ton about you. He’s my best friend.”

“I’ve gathered. And I’m not?”

“No, you’re my sister,” she said with soft eyes. “Means much more.”

“It better.” I huffed as we both shared a hesitant smile.

“Bitch.”

“Asshole.”

“See you later?” Paige said with a smile as she tied her apron around
her jeans.

“If you’re lucky,” I taunted.

“I better get lucky. Don’t make me worry, okay?” She picked up her
pace as she headed toward the porch of the restaurant then turned to look
back at me, her expression maternal.

I let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. I won’t make you worry.”

“Need some money?”

“A little,” I clipped, hating my situation that much more.

She laughed as she pulled a twenty from her pocket. “I get off at eleven,
so be back then, okay?”

“Lend me the car.”

“Forget it.”

Twenty bucks and a kickass T-shirt. That’s all T had on me when I strolled
into the busy office of Austin Speak, a city paper that was funded purely by
ads and free on every newsstand. The building itself sat in a questionable
part of town. It wasn’t a place you wanted to walk away from alone at
night. Still, the few blocks I walked to get there got me a little more familiar
with Austin’s streets, my home for the next few years. Austin was a mass
arena of historical, commercial, and designer commercial. I had several
reasons for wanting to move to the city, but the best one was the music. In
my master plan, I’d always thought I’d work someplace like Austin Speak



to get my feet wet, though deep down I knew it would be a hard sell with
my inexperience and lack of a degree. And I was sure the pay was shit. I
would have to get another job to compensate for monthly expenses, but it
was my first stop, and the only job I truly wanted while I furthered my
education. I’d sent in a ton of different resumes and attached several articles
I’d written, but hadn’t heard a word. Persistence wasn’t the only edge you
had to have in the hunt, yet it was all I had at that moment.

The paper was bustling past the cheap, wooden reception desk. A fair-
haired and freckle-faced receptionist that looked my age greeted me with a
smile and appreciated Samuel on my shirt before she asked if she could
help me.

“I want to work here. How do I get a job?”

Her laugh echoed throughout the joke of a lobby, and several of the staff
members in the desks behind her gave a pregnant pause.

“Wow, you’re blunt.”

“Blunt, honest, hardworking. I would be an asset to this place,” I said,
noting the retro, pea-green linoleum floors and chipped paint on the walls.

She raised her hands, palms up toward me. “Don’t try to sell me. I don’t
pay the rent here.”

“So, who do I sell?”

“That would be Nate Butler.”

“Okay, may I see Nate Butler?”

“He’s in a meeting.”

I gave her a wary eye. “He’s always in a meeting, isn’t he?”

Her smile got wider.

“That’s your job description,” T went on, “isn’t it? Answer the phone
and take good messages because he’s always in a meeting?”

She pressed her lips together to keep her laugh in. I planned on
encountering nothing but slamming doors in my future. But I had just the
right shoes to wedge my foot in for the Hail Mary strategy I would need to
have to be taken seriously. I’d spent the majority of my time in junior
college writing various articles that kept up with current artists. I had a hard
drive filled with a few million words. It was atypical of me not to know the
details of any endeavor before I stuck my neck out, especially for the job I
was looking to land. But flying by the seat of my Levi’s was another skill T
had to master to become a force to be reckoned with. So, completely



unprepared, I stared down the receptionist, ready to do whatever was
necessary to have an audience of one named Nate Butler.

“I don’t want to pull an ‘I’ll wait.” I don’t have the patience for that hat
trick. Help me out here?”

“He’s pretty blunt himself. You sure you don’t want to come back better
prepared?” She glanced at my T-shirt.

I grinned. “You think a tie would dress this up?”

She shook her head with a chuckle.

“I agree, it’s a bold statement.” 1 looked for any sign that she got my
Pulp Fiction pun and was disappointed when she missed it. “He wouldn’t
happen to have a fetish for opinionated brunettes?”

“No, he’s more of a long-legged, silent but affectionate blonde type of
man.”

I wrinkled my nose. “And a breast man, too, am I right?”

“Probably, also he’s close with his mom.”

“That’s a good thing. He might be a decent human.”

“He’s pretty much an ass,” she assured. We both smiled.

“Now that I have plenty of. But I'll just have to go with personality.”

“I’d hire you.” She winked as she picked up the phone and looked to me
in question.

“Stella Emerson,” I announced proudly. “Estella for short.”

Her smile said she enjoyed my sarcasm. “Spanish?”

“Texican.”

She let out a loud laugh this time that caught the attention of everyone
in the room behind her. I waved to those most aggravated faces with big
eyes and dual handed spirit fingers. Apparently, behind the reception desk is
where happiness went to die.

“Nate, I have Stella Emerson here to see you. No, she doesn’t have an
appointment—"

Before he could give an excuse, I gently gripped the phone away from
her. She was more amused than upset. I liked her.

“Mr. Butler, I will only take five minutes of your time.”

Hesitance on the other end of the line and then, “Mrs. Emerson—"

“Miss.”

“Miss Emerson, if you’ll have Sierra make you an appointment.”

“Sierra?” I asked as I held my hand over the speaker. “I like it, good
name. Your mother must love you more than mine.”



She just chuckled as I went on with my bullshit reverie.

“I’m here for my interview, sir.”

“I see.”

“We have an interview today—" I looked at the clock on Sierra’s desk
“—at four thirty.”

A door opened behind one of the desks situated in the circular media
room. I expected a bald man with wiry hair and a short temper to emerge.
Instead, I got a copper-haired gent in a tailored suit who, across the desks,
looked only a few years older than me. Phone in hand, he took one look at
my appearance and sighed before he lifted the phone back to his mouth.

“Miss Emerson, I know full well you don’t have an interview.”

“Sexy voice,” I whispered to Sierra.

“I heard that,” he said, unimpressed.

I cleared my throat. “My apologies. We’ve already wasted a minute in
debate. I’ll take the last four.”

He released another sigh before he looked between Sierra and me—a
lingering angry stare on my new friend. “Come on back.”

I handed the phone back to Sierra. “Sorry, desperate times.”

“I hope he hires you,” she said, unaffected by my stunt.

“Me, too. I owe you a drink either way.”

“Deal,” she said as the phone rang. She gave me a wink as she
answered. “Austin Speak.” She paused before she smiled through her
answer, laugh-creased eyes on me. “Mr. Butler is in a meeting.”

Walking back toward the open door, I glanced at the desks and looked
for any sign of life behind them. The rest of the offices were empty. There
were a total of twelve people working at Austin Speak. I didn’t have a
snowball’s chance in hell. Still, I pressed on through the door, shut it behind
me, and turned to see the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Butler.”



FOUR

Numb/Encore
JAY Z /Linkin Park

Nate Butler was a god that someone must have tucked away in an old

warehouse disguised as an office and forgotten about. His thick, burnt-
strawberry blond hair was loosely slicked back around a prominent widow’s
peak. Dark eyebrows, violently bright blue eyes, and strong, sleek features
made up his face, while his build remained somewhat of a mystery cloaked
in his suit. He sat in his office chair as his eyes assessed me. When they
reached my shirt, they softened slightly while he hid his smirk. Samuel
Jackson was such a good icebreaker.

“Let me guess, Miss Emerson, you’re freelance looking for a desk job,
and you’ll do whatever it takes to get a foot in the door.”

“Student, journalism, third year, and I’ll do a lot, but not whatever it
takes. I sent you an email this morning.”

“I got your email, all of them. What I don’t have are room and budget.
What I do have is a line a mile long of people with degrees, experience, and
resumes far more qualified than yours.”

“So, you’ve looked at it?” He sighed as he sat back, and his smile
finally won. I moved to sit.

“Don’t bother taking a seat. We’re at three minutes. Go.”

He began typing on one of two keyboards on the spacious black desk,
and I took the seat anyway.

“I want to cover entertainment.”

He barked out an incredulous laugh before his typing resumed.

“How old are you?”

“Isn’t that illegal to ask?” I said, leaning over slightly to invade his
personal space and to get a whiff of whatever cologne he was wearing.
Dead sexy, intimidating, those were only a few good adjectives to describe
Nate Butler.
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“It would be illegal if I had an open position and this was a real
interview—" he glanced at Samuel over one of his screens “—which it’s
not.”

“I’1l be twenty on Saturday.”

“You’re a baby. You have nothing to offer me. And you can’t legally get
into most of the clubs in this city.”

“We both know that’s horse crap. With a press badge, I’ll be able to get
in anywhere. And I am very persuasive.”

He paused his typing. “Is that why you’re here? For a free pass?”

He looked me over again and sat back with his hands clasped.

Gripping the edge of the cheap chair, I gave my ready defense. “I’ve
been to over two hundred shows. I’ve met a ton of musicians and celebrities
at those shows. This isn’t a Make-a-Wish type deal for me.”

“Being a fan doesn’t make you a writer.”

“I disagree completely. Being a fan is the reason I’m a writer.”

“Why Speak?”

“Because I have to start somewhere.”

“Aiming low, huh?” He wasn’t insulted in the slightest.

“No insult to the paper, it’s no Rolling Stone, but it’s a paper people
read. I read it.” That wasn’t a lie. I’d read it since I moved to Austin.

He nodded. “Two minutes. And I liked the piece you did on The Beatles
influence.”

“Thank you,” I said as a shred of hope glimmered a ray through his cold
office.

“Pretty insightful, Kurt Cobain and Don Henley both credited them for
different reasons, and in the span of two decades, very different sounds
were born.”

“Agreed. Music is so organic. If there were a musical game like Seven
Degrees to Kevin Bacon, I’'m positive it would be The Beatles.”

“Did you just quote yourself?” He shook his head with a smirk. “You
are so green.”

“Help me change that. I really will start anywhere. I’'ll make lists.
Readers love lists.”

“I can’t. You have one minute, Miss Emerson.”

“Then I do a five or ten column. ‘Five ways to get the job of your
dreams’. ‘Five ways to mentally turn your day around.” ‘Ten things you
didn’t know about Spam.’”



“Those have all been done. You’re reaching.”

“But that’s what sells papers. I’ll think of new lists, better lists.”

“Thirty seconds.”

“I’ll contribute, then. One article a week, edited. You won’t have to do
anything but read it.”

“Fifteen,” he warned, “and even I don’t skip on an editor.” He clicked
his tongue. “That’s 101.” His decision was made.

“I’ll pay for myself. I’ll find ads.”

He finally paused, but only briefly. “I have people for that.”

“What could it hurt? I bring ads in to pay my own salary. That’s me
doing all of the work.”

“Freelance, Miss Emerson. Why don’t you try that route?”

“Because I’'m nineteen without a degree and I’ve never been published,
that’s why. And that’s why you’re slamming the door in my face.”

“I’m sorry. Time’s up.”

“Thank you.” I stood, unable to hide my disappointment, and faked a
smile to match my lying shrug. “Well, at least I have my first rejection
story.”

His brilliant eyes danced over me, and I had no choice but to
acknowledge the warmth that spread as a result. His beauty stunned me. But
so had Dylan’s.

“I hope it was memorable.”

Unable to not flirt with Nathan Butler, I lifted my eyes. “It could have
been better.”

A sinful smiled crossed his lips. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

I paused at the door. “I really wish I had something epic to say right
about now, but I’ve got nothing. Don’t take this out on Sierra. Don’t fire
her, okay? I forced my way in here.”

“You didn’t force anything. I let it happen. And I won’t fire her. She’s
my cousin.”

“Oh.”

Standing at the door, I felt the full disappointment. The first being a
piece of my dream had been stripped, and the second was I wanted to see
Nate Butler again. He was easily the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes
on. But the first outweighed the latter. No matter how well prepared I was
for the rejection, it still stung. But it was a crapshoot from the start.



Nate stood and splayed his fingers on his desk. “Even though your
writing is a little indulgent for someone completely unknown and whose
opinions don’t matter, you really have something. You should know that.”

“I do.))

He gave me another flash of teeth. “Good, stay confident. You’ll need
that.”

“As much good as it did me. Thanks again.” I walked out of Austin
Speak jobless, but I still had twenty bucks and a kickass T-shirt.



FIVE

Bittersweet Symphony
The Verve

After hours of walking up and down 6 Street, Austin’s famous strip filled
with endless clubs, and filling out applications, I’d decided I’d earned a
beer at the very least. Paige’s shift would end soon, and I didn’t want to use
her money, but I’d failed my mission. I was still jobless, and I needed to
numb the sting. The kicker to applying for a job at every place on 61 Street
was that I couldn’t use my fake ID there in the immediate future. I ended up
retracing my steps back toward Speak and found a bar called Louie’s
around the corner. A flash thunderstorm had drenched me to the point of no
return, and Samuel was pissed. And so was I. Pissed and disheartened, I
finally let my shitty mood win. I sat down at the bar and tossed my ID that
read Juanita Sanchez. She was my cousin and was only a year older than
me. Her hair and skin were far darker, and she had brown eyes, but the ID
had never been called into question. Ever. “I’ll take whatever draft you have
for happy hour.”

“This one is on me.” Only a small part of me was happy about the fact
that the man who just crushed my hopes had just bought me my consolation
beer. Still, I couldn’t help the little dance my insides agreed to on their own
accord at the sound of his voice.

“Mr. Butler, thank you.”

“Nate.”

“Nate. Thank you.”

“I really shouldn’t have done that,” he said, reminding me he knew my
age.

“Well, then don’t.” T set the twenty on the bar, and he pushed it toward
me.

“Be nice. I'm trying here.”

“Sorry,” I said as I took the money away and put it in my pocket. I felt
like a wet dog as he looked down at me with something close to pity.
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He stood close enough for inspection, so I finally let my eyes appraise
him while he unbuttoned his jacket, hooked it on the bar chair, and dusted
his glistening hair before he took the stool next to mine. I could see the
outline of his undershirt beneath his damp, starched shirt, and under that
nuisance of material, I saw a sculpted man. He was intensely beautiful,
blunt, and a little cocky. But the half of me that was Latina knew I had
already won the second he sat down.

He may have been arrogant, but I’d been battling machismo my whole
life. I had more cousins my age than I knew what to do with, and I learned
their tricks early. Which really did make me a dumbass for going after a
toddler in a band called Meat.

Nate took a long pull of his beer. “No luck anywhere else?”

“Yeah, I can bus tables if I so desire. Pure progress.”

“Ouch, sorry.”

“It’s just one day,” I said, taking a long tug of beer. “There are more.
And I’'ll bus tables if I must. Nothing wrong with that, right?”

“Wrong. You want to work your way up from the bottom, but you don’t
want to dig to get there. I think we know you’re capable of doing more.”

“But indulgent and unimportant. You might want to find better
company, fair warning,” I said as I drained my beer and lifted my finger for
another.

“I’m good here. And I think you know what I meant.”

I looked around the dark bar. There were exactly five people in it
including Nate, the bartender, and me. “This doesn’t strike me as your type
of place.”

“It’s close, quiet, convenient.”

“Deserted.”

He redirected, “What are you doing here?”

It was a loaded question. “Waiting.”

“On?”

“My sister. She’s working a few blocks away at The Plate Bar.” I
chuckled to myself as he furrowed his brows at me. The question on my
tongue, I took a sip of my fresh beer and asked what was on the forefront of
my mind the second I entered his office.

“How did you get there? You can’t be more than twenty-four?”

“Twenty-six, and it’s my paper. You obviously didn’t do much
homework.”



“It was a last-minute decision to come see you.”

He glanced at my soaked shirt. “I can see that.”

“Still would have worn this shirt,” I retorted.

“Now I’'m even more convinced I did right by not hiring you.”

We clinked bottles and shared a smile. “You’re an ass. Why start your
own paper?”

“For the same reason you got hit hard with the door today. I wanted it
bad enough and I was tired of walking in circles. I'm doing it my way. This
month will only be the ninth circulation.”

“Oh, wow. That new?”

He nodded.

“That’s kind of inspiring.”

“It won’t be if I have to close up shop, but worth the risk if it starts to
take off.”

“Well,” I said before chugging my beer like I was at a frat party, “I wish
you luck, though your talent is about to walk out the door.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said as he gripped my wrist and pulled it so I
was forced to sit again.

“What’s that?”

“Keep writing like I did hire you, and in six months, if I read your stuff
and I like it, I’ll buy a set of columns for a test run. But you’ll need to start
covering locally and get familiar with the clubs.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yeah, I like your style. I read two more of your articles when you left.”

It was my first real smile of the day. “Which ones?”

“‘Beastie Theory’ and ‘Jane’s Abduction.” I was going to call you
tomorrow and make the same offer.”

“Glad you made it in person.” I couldn’t hold my smile.

“Yeah, me, too.” Nate watched me carefully before he spoke next.

“Do you have someone?”

His question caught me off guard. “Someone?”

He hesitated. “Do you need a ride?”

I gave him a sideways glance. “Sure, I mean, if you’re leaving.” He put
a few twenties on the bar top before he re-wrapped his gorgeous frame in
his jacket. “I’m leaving.”

Inside his Tahoe, I shivered in the AC, my hair still damp and matted to
my face.



Nate drove with his fist on top of the wheel and his elbow on the
console rest between us. I tried and succeeded to keep my eyes on the road,
though he was tempting.

“So, two years left at school. Where will you go?”

“Everywhere,” I grinned. “But I have a few places in mind.”

“You’ll change that mind a hundred times before you graduate.”

I looked out the window to the gradually crowding streets. “I’m sure.”

The ride lasted all of four minutes, and I hesitated as I gripped the
handle before turning to thank him. Before I could get the words out, he
spoke up.

“I want to take you out. Back at the bar I was going to ask but, one,
you’re too fucking young for me, and, two, I didn’t want you to think I was
making that deal to get in your pants.”

I gawked at him openly. “That was four minutes ago. What’s changed?”

“Nothing.”

“I’m only four minutes older.”

“Noted.”

“I just broke up with my boyfriend.”

His eyes dropped to my lips. “So that’s a no?”

“No. I don’t care that we broke up.”

He dropped his head with a laugh. “Wow.”

“I really don’t know how to explain it. He was a lead singer in a band
and had the attention span of a gnat.”

“I think that sums it up well.” He leaned over, so our eyes locked. “Just
to let you know, I fucking love that T-shirt.”

“I knew you did.”

We shared some heavy static and a smile as Paige and Reid walked out
of the restaurant, heads turned and eyes trained on us.

“So, I’ll call you tomorrow?”

“Sorry, I’'m not dating. But I’ll see you in six months. Thanks for the
ride, Nate.”

I jumped out of the car as Paige glared into it. Nate was already making
a right turn by the time I looked back at two expectant faces. “Hey, don’t
look at me like that. I told you I had condoms.”



&IV

SIX

Given to Fly
Pearl Jam

I ran with the bulls in Mexico when I was five years old. It was my first

real memory. My mother had taken us to Panotla to visit her family, and it
was only miles outside of Tlaxcala where they held the annual bull run after
The Feast of Assumption, a colorful, flower-filled parade put on by the
Catholic church, dedicated to the Virgin Mary.

Somehow in the excitement and the chaos of the crowd, my mother let
go of my hand. It was a split-second decision on my part. A decision I recall
making. I had similar clothes on to the ones who were running, and I
wanted to be a part of it. I didn’t want to miss anything. So, instead of
reaching for her hand, I ran. It might have been seconds or minutes, but I
remember the exhilaration of seeing one of the large animals running
through the mob in the distance. I could never forget the shrieks and terror-
filled screams of those around me, but I wasn’t afraid. I was whisked away
from the mob and held by a large woman with a death grip. She had a set of
domino teeth and was adamant about scolding me until my parents finally
reached us.

I wasn’t spanked for my participation in the bull run, though I was told
by my cruel Aunt Yamara that El Cucuy—the Hispanic version of the
boogeyman—was coming for me. But my reception was quite the opposite.
For a solid week, the story was told between my mother and her twelve
sisters and trickled down through the grapevine. Before we left Panotla, I
hit a pifiata in the shape of a bull. That was all I remembered. But my
mother later told me it was a party in my honor. They all thought I would
grow up to be something special. My mother asked for a blessing that day
from my great-grandmother for help with raising such a nifia rebelde—wild
child. Her family was superstitious to the point of being ridiculous at times,
but I stuck to all those superstitions because it was as much of a part of me
as it was her. It honored my mother and her family. I embraced my Latina
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side, while my sister did a decent job playing indifferent. Paige only
indulged our mother when she had to. My father was a poster boy for the
red, white, and blue conservative, while my mother showed her colors
proudly, all of them.

So, while I recalled the nightmare I had the previous night to my sister,
in fear it would come true—a superstition I took seriously—I made sure not
to leave out the details. We were at HEB shopping for necessities, so while I
waged war on my dream, she raced down the aisles in an attempt to avoid
what she considered nonsense. And she’d brought her best friend along so
he could get some groceries of his own. As it turned out, Reid too was car-
less, an accident the reason for his broken arm and his constant presence.

“So, then I had a fight with a hanger—a wire hanger.” Reid chuckled as
he plucked a family pack of Ramen Noodles from the bottom shelf. T was
close to feeling sorry for him. He was pulling nothing but cheap crap to take
home. Paige seemed to notice and immediately offered him an invitation to
dinner. And that part of her was my mother speaking. Food is how we
showed our affection.

“I’m good.”

She scorned him the way she did me. “You aren’t good, and I won’t
take a no. You look like crap.”

“Thanks,” he said thoughtfully as he threw the noodles in our cart and
wedged his finger between his cast and arm to get at the itch.

“The hanger morphed,” I went on, demanding my sister’s audience,
“into the blob from the Terminator movies.”

“And the plot thickens,” Reid said with an amused sigh. Paige pressed
her lips together to control her laugh as my eyes lit with fire. She was on
thin ice when it came to Reid, and Reid was about to be trapped under that
ice if I had any say. I resented his presence and his place in my sister’s life.
I had looked forward to days alone where it would just be the two of us
catching up, but it seemed Reid was always there, and it was obvious he
didn’t like my new position as houseguest. It was petty and we both knew
it, but it didn’t change the fact that neither of us liked it. And with the two
of them, I always felt on the defensive. I almost wished Neil were around.
Even if he was mostly mute, I could prop him up like a Mr. Potato Head
and stick him on my side.

“Stella, you don’t really believe if you don’t confess your nightmares to
someone they will come true?”



Reid looked between us, amused. “That’s why she’s doing it?”

“I’m standing right here, and I can speak for myself,” I said with zero
patience.

Hazel eyes seared into mine. “You need to grow up a little, you know
that?”

“Says the guy who just threw Trix in the cart like they were a Christmas
gift.” I rolled my eyes as I followed Paige while she pushed the cart. “And
it was a big friggin’ blob. The rest of the dream went Terminator!”

Paige scurried down the produce aisle and grabbed some cilantro from
the shelf for Caldo de Res—my favorite soup—before she gave me a
knowing glance. It was hotter than hell outside, but never too hot for that
soup.

“I love you, sister,” I said with a smile. “All is forgiven.”

“Te amo también, dulce amor.” I love you, dear.

“Whoa, that’s new,” Reid commented. “I almost didn’t believe you were
half-Mexican when you told me. You speak English to the cooks and the
tables.”

“It’s Latina,” I corrected. “Mexicans live in Mexico. We’re Spanish
speaking American women, which makes us Latina. There’s your lesson for
the day. And she doesn’t speak Spanish because she thinks she sounds
stupid. She hasn’t used the tongue enough, and she doesn’t like being half a
beaner.”

Paige wrinkled her nose. “That’s so wrong, not to mention politically
incorrect.”

“Only if you aren’t half beaner.” I smiled. “But I am, so I can make all
the jokes I want.” I looked pointedly at Paige, dismissing Reid. “At the end
of the dream, I get robbed.”

“Really?” Paige mused, rummaging through the spices in the
international aisle as I pulled some dried peppers from the rack. “By a
tarantula with a hot dog.”

“What?” Paige stood in front of me. “You were eating a hot dog?”

I kept my voice monotone to show my irritation. The cleansing of the
dream only worked if the one you recalled it to was paying attention. “No,
that was the spider’s weapon of choice, a hot dog.”

“This is just getting weird,” Reid said as he gestured over his shoulder.
“I’ll be anywhere but hearing the rest of this dream.”



Realization struck as she looked at me with wide eyes. “There better not
be any raw eggs under my couch!” Paige shrieked.

“Tonight, there will be. I can’t handle spiders.”

“No,” Paige said adamantly. “Seriously, no. Neil won’t know what to
think. Putting a raw egg under the couch to ward off evil spirits? Really,
Stella? That’s where I put my foot down.”

“And what Neil doesn’t know won’t hurt him. And are you sure you’re
with Neil?” I glanced in the direction Reid went. “Because you two seem
pretty cozy.”

“Don’t even entertain it,” she said with a hard look. “Reid is so far
removed from that line of thinking, it’s not even funny. I’m telling you he’s
just a good guy, and I happen to love his girlfriend. His ex—whatever she is
this side of the half hour.”

“Sounds like a great guy,” I muttered.

“What’s with you two? You avoid each other like the plague.”

It was true. I never struck up conversation with him, and he never went
out of his way to talk to me, either. It was like we were repulsed by the
other.

“I don’t know. I don’t like him. He’s rude and presumptuous.”

“He could say the same about you,” Reid said as he placed a six-pack of
beer into the cart. I no longer felt sorry for Mr. Ramen Noodles. He could
find another sister to make him Caldo.

I snorted. “And what exactly do I presume to know about you?”

Without looking at me, he addressed Paige. “I’ll meet you at the check-
out.” Reid walked off again without so much as a look back.

“Wow.” Paige chuckled. “I think it’s safe to say the feeling is mutual.”

“Whatever,” I said as I plucked the hundred dollar bill my parents sent
me for my birthday and handed it to her.

She eyed the money I knew she needed and shook her head. “No way,
that’s yours. Have fun this weekend.”

“Take a little, okay? I don’t want to be a mooch.”

“You’re looking for a job every day. I see it. You’ve been walking the
streets for weeks looking.”

“I’m taking one. I got a call today. El Plato Cantina.” I shrugged. “I
filled out an application last time I waited for you. It’s okay, right? I asked
for your shifts.”



Paige hesitated, but only briefly. “Yeah, it’s fine. And please try to be
nice to Reid. He’s going through a lot right now.”
“I will,” T said absently. “Okay, so the tarantula spoke . . .”

Riding shotgun on the way home, I played DJ and cranked up “Helena (So
Long & Goodnight)” by My Chemical Romance without any objection.
When we dropped Reid off, Paige helped him up the stairs of his apartment
with his groceries while I sat idle in the car with the AC on full blast to
babysit our wilting purchases. Texas was a hot bastard to live in. I was sure
our cheese slices would become a block by the time we reached our own
apartment. Even with the cool air blowing, I was sweating from the sun
streaming through the windshield and damn near blinded by the midday
beam by the time Paige opened the door.

“Poor guy.” She sighed as she eyed Reid’s open door.

“How does he wait tables?”

“Our manager, your new manager, Leslie, gives him three tables. He’s
right-handed so he can pull it off, but barely. He wouldn’t even let me carry
the bags inside. I think this time she left him high and dry.”

I looked up to see Reid pick up the remaining bags from the porch
where Paige had dropped them then walk inside.



SEVEN

I want You
Kings of Leon

Later that night, I was guilted into bringing Reid a plate from dinner, since
he was a no-show. Paige had done everything to insinuate his absence had
everything to do with me. Even at nine at night, the heat had a way of
making the short walk to his place unbearable. By the time I reached his
door, I was foaming at the mouth and desperately needed some water. I was
on my fourth knock when Reid answered the door with a towel wrapped
around him and one of the plastic shopping bags from the store fastened
around his cast. Steaming food in hand, I ignored the shock of the sight of
him close to naked and pushed past to set the hot bowl on his counter.

More shock filtered through me as I took in the scarce furnishings: a
worn mattress in the living room where a couch should be, an old box TV
that had to be around ten years old, and a single chair on his open porch on
the small balcony.

“I didn’t say you could come in.” Anger laced his voice as he moved to
stand in front of me to obstruct my view. His chest was etched deep with
muscle and covered in tattoos. I swallowed hard as I met his stare.

“Well, it was either you drop that towel and take this plate, and I see
you naked or...”

He dropped the towel instantly, and my eyes followed its direction. He
was wearing boxer briefs. I turned my back and started rummaging through
his cabinet for a glass. They were empty, and I knew that a majority of his
dishes were in the sink. To his credit, they were soaking in lukewarm and
partially soapy water. “I just need something to drink, and I’ll leave.”

“Suit yourself.” He moved toward the hallway, and seconds later, I
heard his shower start. On instinct, I began to wash his dishes as I glanced
around his kitchen. It was completely void of life and color. It reminded me
of a cheap motel room—just the bare necessities—and that was a generous
assessment. The trash was loosely gathered on the side of the small faux
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granite island across from the sink, but I could see a large part of it was
scattered, if not purposefully, across the floor. He’d obviously had a hard
time getting it together and had some sort of fit when it hadn’t gone his
way. I suppressed a grin as I pulled a dustpan and brush from his empty
pantry, other than the box of Trix and Ramen noodles that sat on the
otherwise bare plastic shelf.

I glanced at the counter next to a cheap coffee maker and saw a final
notice for Reid Crowne. He had a seventy-five-dollar late fee attached to his
rent. And they were threatening to evict him over it. Seventy-five dollars?
Assholes.

I grabbed a roll of Clorox wipes from underneath his sink and scrubbed
down the counters before I pulled the trash out to his porch so I could take
it as I left. I was walking around his kitchen with wipes on my Converse,
due to the fact he had no mop, when he emerged freshly showered, his face
stone as he watched me.

“What the hell are you doing?” His hair was matted as he rounded the
counter in only his jeans, which hung snugly at his hips. I saw a small
amount of soap gathered behind his ear as he tossed his damp towel on the
island between us. I grabbed it and gave him a small smile. “Come here.”

“Uh, no. You were leaving.”

“Jesus.” I moved past him to find his bathroom, and as I suspected, his
bedroom was completely empty. There was nothing there but scattered
remains, an old plastic hanger, and a small, empty box for an old phone. It
was as if Reid was squatting in someone else’s apartment. In his bathroom,
which was surprisingly clean, I grabbed his shampoo and marched back
into the kitchen. He was staring at the dishes in the draining rack I’d set
them in.

“How long have you been in that cast?”

He turned to me with something close to annoyance. “Almost a month.”

I walked over to the sink and turned it on before I tested the temperature
with my finger. “Well—” I motioned with my head “—come on.”

Understanding my intention, his shoulders stiffened and he shook his
head. “I’m managing.”

I moved toward him and cupped a handful of shampoo residue from his
hair and showed it to him. He blew out a frustrated, mint-scented breath.
“Go home, little sister.”

“Truce. Okay? Five-minute truce.”



Reid eyed me carefully and then walked out to the porch to grab the
plastic chair. It wasn’t the right height, but we made do. Covered in sweat
from cleaning, I leaned over him and tilted his head back before I ran my
fingers through his soap-filled hair.

I pursed my lips. “I guess the good hand gave up on you already?”

“I was distracted by the noise in my kitchen.” I looked down at him as I
pressed the nozzle to his temple and began to re-soak his hair. I poured a
little shampoo—the cheap shit with a dollar store tag on it—in my hand and
added it to the residue before digging my nails into his scalp. He let out an
involuntary grunt at the feeling, and I glanced down and found his eyes
staring up at me. Vulnerability and shame were what I read in them before
they flicked away. I made quick work of running the suds through his silky
strands. He smelled of the half-worn Irish Spring that sat in the stall of his
shower and fresh shampoo when I cut off the water and pushed the towel to
his chest. He rose from the chair, catching the water that slid down his
torso. This time I looked away, but not before I heard his soft, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Glancing at the living room, I noted a picture next to his mattress. It was
of Reid and who I assumed was the ex-girlfriend Paige had told me about.
That solitary photo in the sea of emptiness in which he dwelled spoke
volumes to me, and I couldn’t help but look back at Reid, who was silently
watching me. “All your secrets are safe with me,” I promised. He slowly
nodded as I walked out the door and dragged the trash down the stairs.

Two days later, I woke up another year older and to an angry knock on the
front door. I pulled myself from the couch that had eaten my left leg and
limped to the door while the feeling worked its way back in. Fully
expecting to see Lexi, I saw a pissed off Reid instead. His jaw twitched as
he looked me over. The sun had wrecked him in the short walk from his
apartment, and his face dripped with evidence, but his eyes didn’t waver,
even as fresh perspiration dripped from his lashes. He was mad, and it



looked damned good on him. He gripped the hand that was massaging my
dead leg and turned it palm up before he shoved some cash in it.

“I was just trying to help,” I pleaded.

He leveled me with his livid stare. “I’m not the one sleeping on my
sister’s couch. Get your own life.”

“Touché, and the truce is officially over!”

“Fine by me,” he huffed as he took the stone path to the lawn between
apartment buildings.

“Urrrrgh.” T slammed the door and then winced, afraid I might wake
Neil, and then looked at the clock. I’d slept until noon. On my birthday. The
door sounded again, and I opened it to find my smiling best friend on the
other side. Lexi was tall and slim, but had just enough curves to be
effectively appealing. Her short brown hair was shredded around her ears,
and she had recently dyed the tips a deep red. Lex had almond eyes, a small
forehead, high cheekbones, and huge lips. She looked a bit exotic, though I
was the one with the mixed genes.

“Finally,” I said, giving her a quick hug before hauling ass to my duffle.
“Lexi, I have to get out of here, now.” I pulled a stream of T-shirts out of
my bag before deciding on my shadow print of Kurt Cobain wearing
Monroe glasses, a black leather mini skirt, and my sparkling black Chucks
with red laces. Lexi was quick on my heels as she looked around the
apartment. “We could move into this complex. Seems nice.”

“Hell no, I don’t like the neighbors.”

“Just a suggestion. Hey, you’re twenty!” She perked up. “What’s eating
at you?”

I turned with a sigh as she sat on my sister’s bed while I stalled in the
bathroom doorway, ready for a shower to wash away the image of Reid’s
face.

“I need this so bad. I need music, Lexi. I need to be with you, here.
Let’s hit the thrift store first, get some dinner, and find a show, any show.”

“Okay, I’'m your girl.”

“I know you are,” I said on a sigh as I quickly rushed to her and gave
her another hug.

“That bad?”

“It’s not fun. I feel like I'm in limbo here. Let me shower.”

Lexi nodded as I shut the door. Not a minute later, I heard the rumble.



“Hey, did you know your sister has a huge vibrator in her panty
drawer?”
It was my first laugh of the day. I smiled. I was twenty.



EIGHT

We are Young
fun./Janelle Monae

Moaning. And more moaning. And it came from me. My head hammering,
I pulled my face from the couch cushion in a mess of drool and mascara.
The apartment was dark aside from the faint light of the streetlamp that
streamed through a dual set of blinds. I knew I hadn’t been home long. I
shifted on the couch while what was left of my alcohol drenched brain
screamed in protest. I raised my pounding head to see black boots on the
carpet. Letting my eyes drift up, I cringed when I saw the steady stare of
dark emerald eyes fixed on me. Reid sat in my sister’s recliner, a beer in his
hand, his cast laying on the arm. The air conditioner kicked on, and I
welcomed the stream of cold that swaddled my heated skin. It was only
then that I realized my skirt was hiked up to my waist. My black, lace-
covered ass was on full display due to the discarded blanket I'd kicked off. I
sat up in a fog, the pound increasing as the blood circulated.

“Lexi?” I croaked.

Reid lifted his chin toward the TV, where Lexi lay immobile on the
carpet next to the wooden stand. I let out a relieved whoosh of air and then
looked at the clock on the DVD player—4:30 a.m. Pressing my brows
together, I scrutinized Reid. “What are you doing—" Before I could get the
rest of the sentence out, it came back in one gigantic play-by-play.

Eight hours earlier.

“Now this is what I’'m talking about!” I declared to Lexi, who hustled down
the bustling sidewalk next to me. Though I’d marched up and down Dirty
6™ numerous times since I'd arrived in Austin, it was mostly to find a job,
and it wasn’t the same without my partner in crime. Lexi had a similar
amount of respect and enthusiasm for music as I did. Though she was
mainly rock and roll, and I had a more eclectic palate. I didn’t discriminate,
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not in the least, and it was becoming harder to be biased due to the amount
of new artists that had emerged in the last few years who made it impossible
for any music genre to rule. It was no longer the time of decade-ruled music
like ’70s disco and ’80s hair bands. And the blast of heavy metal through
one open door of a bar on the crowded street followed by the steady bass of
hip-hop a few steps later confirmed it. It was a free for all, far from the old
days of dialing a radio station to vote for your favorite song and see who
placed first on the countdown.

The diversity on the strip was much the same. It was one giant concrete
party of young and old, green and gray. And for the first time since I
arrived in Austin, I felt like I was a part of it. Electricity thrummed through
me as I looked at the neon-lit row of buildings and passed large phone poles
littered with advertisements. Lexi’s smile was a mile wide as she glanced
over at me with the same resolve.

This was home. We both felt it.

“I will have us a place soon. I swear it.”

“This is so happening,” she agreed as we stomped down the concrete,
taking in the sights and sounds surrounding us.

An older man with charcoal-colored skin and a set of ancient brass
drums beat them in rapid succession to the side of us near a fenced off part
of the street. He had messy dreads and oversized fists as he held his sticks
and pounded away. Lexi and I both stopped for the show, along with a few
others, while he sat half a foot from the ground on a worn-out stool and did
his best to impress the audience. He won us all over easily as he hit his
stride and then ended on a cymbal tirade. Lexi dropped him a five and we
carried on, arm in arm down the street, where we were both sure we would
be the first to see the next Jack White or Chris Martin before they played in
front of filled stadiums. That was the best part of being on the path in which
I was about to embark. There was no shortage of talent, and there were so
many undiscovered artists losing a piece of themselves daily for any sort of
recognition.

“This is where it starts, Lex,” I announced before she yanked my arm
and pulled me into a line. We waited for a hand stamp before pushing
through a small line. After getting through the door as Juanita Sanchez and
Meadow Townsend, we were free to consume. A duet of guitarists strummed
on a small stage to the left of us as a burly bartender eyed our hands before
silently demanding our orders.



“Two shots of real liquor and a beer each,” Lexi demanded. “Nothing
foo-foo.” The bartender peered down at Lexi with mild amusement.
“Something to put a little hair on our chests, bartender’s choice.” He
walked away with a slight head nod and Lexi’s offered money in his hands.

I looked over to her as she surveyed the small bar I still didn’t know the
name of as the crowd went wild for one of the most famous guitar openings
in history.

I took my beer and nodded toward the smiling duo as they finally got the
room’s attention.

“The song that gets most sung in US bars second to Happy Birthday,” I
whisper-yelled to Lexi, who looked at me with interest.

“Really? Hotel California?”

“Yep.”

“You always did love the old stuff.”

I pointed toward the singing crowd. “I’m not the only one. And I love
Don Henley’s voice. You know he’s my hero.”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s okay, I guess.” We clinked glasses as she
proposed a toast. “Here’s to the bee that stung the bull that got the bull a
buckin’, and here’s to Adam who stuck it to Eve that got the whole world a
fuckin’.”

“Amen!” A guy coughed out in a laugh next to us before he wedged his
way into the bar to order his own drink. I swallowed back the brown liquid
fire as she gave him a wary eye and tossed her own back.

“It’s Jameson.” She coughed and sputtered as the bartender had a good
laugh at her expense.

“You wanted a hairy chest,” I said as I swallowed a long pull of beer to
ease the burn.

“Happy birthday,” she beamed as she coughed back the rest and
stacked our empty shot glasses on the bar.

The guy who’d overheard our toast turned sideways with a smile. He
had curly blond cropped hair, amused blue eyes, and a sexy smile. He
seemed tipsy as he ordered us two more of what we were having. I shook my
head as Lexi gave me big eyes. We had about a hundred bucks between us,
and I knew it was barely enough to hold us in cover charges and booze for
the night. I relented, taking another shot of the amber fire, and slapped it
back on the bar with a curt “Thank you.”



“Where are you guys going?” our new friend asked as Lexi gripped my
arm to lead me out of the bar.

“We’re meeting our boyfriends up the street.”

She was pulling a fast Dear John, which I respected, because being tied
down so soon in the night was far from what either one of us wanted.

“Well, hey, I'm playing tonight at Emo’s around midnight. Come see
me.”

“Yeah, sure,” Lexi lied as he moved to stand in front of her, blocking
her quick exit. His eyes flitted over her face as she looked up at him,
annoyed. I stepped back because this was where my best friend shined. They
stood eye to eye as I noticed the confidence he exuded. Maybe he wasn't so
much buzzed as he was cocky. No matter, he had no intentions of being
brushed off. I smirked between the standoff, seeing Lexi’s eyes light slightly
with interest. She was the definition of alpha female, and what I considered
a good influence on me. She wanted to pave her way on her own as a stylist,
just as I did as a journalist. Our only interest was in living it up at that
moment. We were on the same page.

“I’m Ben.”

“And I’m not interested. Flat. Out. Not. Interested.”

“Wow.” He chuckled as he stepped to the side gracefully. “You’re kind
of scary. But the offer still stands.” He pulled two admission cards out of
his pocket and held them out for Lexi. She eyed them and then plucked them
from his hand. “Thanks for the drink.”

“Welcome,” he mused.

Out in the street, we had a slight buzz as we spent our time hopping
between bars, our heavy decision weighing on whether to pay cover or not.
Instead of hitting the staples, we wandered into the dives that had no cover
and slammed back more whiskey. By the time my birthday clock struck
midnight, we were hoisting each other up and running on empty.

“Home?” I asked as we looked at our surroundings. We’d wandered off
the beaten path to get some air, and it was as if both of us suddenly noticed
we were no longer in Kansas. Lexi’s eyes widened as she pulled the tickets
from her pants.

“Let’s go.”

“You didn’t even like him.”

“So what, it’s a free show.”



She hailed a cab and plucked the last of our cash from her pocket. We
were only a mile away and Lexi cursed as she gave away half of our funds
to the driver before we stood in front of the bar. It looked like a theater from
the 1970s on the outside. There was a group billowing smoke out in front.
With fuzzy vision through the cloud of nicotine, I spotted the square, yellow-
lit marquee that showcased that night’s headliners.

“Dead Sergeants and Billow?” I coughed out. “Oh, I’ve got my last five
bucks your curly haired mystery man is allll Billow.”

“You know better than to judge a book by its cover.”

“He’s so Billow,” I insisted, swaying into her. “Billow,” I seesawed my
voice teasingly.

We bickered in drunken slurs until chord recognition covered Lexi’s face
and we both stared wide-eyed at each other.

“No fucking way.”

“Float On” by Modest Mouse drifted out of the bar speakers
overhanging the red tin awning. Both of us waited on the vocals, which had
always tipped the scale for us. “It sounds good,” I told her.

She nodded. “Really good.”

“Come on!” I yanked her arm forward as we handed our tickets to the
doorman, and I rushed her into the middle of the exceedingly packed bar.
The air was filled with the smell of sweat and alcohol. My eyes went
immediately to the man belting out the lyrics. And there in the middle of the
stage was our curly haired stranger who was executing the song perfectly to
a crowd full of raised fists.

“Fuck me,” Lexi said as she gaped at him while he held the mic like a
master, his sneakers on either side of the stand expertly tilting it in the
direction he decided to take it across the stage.

Slightly stunned, I watched as he worked the mob, and Lexi shook off
her shock to walk to the bar. She caught a tiny bartender’s attention.
“Who's playing right now?”

“Dead Sergeants,” she said as she waited on a drink order. With a
grudge, I nudged her to order. She laid the last ten bucks we had on the bar.
“Can I get two shots of whiskey for ten bucks?”

The bartender pocketed the ten and poured two heavy shots of whiskey
and winked at Lexi.

“Thank you!”



We clicked glasses as we both started stomping along with the band.
They were exactly the refreshing mix of talent I’d been dying to encounter
since I got to Austin. It seemed like a lot of their songs were original and
weren’t half bad. But while I fixed on the music and the effect on the fans
for my first article due in sixth months, Lexi fixated on the man she’d mere
hours before dismissed as nothing but a free drink.

“It’s okay,” I consoled her. “He could have been a creep.”

“But he’s not. He’s a hot ass front man.”

“Maybe not hot. Cute.” Even I didn’t believe that line of bullshit.

“Oh, fucking look at him! Who do you think you’re kidding?” she
scolded with a sigh. “I won't talk to him. I can't. I was too much of a bitch,”
she said, disheartened. “But, God, just look at him.”

“That ought to learn ya,” I said on a laugh. “He really is talented. One
of thousands in this city, Lex, don’t forget that. There’s always another front
man.”

She turned to me, determined. “You’re right. Now let’s find someone
drunker than us to buy us one more drink.” She pushed us past a few
lingering people at the bar and yanked my arm so I was forced to dodge a
protruding leg that could have caused me to face plant. Stumbling, I
smacked the leg and caught myself directly in a lap. Something stiff and
bright green brushed my cheek, and I looked at it with faint recognition
before I apologized. “Sorry, dude, so sorry,” I offered, refusing eye contact
before I yelled at Lexi, who was still trying to pull me in her direction.
“Damn it, Lexi, slow down!” She looked back at me and apologized to the
guy I’d just run over. “Sorry!” Submersed in the show, we were five songs
into Dead Sergeants’ set when they took a break. Lexi had managed to get
us a few more shots of whiskey with her persuasive tongue. I was close to
hitting the wall when Usher starting to sing “Yeah.” In the year 2005, it
seemed a rule among the masses, myself included, when “Yeah” was
played, wherever it was played, the protocol was to lose your fucking mind.
Some songs had that power, and within seconds, I was on the dance floor
with Lexi as we danced like a couple of drunken sluts. It was everything I
hoped my birthday would be. Until I hit that wall.

Hazel eyes seared into me as I hung my head, blank to the remainder of
the night. Somehow, I knew the man staring at me from the recliner had



saved my ass, and the ass of my snoring best friend on the floor. “Sorry. For
whatever I did. Please don’t tell Paige about having to get us home.”

“Your secrets are safe with me,” Reid said as we both stood up at the
same time. I tugged my skirt down and averted my eyes. “I hate this
feeling.”

“What feeling?” he asked, his deep voice penetrating the dark room.

“The feeling that I have to apologize after a night like that.”

“So, don’t,” he said before he took a swallow of his beer and handed it
to me. “Happy birthday.”

“What? No lecture for ‘little sister?’”

Reid paused at the door. “There’s nothing I can tell you, Stella. Nothing
that you don’t already know.”

It was the first time he’d said my name, and it sent a small fire through
me, despite my aching head. “But I’m safe?” The words tumbled out just as
he opened the door. The porch light temporarily blinded us both before he
slipped out without an answer.



NINE

21 Questions
50 Cent/Nate Dogg

“La Migra, La Migra, get down!” I yelled as I ran into the kitchen at The
Plate Bar. Two of the cooks hastily dropped what they were doing and ran
for the back door. I howled with laughter until my sister tapped me hard on
the forehead.

“Damn it, Stella!” She took off after the fleeing cooks as Reid stood
next to me at the stainless-steel counter, cashing out his tickets and
thumbing through his tips.

He lifted a perfectly arched brow. “Do I even want to know what La
Migra means?” he asked as the cooks resurfaced seconds later and
proceeded to call me the devil, and several other choice words in our
tongue.

“She told them border patrol was here and to get down,” Paige said as
she rounded the corner and made her way back toward me. Her lips
trembled as she tried to hide her laugh. “That’s so wrong, Stella. Why
would you do that?”

“It was a drill,” T said as the cooks shot daggers from behind the
counter, causing Reid to burst out laughing. I sauntered up to the line and
blew them individual kisses before I reminded them of the earlier
conversation they had that I overheard. Only one of them had the decency
to lower their eyes.

“What’s she saying now?” Reid asked behind me.

“That she would marry every one of them if they didn’t already have a
wife in Mexico and a girlfriend here.”

I turned around and crossed my arms. “I heard them bragging earlier
about their women. About how tight my ass is, and you don’t even want to
know what they said about you, sister. And now they’ve pissed themselves.
You’re welcome.”
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Smiling, Reid slowly shook his head while Paige blew out a heavy
breath.

Paige snatched a bowl of fresh tortilla chips from my hand. “If the
manager heard that, they could lose their jobs.”

“Oh, I’'m sure the manager is very aware they are here illegally, and I'm
sure they are being ripped off by the hour because of it. Get real, Paige,” |
said as I gathered the Chula bottles and began wiping them down.

“I can’t believe I agreed to let you work here,” she muttered as she
pushed through the swinging doors with a tray in hand.

“One big happy family!” I called after her and winked at Reid. He took
his apron off and folded it a few times before he joined me to get our side
work done. I’d been at the restaurant for a week, and though the tips were
decent, I hated it.

“That mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble.”

“Au contraire, mon frére, me and my notorious mouth are going to be
wildly popular. Honesty will get me everywhere, especially as a journalist.”

I ignored the smell of Irish Spring as he leaned in close. “Honesty will
get you enemies.”

I shrugged. “I call shit like I see it. Sugarcoating doesn’t help anyone,
and it’s bad reporting. If I do a good enough job and stick my neck out
there, I better be ready to deal with the backlash.”

“So, this you take seriously.”

Shoulder’s touching, we loaded up the napkin dispensers. “Music,
always. I’'m twenty. My education, my future, I take that seriously. This
place?” I looked around the kitchen and wrinkled my nose. “Hell no. And
why should I? If you ask me, you, Neil, and Paige are a little too stuck in
this bullshit bubble of adulthood. This isn’t the future for any of you.”

I paused to look over at him. Our eyes locked. “For any of us.”

“Good to know. Now you can predict the future? Tell me, what’s
mine?” His voice was filled with condescension.

“Better than what it is now.” I waited a beat. “You’re just going through
a rough time.”

His back went straight and he narrowed his eyes.

“You don’t know anything. The world swings at you long and hard
enough, little sister, you’re eventually going to hit your knees.”

“Well, I can take a punch.”

“Good for you.”



I let my eyes drift down his arrogant stance. From his plain black V-
neck, dark jeans, and crossed black boots. I felt the confrontation radiating
from him. He was tired, bitter, and pissed off at the world. As he should be.
I saw a glimpse of his life in that apartment. Mr. Crowne seemed to be the
king of nothing. I could feel his desperation as he stood next to me with a
hand full of shitty tips, though his face gave zero away. His eyes always had
a hard edge, even when he smiled. “Things will get better, Reid, believe me.
Okay?”

He ran his fingers through his tangled hair and gave me a lip twitch.
“Sure, little sister, whatever you say.”

“You just need something to look forward to.”

“Alright already, enough with the pep talk I didn’t ask for and don’t
need.”

“Oh, good, then you know everything, too.”

His pale green irises seemed to grow brighter, and his nostrils flared. He
stared at my lips as if he were willing them to stop moving. I smiled despite
him. We were in a silent standoff as Paige walked back into the kitchen and
put a ticket up.

“I just got two more tables. It’s going to be at least an hour. Why don’t
you guys take off for a little bit?”

“I’m going to meet up with the guys. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Reid said
as he gathered his apron and his cash.

Paige’s eyes lit up. “Take Stella. She would love it.”

“What would I love?” I asked as Reid looked between the two of us.

“Some other time,” he said dismissively as he walked through the
double doors.

I turned to Paige in question. “What would I love?”

“He’s going to meet up with his band.”

Goose bumps covered my arms and hair stood up on the back of my
neck. “What band? He’s really in a band? I thought he was joking. Why
didn’t you tell me?!” Paige looked me over, brows drawn. “Uhhh, because
maybe you two don’t like each other?”

I rummaged through my tickets and shoved the cash and credit slips into
her hand.

“What’s the band’s name?”

“Dead Sergeants.”

My eyes widened.



“He’s the drummer, or will be again when he gets out of that cast. Wait,
where are you going? Stella, don’t run after him!”
But I was already out the door.

“Hey!” I called to Reid’s back. “Reid!” I yelled into the darkening street as
he turned the corner and moved just out of sight. Cursing, I ran after him,
sure I was in for another fight or about to eat crow. Catching up with him,
he paused his steps as I latched onto his cast, and he looked down at me
with impatient eyes.

“What?”

“Well,” T said with a small smile, erasing the imaginary line I’d drawn
in the sand between us with my orange Chucks littered with Stone Temple
Pilots lyrics, “can I come?”

“It’s practice. We don’t bring best friend’s little sisters to practice, or
anyone else for that matter.”

“I’ll be quiet. So quiet, no one will even notice me.” He hung his head
and slowly shook it.

“Stella, you’re like a screaming neon sign. Everybody notices you. And
no.” He made quick work of throwing off my diligent grip of his arm and
took long strides to try to lose me.

“Please!” I called to his back.

“Go back to Paige,” he called over his shoulder.

“Please, Reid. Please! I need something to look forward to!”

He stopped walking, his whole frame tense under a yellow streetlight,
and looked back at me. I tried my best to hide my victory smile. I was
sweating buckets and hustled to catch up with him while I lifted my hair
and tied it back before the lecture began.

“Mute. I want you mute. I’m going to introduce you as mute.”

“Got it.”

We rounded the corner, and at five-foot-five, I struggled as he kept his
six-foot-plus pace steady and expertly navigated the streets.

“The band is good. Really good, Reid. How did you guys start?”



“Ben used to sing in a band called Everly. I was in another. We got
together after a show at a club we both played at. Neither of us was happy,
so we mutated.”

“Mutated. I like that.”

“Yeah,” he said absently. “My ex-girlfriend sang in my old band, but we
didn’t work well together.”

“Oh? You didn’t like drumming for her?”

“I loved her voice, hated her style.”

“Is that why she left?”

He pushed his sweat-slicked, ear-length locks away from his face before
he glanced at me. I could see the indecision. Either he didn’t want to talk
about her or he didn’t want to tell me. Well, maybe it was both.

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“No, it’s not why she left. That was years ago, when she and I first got
together. Ben and I started the Sergeants three years ago. He sucked on
guitar and I knew a guy. After we jammed a couple of times, we all decided
we worked and then our bass came along.”

“Do you miss her?”

Completely off topic, I bit my lips, knowing I better shut the hell up or
I’d never find my way back to the restaurant alone. “Sorry,” I said as he
glared at me. “Sorry.”

“You should probably ease into the personal questions if you plan on
doing this for a living.”

“Technically,” I pointed out, “this isn’t an interview.”

“No, it’s the Latina Inquisition,” he said with a twist of his lips.

“What got you playing?”

“I hit a pot when I was a toddler, too, but I was good at it.” He stepped
off the sidewalk, and I was too immersed in him, fixated on his story, and
stumbled off. His arms shot out to steady me as I was about to take a good
bite of the pavement.

“Thanks.”

He winced as he withdrew and gripped his cast with his palm.

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry.”

“I’m still sore from dragging your drunk ass to the cab on your birthday.
You’re like Bambi on new legs, drunk or sober. Next time I let you fall.”

“My grudge-filled hero,” I sighed after him, stepping double time to
keep up with his pace.



And even though the dark street recommended we remain eerily quiet, I
couldn’t stop asking questions. “Who got you your first set of drums?”

“I played in school.”

“In band?”

“Yeah.”

“I can’t picture that at all,” T said with a chuckle. “A band geek? Not
you, Reid Crowne.”

“Oh, yes, me. My parents couldn’t afford drums. It was the only way for
me to learn and play.”

“I get it.”

“I fucking loved it. Marching, competing. All of it.”

“Okay,” I said, pulling out my peppermint lip gloss and smearing it on,
“now you’re just screwing with me.”

His deadpan stare confirmed it. Reid was anything but social. I could
only imagine how hard it was for him to partake in anything school related.
In fact, it was probably a nightmare for him but a necessary sacrifice. As if
reading my mind, he shrugged. “I got to practice as much as I wanted. |
made nice with the director, Mr. Burris, so I was there every day after
school until I got kicked out.”

“You know one of my heroes played in high school band and then ping-
ponged around before he landed a gig playing back up for Linda Ronstadt.”

“Some career,” he said with pressed brows, as if trying to understand
my logic.

“I think so. He played with Glenn Frey until they both quit and decided
to bet on themselves. They formed a little band called the Eagles.”

Reid paused and looked back at me.

“Yeah, Don Henley,” I said, satisfied. I loved the surprise in his eyes.
“Just a guy from our great state who played football and trombone in a high
school band that ended up writing some of the best songs in music. And that
voice, don’t get me started.”

I rattled on with a little more bounce in my step. “That’s the thing about
music: don’t take your back up for granted. You could have Don fucking
Henley playing for you.”

Reid paused his feet, his lips twisting in a small smile he was trying to
hide.

I was too interested in the present to give him any more of a history
lesson. “Wow, so you were a band geek. You’ll have to thank Mr. Burris



when you get big.”

“You haven’t even heard me play,” he said as he pulled a pack of
cigarettes out of his jeans.

“I’ve heard your band. They wouldn’t keep you if you couldn’t play. I
bet prom was hard on you.”

The brief flame highlighted his smug smile before he blew out a steady
stream of smoke in my direction. “I screwed the prom queen in her little
blue dress before the king picked her up.”

I stopped my feet and waved the stench away. “Okay, ew. And wow.”

“I got good at a lot of things in high school, little sister.” There was a
split second of something in his eyes before it disappeared. “Mostly being
high,” he admitted before he threw the cigarette he’d only taken a few drags
of in the street and crushed it with his boot.

Aside from the occasional stray car, we were alone. And my mind was
spinning with questions.

“Tell me about your parents.”

“I have a mother and father.”

“And.”

“You'’re shit at taking a hint.”

“No, I’m good at avoiding them.”

“They live in Nacogdoches.”

“Did you grow up there?”

“Yes.”

“Come on, Reid, throw me a bone.”

Another corner, another vacant street full of warehouses.

“They’re both drunks. I see them once every couple of months.”

Panting, I sped up again, my legs burning from the race I was enduring.
“I’m sorry.”

“Why would you be sorry? They aren’t dead. They’re drunks.”

I shrugged. “That’s why I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. There were perks to being David and Courtney Crowne’s
kid. No curfew, no rules, and no punishment. We got along just fine.”

I pressed my lips together because I didn’t believe him. My mother
spent a solid year once getting drunk on White Russians after she’d given
birth to my brother, Pete. He came out without having taken a single breath.
It was the worst day of our lives and every day after. We’d not only lost our
brother, we lost our mother, fearful we would never get her back. I called it



her Russian Depression. Shit got real, really fast. Having a drunk parent
was very similar to having an absentee parent. My father threw her in the
drunk tank when he decided enough was enough, and she hasn’t touched a
drop since. It seemed she came back to us a little more guarded, a little less
carefree. She also started taking birth control, which was a big old Catholic
no-no, and my mother was old school Catholic. But she beat it. And I
respected the hell out of her for it, even though she didn’t come out of it
stronger. Reid’s earlier words rang true. Some people can only take so many
punches. I knew life wasn’t as cut and dried as I thought it was, but I hoped
I never hit my knees. And if I ever did, I hoped I was strong enough to
recover.

“I’'m sorry,” I repeated, which seemed to put him on the defensive.

“They fed me, they put a roof over my head. Hell, my father managed
to keep his job for twenty years on a fifth of gin a day. That’s a feat.”

“And your mother?”

“Can we be done with the questions?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Five blocks later, he opened a metal box next to a lone door of a small,
gray building on the side of one of the warehouses. Inside, the stale smell
was the first to breach my nose as I eyed the missing tiles in the ceiling and
the littered hallway. It looked like a house for junkies. I heard the faint
sounds of rehearsal in each room, but it was mute enough to where I could
hear Reid’s footfalls.

“What’s this shit hole called?”

“The Garage.”

“The Closet would be a better name.”

“Mute, Stella.”

“Yes, sir. So, what’s your style? You said you and your ex didn’t mesh.
Who influenced you?”

He paused at a door with “6” written in permanent marker then looked
back at me.

I covered my mouth and mumbled through my fingers, “Got it.”

I could barely hold in my excitement when he pressed at the hesitant
door with his shoulder until it gave. I’d watched dozens of rockumentaries
about garage bands and seen countless interviews about rockers who’d
gotten their start in minuscule rooms just like the one I stood in. Three sets
of eyes found us as we closed the door behind us. Old school egg crates



were hastily stapled to the poster board walls and there were beer cans
everywhere. Ben was the first to break the silence.

“What are you doing here?”

He addressed me directly, and Reid didn’t come to my defense. “I
invited myself.”

Ben smiled, and I wondered if he remembered me, until he looked past
my shoulder.

“She’s not with you?”

Reid looked between us with drawn brows. I explained quickly as two
other guys sat on a red plastic couch, sipping beer mutely and eyeing me
with interest. I addressed Reid first. “We met at the bar the night of the
show. He gave us some tickets.”

“What the hell, Crowne?” one of the guys asked from the couch.

“She’s just here to watch us,” he said in a tone that told him there was
no room for argument.

King Crowne had spoken. Still, I wanted the mic.

“She is going to sell a few articles to Austin Speak in a few months. I
can profile you guys in one of them, if you all agree to it.”

Ben looked impressed. Reid’s eyes told me he didn’t believe a word I
was saying. The two guys on the couch—one that looked like a hot Shaggy
from Scooby Doo, and the other was a poster boy for Ink magazine with
multiple piercings and gauged ears—shared a conspiratorial smile.

“She isn’t working for Speak,” Reid said as he walked over to the couch
and took two hot beers straight from the carton.

“I had an interview with Nate Butler, the owner of Speak. He gave me
six months to come up with a set of articles to sell.” Reid looked back at me
with accusing eyes and then shrugged at the guys.

“Stay, baby, you’re welcome here,” Ben said as he walked up to me and
threw an arm around my shoulders. Reid pressed a hot beer to my stomach
in offering before I was ushered to the couch by Ben. Claustrophobia hit as
I realized nothing else would fit in that room. The equipment was
practically piled on top of itself. In a mere two steps, I was seated and
silenced with a frothy hot beer. Ben made the introductions as Reid walked
over to the drum set and inspected it.

“This is Rye,” he said, pointing to hot Shaggy, “and this is Adam.”

“Hey,” I said. “Stella Emerson.”

“STELLA!” Rye belted out. “Good movie! I love Rocky.”



Adam rolled his eyes and addressed me. “He’s better left stupid. Don’t
bother to correct him. He’s indignant about being stupid.”

Rye furrowed his brow. “What, fucker? What did I say?”

“Told you,” he said with a chuckle. “Wrong movie, dick,” Adam said as
he looked me over in a way that let me know I was his type. “It’s a Streetcar
Named Desire.”

“Huh?” Rye said as he popped another beer.

“The movie,” Reid said patiently as Rye’s face twisted.

“Dumb as Chicken of the Sea Jessica Simpson, but plays the guitar like
an old soul,” Adam said as he moved to stand. “What are we fucking with
tonight?”

Ben tossed a yellow notebook on one of the amplifiers and nodded
toward Reid.

“Wanna see if we can make this work?” Reid glanced over at it with a
sharp nod before a painful attempt to tap on his set. It only lasted a
frustrated minute before he chucked his sticks.

“You got it easy, remember that,” Adam warned.

The only sign of pain was the fast appearance of sweat that lined his
forehead.

Ben interjected. “Don’t rush it, man. We’re talking weeks, and Jason
said he was good for the next couple of gigs.”

Reid’s eyes met mine briefly. Maybe because he thought I would chime
in, but I was done with the pep talk. Something about him behind that cheap
set of drums had my curiosity piqued, and not just about his skill as a
drummer, but about him. I had that lame women gene that made musicians
seem like gods, but the wool had never fully been pulled over my eyes. I’d
just been singed. I was safe for the moment, even with the full attention of
hazel eyes and naturally stained, full red lips.

Ben watched us watch each other and sat down next to me. He smelled
like green woods, and I found him adorable up close. He had that nice guy
look with his cropped curly hair and beautiful sea blue eyes, but I knew he
was the corrupting kind of nice guy. The kind that would leave you in a
closet of a church pulling up your panties, wondering what in the hell
happened.

Lexi was so screwed. I knew she would fall for him. I knew that second.

“So, where’s your friend?”

“Lexi.”



“She wouldn’t give me her name.”

“Because she’s smart. She’s not a game you want to play.”

Reid picked up the notebook and began to read the lyrics scribbled on it
as Ben turned to face me, fully engaged.

“I’ll take her anywhere she wants to go.”

“She’d much rather see you sing,” I admitted honestly. “But I’ll give her
the message.”

“How about I give her the message,” he said sweetly.

“Nope.”

He chuckled as he took the hot beer from my hand and swallowed it
down before he gripped another can and handed it to me.

“What did you think?”

“How do you know we showed up?”

“I saw her the minute she walked in.”

Something about that statement hit me in the chest.

“Awwwww.” It didn’t come from me. It came from Adam. “I’ll make
love to you.”

“Would you?” Ben asked in his best feminine voice. “Can we spoon
after?”

“Can we do something besides chit-chat? I'm missing UFC,” Shaggy
Rye said as he picked up his guitar and began hurdling through chords like
the second coming of Jimmy Hendrix. I nearly spit out my beer. “Holy
shit.”

Adam and Ben both looked at me with shit-eating grins. “Dumb but
brilliant. Can’t tie his shoes but he can strip the strings.”

I watched as Rye plowed through what sounded like a warm-up.

I looked up to Reid as Ben grabbed a piece of hair from my ponytail
and rubbed it between his fingers. “You know he’s an asshole, right?”

“Very aware and totally uninterested.”

“Good for you. He’s a pessimist in his prime. He wants to be a good
guy, but watch out for that one. He’s a dark horse, baby, and they don’t play
nice with women’s hearts.”

I rolled my eyes. “And you do?”

“I’m an opportunist,” he said with a panty-dropping smile. “But I can be
tamed.”

“You sure of that?”



“She was wearing a blue corset, mini skirt, and dangling earrings. I
promise you, I didn’t see anyone but her.”

“Got to do better than that to get her number.”

“I think she’s beautiful. And I know she’s tough. And I’'m willing to put
up with her shit to make her smile.”

I sighed and held out my hand. “Give me your phone.”

Ben put it in my palm, and seconds after I programmed it in, Rye
drastically changed his speed and left us all transfixed on him.

“He’s not the only prodigy,” Ben whispered. “Some bands are lucky
enough to have two.

“You’re humble,” T said with an eye roll.

Ben shook his head. “I have a voice, so I can get away with being a
shitty guitarist, but I’'m not talking about me. He nodded toward Reid as
Rye hit a crescendo that had us all screaming out to him in encouragement.
Desperate to get my thoughts down, I looked around the room to see Reid
had the only tools I needed.

“Hey, dark horse, can I get that pad and a pen?”

Clearly not a fan of his nickname, he tossed it in my direction. Ten
minutes later, I was completely fixed on the insane talent in room six of The
Garage. Reid sat next to me as the three of them serenaded the two of us in
a melting pot of both original Dead Sergeant and cover songs. With only
two guitars and Ben’s voice, I was bleeding the ink dry with unbiased
opinion. I was charmed by Ben’s voice. It was pure temptation. He was the
perfect front man of a beat-less band. But even with the incredible sound
coming from the meshing of Rye’s bold guitar, Adam’s leading bass, and
the guttural perfection of Ben’s voice, I knew that something was missing.
And that something missing was sitting next to me. I’d curled up on the
split plastic couch and completely lost track of time. I looked over to Reid,
who was watching the guys thoughtfully, taking mental notes. I was smiling
when he glanced my way. He searched for the sincerity and found it.
Slowly, he returned it, and for the first time, it finally reached his eyes. The
room filled with a fresh kind of air as he beamed on that dingy couch in
room six. That smile said it all. Music was where Reid Crowne’s happiness
lay, and that smile told me he had already found his something to look
forward to.



TEN
1)

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! The low fuel alarm sounded through the
speakers, and I jumped in my seat, my eyes refocusing on the road in front
of me. I glanced at the odometer and saw I was three hundred miles from
the city and hadn’t even noticed the sun had set. Anxious and clueless to
where I was, I spotted a road sign that led me to a gas station a few miles
later. Pumping gas in a daze, my heart pounded with the beat of distant
memories while I stared at the digital tick of the gas prompt. I made quick
work of relieving myself in the dingy bathroom and decided to entertain the
ache in my stomach. Down the grocery aisle of the small convenience store,
I picked up various crap off the shelves as the online radio filtered through
the store.

“Of course,” 1 scoffed before I hung my head, filtering the lyrics that
rocked my chest. “And the hits just keep coming. What is it with you, life?”
I mumbled as I pulled my phone out of my backpack and scrolled through
the messages, looking for only one.

I’m so fucking proud of you. Hurry up. I can’t believe you didn’t
tell me. See you in a few.

Despite my lack of equilibrium, I smiled. My chest ached as I started to
text back. And then the guilt struck. The kind that lets you know you’re
acting insane. With an arm full of junk, I readjusted my backpack and chose
my words carefully.

I’m driving home. I missed my plane and decided to take a victory
lap. I’ll be home tomorrow.



What the hell, babe? Couldn’t catch another? That’s a long drive.

I want to drive. I’ll be home tomorrow.

What’s going on?

Nothing.

Call me right fucking now.

Just let me have this time. Just let me drive.

The dots started working and then disappeared. He was pissed and I
knew it, but I couldn’t talk to him. I didn’t want to feel the accusation in his
voice. He knew me too well. More angry dots. Finally, he settled on simple,
because that was his style unless we were face to face.

Careful. I love you.

He was hurt. I felt it across the miles. The whole thing was ridiculous. I
could drop the car off at the nearest airport and be in his arms in a few
hours. I still had time. I paced the gas station with Smart Pop, a sour pickle,
beef jerky, and my essential bag of donuts. At times, I had no shame when
it came to eating my feelings, and ignored the intrusive eyes of the clerk
who made a production of bagging all my crap.

Back in the car, I shot off a quick text.

I love you too. Don’t worry.

I plugged in my phone and resumed directions before I flipped through
my playlist and hit play.



Never Say Never
The Fray

2005

“AHHHH HA!” I said as I leapt out of my sister’s closet where my
Rolling Stones T-shirt hung. My sister looked over at me with guilty eyes.

“Neil likes them.”

“Half of the population of the globe likes them, get your own.” I threw
on the shirt and grabbed the plate from the counter.

“So, you want to tell me why you’re bringing him breakfast?”

“Because mother taught us not to waste food?”

Paige rolled her eyes. “Yesterday you hated him.”

“Today I’'m feeding him. I’1l be right back.”

Her complex was huge, made up of at least a dozen buildings, and
Reid’s door was way too far to deliver a hot plate with a healthy dose of
freshly cooked eggs, diced potatoes, and peppers. Even in the early morning
sun, I regretted wearing a black shirt

It took me three excruciating minutes of knocking to get him to open
the door. When he did, my breath was stolen by the mussed-up version of
Reid Crowne.

Fuck me.

It was the second time I’d seen him in his boxer briefs. It was the first
time I wanted to rid him of them. Reid eyed the plate and then my ruby-red-
lipped-tongue-out Stones T-shirt, which was ironic because at that moment
that tongue represented my state of mind. I was drooling like a horny
teenager.


https://open.spotify.com/track/57uX2vR9j9DNiANDYfXw1i
https://open.spotify.com/track/57uX2vR9j9DNiANDYfXw1i

No, Stella, no.

“Good morning,” I chimed as I ducked under his arm and made my way
into his kitchen. “Today we are serving eggs and papas.”

“Stella, you’ve gotta go.”

“Rude much? I cooked for half an hour to provide you this ass-kissing
breakfast.”

Reid crossed his arms. “It’s appreciated, really, but I’m not alone.”

I felt the sharp nudge in my chest and ignored it. I wasn’t interested in
Reid Crowne, only what he could do for me.

Liar.

“Is she showering you off?” I asked while I listened for running water.

“Does it matter? Out.” He moved toward the door. I lapped him and
stood in front of it.

“Okay, so, I need you to let me start hanging with you. I need you to
show me around a little, introduce me to club owners when you do gigs,
okay? I’ll return the favor with favors.”

Reid opened the door behind me, and I slammed it shut with my blue-
jean-short-clad ass.

His nostrils flared. “This isn’t cute. I don’t want her to see you.”

“I’ll leave in fifteen seconds. Just say yes.”

“No,” he said as he gripped my arm and pulled me close so he could
open the door. With our breath mixing and his fingers on my skin, I saw a
flash in his eyes. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Reid, who’s here?”

I peeked over to see the girl from the picture next to his mattress in the
flesh. Except this girl had a fresh, jagged scar across her forehead.

“Hi, I’m Stella.” I waved awkwardly. “I was just bringing the man some
breakfast. Paige’s orders.”

“I’m Lia, and you’re the little sister.”

I was beginning to hate the title. But what little sister didn’t?

“That’s me.”

“Reid, unhand her and get the hell out of the way.” He let me go, and I
walked into the kitchen to get a better view. She was in one of his T-shirts,
and I had no doubt she was missing underwear, but she was well covered.

Her long, blonde hair was slicked back and wet, and she didn’t have a
stitch of makeup on. But her big blue eyes were startling and her coloring
was perfect. She was the quintessential blonde but had a sort of edge to her



beauty. Beautiful in her simplicity with sharper features, bigger eyes. Long,
dark eyelashes fluttered over her cheeks as she unearthed my offering and
grabbed a fork from the drawer next to Reid’s stove.

In a split second, I didn’t want to know her, and I didn’t want her eating
Reid’s eggs. I didn’t want her in his apartment. And I didn’t want to think
about why.

“Yum,” she complimented. “Thank God, I’m starving.” She gave me a
sincere smile and then motioned me forward as if I were on trial. “So, tell
me about you.”

I shrugged. “Nothing to tell. I'm going to UT this fall for journalism. I
just started at The Plate Bar with this guy.” Reid stood in the hall,
completely clueless as to how to navigate two women gabbing in his
kitchen. He made his exit to his bedroom and left us to it.

“The Plate Bar,” she chuckled. “Is that what it means?”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a fake smile. I felt my resolve to befriend Reid
wilt as I watched her.

“Wow, what a bunch of dumbasses,” she mumbled around a mouthful.
“So, what will you write about?”

“Music. That food is kind of a bribe to get Reid to take me around and
introduce me to people.”

He appeared a second later, dressed in his usual jeans and T-shirt. His
eyes found mine. “Going to take more than eggs for me to babysit.”

Lia rolled her eyes. “Stop being such an ass. What could it hurt to show
her around a little? You know everyone in this city.”

“'m kind of a pain in the ass,” I admitted with a grin in Reid’s
direction. He returned my smile, and for the second time since I met him, it
reached his eyes. “No arguing that.”

Lia looked between us with a smile that slowly faded. I saw her neck
redden, and then her hesitance right before she took another hearty bite of
Reid’s breakfast.

Why was she there? And why would he let her in? Didn’t she hurt him?
My sister said she’d left him high and dry. It became apparent she had been
in the accident with him. I could see it in his eyes as he looked at her, and
feel the guilt when his eyes stopped at the pink scar on her forehead. In that
moment, [ felt like I was intruding. And in the next moment, I felt
nauseated. My chest burned at the thought of him touching her, kissing her.

“I’m going to go.”



“You stay,” she said carefully as she pushed the plate away from her.
“I’ll go. Nice meeting you, and thanks for breakfast.

“You’re welcome.”

Reid furrowed his brows as she gathered her clothes at the foot of the
mattress and walked into his bedroom before slamming the door.

Reid’s eyes found mine and he let out a sigh.

“I’m sorry. I’ll just go. I didn’t mean to do, whatever . . . I did.”

Without a word, he followed her and shut the door behind him.

Paralyzed and uncomfortable by the drastic turn of events, I heard the
start of a heated exchange quickly escalate.

“What am I doing here?” Lia yelled as I made quick work of covering
the plate and putting it in his empty fridge. I didn’t hear Reid’s response and
didn’t understand why she was upset. But a second later, she made it
abundantly clear.

“Got a thing for Paige’s sister, asshole? So, again, why did you call
me?”

I heard the sharp edge to his voice, but he kept his response low.

“I saw it, Reid. I saw the way you just looked at her. And you fucked
me last night like you hated me! I’m not an idiot!”

Chest pounding with the drama unfolding, I slowed my footsteps and
strained to hear his words.

But it was Lia’s voice that echoed through the empty apartment. “I’'m
ridiculous? You’re ridiculous! We’ve been doing this for four years! This
relationship is a circus. I was an idiot to think you had some grand
epiphany. I told you not to call me until you were serious. So now what am
I? I'm a fucking booty call? A piece of ass to take the edge off? I won’t let
you reduce me to that.”

I heard more mumbling as my heart began to pound. Something inside
me began to hope there was truth in her words. Four years? She knew him
well enough. I tiptoed to the front door, hoping for more, and was rewarded
just as I opened it.

“I’m done. Completely done with you.”

The bedroom door opened as I pulled the front door shut. I raced down
the steps and hid behind the side of the building just as Lia came out, guns
blazing.

“Would you stop!” I finally heard Reid say evenly as he tried to reason
with her. “I don’t have a hard-on for Stella.”



“You can’t lie to me. And you know this isn’t about her. Just . . . ” She
paused at the bottom step and turned to face him. “I really loved you, you
know. We went wrong somewhere, but we have to let go. No more back and
forth. I can’t be your comfort anymore, Reid.”

He moved to meet her on the bottom step. His hand went to her face as
he leaned over and whispered to her. Lia gasped and hung her head. “Right
here. Let’s end it right here before I start to really hate you.”

I couldn’t see her tears, but I knew they were there.

“I can’t believe this is it,” she choked out. “But it has to be.”

I genuinely felt for her in that moment. Selfishly, though, I hoped she
meant every word she was saying.

Damn Reid and his whispers. He spoke rapidly as she nodded before
she threw her arms around him and held onto him tightly. They stood there
for a minute, maybe two, before she fled to her car. Reid watched her pull
away before he slowly climbed the steps and disappeared back into his
apartment.



TWELVE

Ready or Not
Fugees

A few days later, alone on my sister’s couch, I cranked up the Fugees while
I tried to ignore the repetitive image of Reid’s full lips and bared chest
when he answered the door. I stared at my blinking cursor and closed my
eyes, trying to escape the circulating heat that had everything to do with a
set of hazel eyes.

I was attracted to him. Big deal. I could move past that. I needed to
focus on saving money and writing for Speak. I was on a mission and didn’t
need to play into Lia’s assumption. If anything, Reid was the last man I
should be thinking about. But it wasn’t just thinking. It’d gone past that
point and moved onto daydreaming. If I weren’t careful, it would be
fixating. And the last time I did that, I lost two months of my life on Dylan.

I no longer did crushes. Those were for teenagers, and I’d earned my
twenties badge. And despite my recent behavior and stance on adulting, I
knew it was time to grow up a little. I had a shitload of work and long
strides to make to get to where I needed to be.

My cellphone pinged, but I ignored it. I had hours until Paige and Neil
got home. I’d been picking up double shifts for the last week. It was my
only day to write, and still, I couldn’t get a single sentence out due to the
incessant daydreams. I didn’t know enough about Reid Crowne, aside from
the fact that he grew up with two shitty parents, his only love was his
music, and he was recently single.

Still, the image of his fuckable body blazed a hot trail through my
thoughts and warmed me to the point of frustration. My phone pinged
again, and I picked it up. Jaw hanging open, I read the first two texts.

Dylan: Hey, babe. Can you talk?
Dylan: I’m in Austin. I’ll be playing at The Snake Lounge and I
really want to see you.


https://open.spotify.com/track/3vZO25GdYuqFrR1kzZADnp?si=Yjpz6CJi
https://open.spotify.com/track/3vZO25GdYuqFrR1kzZADnp?si=Yjpz6CJi

I leapt from the couch and spoke to my phone. “Oh, hell no!” Pacing
while typing and deleting a handful of messages, I thought better of it and
texted my judge and jury.

Dylan texted. He’s in Austin playing tonight.

Lexi: I’m not speaking to you.

Miffed for seconds, I chuckled when I remembered why she wouldn’t
be speaking to me. I gave Ben her number. Things must have been going

well because she liked him.

You can’t be pissed at me about that. He’s perfect for you. You’ll
see.

Lexi: He’s a real poet. That was sarcasm by the way. Now I’ll be up
there for his show next week. I’ve been lured.

I can tell you’re really pissed.
Lexi: So pissed. :0)
Can we talk about Dylan?

Lexi: Nothing to talk about. Tell him to fuck off. Besides, you have a
thing for Reid.

I don’t have a thing for Reid.

Lexi: It’s me you’re talking to.

He’s hot. Doesn’t mean it’s a thing. And he’s totally moody.
Lexi: Perfect for you.

Can you come down?



Lexi: Can’t. I’'m watching the super sperm.
I’m going to the show.

Lexi: You should, give him false hope and then kick him in the nuts.
Medicine with no sugar.

Good talk.
Lexi: I’m your girl. Let me know how it goes. Ben. I like him.
I knew I made the right call giving him her number.

I do too. He’s pretty awesome and so talented. With that voice, he’s
going places.

Lexi: I can’t believe Reid’s the drummer. Talk about freaky
coincidence.

Right?

Lexi: Gotta go. Text me tomorrow. I want to know everything.

Will do.

Lexi: Do not have sex with him.

Which one?

Lexi: Either.

I won’t.

An hour later, I answered Dylan’s text, letting him know I would be at

his show. I pulled out a black dress that highlighted my every curve and
spent hours dolling myself up, waxing, straightening my unruly hair, and



putting on heavy eyes and lips. By the time Paige and Neil got home, I was
running on adrenaline. I was lucky enough to be afforded the chance to tell
Dylan off in person. I wasn’t about to miss that opportunity. I deserved
better from him. Two months in a rock star’s dating life is like ten years. I
wanted a fair and proper divorce.

Paige walked through the door in the best of moods, her hands full of
paper bags with Neil hot on her heels. “Hey,” she said as her eyes widened.
“God, you look so pretty!”

“Thanks,” I said, taking a grocery bag from her hand. Tipping my chin
up at Neil, I said, “Sup, Neil.”

“Little woman,” he said with a smile. “What you all dressed up for?”

My eyes shot to Paige. “So, Dylan texted.”

Paige opened her mouth, and I clamped it shut with my hand. “Hey, I
love you. Shut up. I’'m only going there to tell him off.”

She glared at me as I slowly took my hand away from her mouth. “I
swear, Paige. But I need to—"

“Borrow my car?” she deadpanned. “No.”

“Take mine,” Neil said, tossing his keys on the counter before he
waggled his brows. “Give him hell.”

“What? No,” Paige protested. Neil wrapped his arms around her and
kissed her cheek. “Give her a chance, Paige.”

“Yeah, Paige, give her a chance,” I echoed as Neil smiled and buried his
head in her neck. She squirmed with a smile and turned her face to meet his
lips.

“I’ll be back before midnight and won’t drink. I swear,” I assured my
smitten sister, taking total advantage of the situation.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “Just be careful, okay?”

“Promise,” I said before I mouthed a silent “Thank you” to Neil. Over
the past week, Neil and I had gotten to know each other. As it turned out, he
was a bit of a techie nerd. We’d stayed up late one night talking music—his
favorite was country—and all the latest technology out there while Paige
snored on the couch. He swore within the next ten years streaming video
would take over mainstream media. He was a cool guy, my sister’s chosen
beau, and I had to admit, after conversing with him for a few hours, I had a
bit of a personality crush on him. I was in his corner when it came to Paige,
and I knew he loved my sister by the way he kept bringing her up, with
“Paige thinks this,” and “Paige likes that.” It gave me a lot of comfort to



know he cared for her in that way. It also gave me the gumption to realize I
had nothing resembling that with Dylan.

And he was about to get back as good as he gave.

With Neil and Paige in the kitchen cooking dinner together, I grabbed
my keys and made my leave. I was at the foot of the stairs when I heard my
name.

“Stella?”

I turned to find Reid with his mouth parted as he looked me over. His
brow was covered in fresh sweat as he ran his fingers through his hair. I was
already beginning to melt, but even more so under the weight of his stare.
Hazel eyes scanned my face before they dropped to scour my body. I let
him feast, and I was actually happy about the fact that he caught me all
dressed up with some place to go.

“I wouldn’t go up there if I were you,” I said with a nod over my
shoulder. “They kind of have a love fest thing going on. Things are about to
get freaky!” I waggled my brows with a laugh while his gaze rested on my
lips.

“And what do you have going on?”

“Sweet revenge, my friend,” I said lightly. “I’ll see you at work
tomorrow.” I moved past him and was caught by the arm. His warm fingers
seared my flesh, and I stared at them until he took them away.

“Look, uh. I was actually going to ask for a ride. You going
downtown?”

“Yeah, my ex has a show.”

Reid’s lips twisted in a knowing smirk. “Revenge, huh? What did he
do?”

I thought of the months I’d spent with Dylan and came up with the
truth. “He forgot about me.”

“He won’t make that mistake again,” Reid said as he nodded toward my
dress.

“Are we being nice now?” I asked before batting my lashes.

“We can give it a try.” He smirked and my pulse sped up. “So, how
about a ride?”

“I can’t take you back here.”

He shrugged. “It’s cool. I’ll find a way.”

“Let’s go.” In Neil’s Chevy S-10, Reid gave me directions downtown,
and I pressed my brows together when we pulled into a gas station.



“This is where you needed to go?”

He nodded before he pulled an envelope of money from his pocket.
Curious, I got out with him with a lie about being thirsty. Inside, he walked
straight up to the attendant, grabbed a MoneyGram form, and then started
filling it out.

Taking a soda from the fridge, I stood in line behind him and peeked
over his shoulder to see he’d addressed it to Courtney Crowne, his mother.
He was sending her five hundred dollars.

Once I paid for my drink and we were back in the truck, I couldn’t help
my question.

“Everything okay at home?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure?” I asked with an easy tone. “’Cause that was a lot of money.”

His jaw ticked and his eyes went cool. “Wow, you really need to
practice the art of subtlety.”

“What’s the money for, Reid?”

He looked at me pointedly. “None of your damned business, Stella,” he
snapped. Still idling, I slammed the truck back into park and turned on him.

“Okay, well, I’m not one to pry—”

“Allow me to call bullshit on that,” he said as he ripped his eyes from
me and looked out the window.

“Okay, maybe I care about the fact that you can’t pay your rent and
never have shit to eat and you just sent two weeks of tips to your alcoholic
mother!”

“She needs it,” he said simply, his eyes still on the passing human traffic
outside the window. I cranked up the AC as the dry heat filtered through the
cabin.

“Why? Why does she need it? To buy more booze?”

“Hey,” he said as his head snapped back in my direction. “Chill out.
This isn’t a discussion you get to have with me. Take the fucking hint.”

He was right. One hundred percent. And it meant nothing.

“What the hell, Reid? Does she know you’re going through a hard time
and can barely lift a tray with a broken arm to work? Does she know you
have no furniture in your house and sleep on a mattress top on the floor?”

His pride moved front and center as he glared at me. “Again. None of
your damned business, Stella. I can take care of myself. What the hell do
you care?”



“I just told you, I do. And I know what you told me about them. So,
now, I’m wondering why you’re here wasting away in that apartment to
support your deadbeat parents!”

“It’s for my father’s fucking insulin, okay? He’ll die without it. They
don’t have insurance and it’s fucking expensive. She’s working and she
can’t do it alone, alright? It’s life or death, Stella. He doesn’t get that
medicine, he dies!”

I shrank in my seat as I looked over at him. He was fuming, his chest
heaving as he clenched his fists.

“I’m so sorry. Reid, I’m sorry.”

“Fine, whatever,” he said, opening the truck door. I gripped him by the
waist of his jeans and yanked him back in. Frantic to make it up to him, I
grappled for words as he stared at me as if I'd grown two heads. Utterly
clueless as to how to make it right, I pulled him to me in the most awkward
hug imaginable, and he froze at the contact. Body twisted, I wrapped my
arms around him as he blew my hair out of his face.

“What are you doing?” he asked through a mouthful of my hair.

“I’m hugging you,” I said into his neck. Irish Spring drifted through my
nose and caused a flood of the warmth I was growing used to, and had
started to crave. “I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry.”

It took a few seconds, but I finally felt his arm circle my waist, his cast
at my back. Wrapped in his hold, his chest moved against my cheek. “God,
you’re insane,” he said on a chuckle as he let me hold him.

“I know.”

“You’re a grenade,” he whispered at my temple.

“I know.”

“It’s okay, Stella,” he said softly as he ran his fingers through my hair. I
was sure he was doing it on instinct, and my initial thought was proven
positive when he stopped himself. “It’s okay, Stella. This is just the way it
is. This is my life.”

“Your life sucks.”

He laughed loudly as I pulled away and saw we wore matching smiles.
Our lips were close. I could practically feel his stubble against my cheek.
Even though he was stiff with hesitation, we lingered there, eyes locked. I
pulled away and righted myself behind the wheel.

“I’1l take you home, okay? It’s too far to walk. Unless you want to come
with me?”



“It’s not a good idea. You know that, right? This won’t make you feel
any better.”

“So, you’re coming?” I asked, ignoring his warning.

“To watch this train wreck?” He widened his eyes. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

We made good time to the club and actually managed to find rock star
parking. The dive was off of 6™ Street and was a total shit hole. I could tell
it had new owners by the month because the marquee was littered with do-
overs.

“This place is a joke,” Reid said as he looked over to me. “You need to
be careful where you go down here.”

“Yes, Mom,” I muttered as I locked the doors to the truck and we
looked at the place. A few girls wandered in ahead of us, and I couldn’t
help the sinking feeling that Reid might be right. For every dropout groupie,
there were ten more to take their place. I knew I wasn’t a groupie. And I
didn’t have to prove shit to Dylan.

“Let’s go,” I said, pulling the keys back out of my purse.

“What?” Reid looked over at me with raised brows.

“You’re right, okay? This is stupid.”

“Fuck that,” he said, clasping his hand with mine and pulling me toward
the door.

“Reid,” T whisper-yelled as he ushered us through the entrance. The
band was already playing. Dylan was working the small crowd—mostly
girls—who were doing their best to get his attention. Reid walked up to the
bar with me in tow and ordered a beer. Dylan spotted us, and I saw his eyes
light up until they drifted down to our clasped hands. Seconds later, Reid
pulled me into his lap, and I gasped at the feeling of him behind me. His
breath hit my neck, and I leaned into it.

“Eat your fucking heart out, prick,” Reid murmured into my ear as
Dylan’s eyes narrowed and he wreaked havoc on the mic with “Are You
Gonna Be My Girl” by Jet. I adjusted myself on Reid’s lap while he
casually sucked his beer, his demeanor cocky and self-assured, and I found
it sexy as hell. I was sure if I glanced back at his lips, I would see a satisfied
smirk. He was clearly enjoying it. I could tell by his possessive hold and the
air coming off of him. My hand rested on his cast and my other on his thigh,
the back of my head on his collarbone. Eyes locked with Dylan, I couldn’t
help but notice how I felt perfectly molded to Reid’s body. We fit. As
tempted as I’d been to hear some sort of apology from Dylan, Reid had my



full attention. Behind me, he sat his beer on the bar and pushed the hair
away from my neck, his whisper causing more gooseflesh to bubble on my
skin and a streak of warmth through my chest and between my thighs.
“Right now, he’s thinking: God, she looks so fucking beautiful.” His heated
whisper had my eyes closing briefly as I tried not to wiggle in his lap. “He’s
thinking of how fucking good you would look spread out before him. How
amazing it would feel to taste you.” My breath hitched as his fingers
roamed back and forth over my stomach. “He’s thinking of how fucking
perfect you would feel when he pressed into you.” Turned on to the point of
no return, and unsure if it was an act for my benefit, I twisted my head,
offering my lips. Reid hesitated before he leaned in and brushed his gently
against mine. Pulse racing, I pressed in and felt the groan in his chest before
he ripped himself away.

“Stop it, Stella,” he said as he pecked my lips to keep up the charade
and spread his thighs, putting me on full display between them.

The song ended as all thoughts of Dylan completely eluded me. I could
feel Reid stiff beneath me while my heart galloped.

Dylan tossed his mic on the stage and moved toward us, and I hastily
got to my feet.

“Let’s go. Take me somewhere.”

“We just got here,” Reid said with a cocky grin, his elbows on the edge
of the bar.

“Not cool, Reid, let’s go. I told you I didn’t need this.” Just as I said it, I
heard my name called in question behind me. Reid’s gaze fixed past my
shoulder, and I turned to face Dylan. Golden brown hair and deep blue eyes
peered back at me.

“What the fuck is this, Stella?” Dylan was still beautiful. He was still
the guy I'd spent two months having sex with on a couch. But when I
looked at him, all I felt was Reid’s soft lips and the fire in his eyes.

“This is poor form,” I said, defeated. “Take care of yourself, Dylan.”

He took a step forward. “Can I talk to you?” He paused and looked over
at Reid. “Alone?”

“No,” I said as Reid stood and took my hand. “No, you can’t.”

“Really?” he said as he looked past me and swallowed.

“Yeah, really.”

“Stella!” Drew, the guitarist for Meat, called out to me from the stage,
and I gave him an unenthusiastic wave. “Looking good, baby!”



“Thanks!”

Drew had been my favorite. He’d been a friend. And just as I suspected,
all of my time with Dylan and the rest of the guys came back as a fresh
scratch, but in just weeks had transformed into nothing more than a
memory. I was no longer hurt about Dylan and felt like just as much of an
asshole for what I’d just done. Dylan cupped his chin, his features twisted
in confusion as he stood there, clueless.

“Let’s go,” I said to Reid, who followed me out of the bar. I let go of his
hand and stuck the keys in it before I took the passenger side.

“You okay?”

Angry, aroused, and more than confused, I turned on him. “What was
that in there? Why the big show? You were against this whole thing.”

“I’m not as nice of a guy as you think. And sometimes I like to play
devil’s advocate.” He shrugged, starting the truck. “Home?”

“No. I’'m not going home tonight. My sister is probably having sex right
now on the couch I sleep on. | HATE MY FUCKING LIFE!”

Reid burst out laughing as he pulled away from the curb. “It gets
better.”

“Liar.”

“I totally am,” he said, amusement dancing in his eyes as he pushed the
hair away from my bare shoulder. “I know a place.”

“Let’s go.”

He’d taken me to a show a couple blocks from 6T Street. It was a metal
band he was crazy about. I appreciated them to a point—metal wasn’t my
favorite—but Reid seemed in awe of the lead singer and pointed out a few
interesting facts about how they got together. We spent the whole show
yelling back and forth while I took mental notes. He told me a label would
pick them up soon, and it would be in my best interest to write about a band
that was going somewhere. I spent a good part of the show telling him what
an idiot he was and that Dead Sergeants had their own future and were
worth writing about. It was pretty much tit for tat between us until they



started playing Queensryche’s “Silent Lucidity”. And all at once, I was
captured by the execution and how they made it their own. I got lost in the
deep timbre of the voice that filled the club. There wasn’t a word from the
crowd, even after the last trickle of acoustic notes rang out. The club
exploded with applause as Reid looked at me with I told you so written all
over his face.

Reid knew a lot about the city, and at the show, he’d done the hand
grasp with a few local musicians. Those who approached him seemed to
respect him and kept the conversations short, probably because he wasn’t a
man of too many words. And I spent a majority of our time together pulling
them out of him. He wasn’t shy with his opinions, and that we had in
common. Still, as I stared at him, laid back in his shoulder-high bench seat,
his cast on the table, and his eyes on mine, it felt like he was trying to tell
me more. Even with a set jaw and pressed brows, his eyes held his world,
and I couldn’t help but enjoy every second they were on me.

After the performance, we spent the rest of the witching hour devouring
salty, grease-filled burgers at a little shack called Arnie’s.

“Who’s your favorite band?” I asked, sucking on the side of my chili
cheeseburger to keep it from dripping down my dress.

“Haven’t thought about it,” he said as he watched me devour the double
stack of meat. “God, you were hungry.”

“Not anymore,” I said as I popped the last of it into my mouth and
washed it down with Dr. Pepper.

“You don’t have a favorite?”

“Nope,” he said as he gathered the rest of his fries into his fingers and
popped them in his mouth.

“Influences?”

“Everything,” he said with a small smile. “I wrote a song off a
commercial beat once.”

“You write for the Sergeants?”

“Most of the originals. Ben’s good at lyrics, but I’ve laid down a few.”

“You sing?”

“Not if T can help it,” he said with a shrug. “Rye does most of the
backup and comes up with a good riff in minutes, and it’s always good.”

“When’s your next show?”

“They play Saturday.”

“No,” I said, standing and stretching. “Your next show.”



I almost missed his smile. “Two weeks.”

“I’ll be there,” I assured. “I have a feeling about you.”

He stood, grabbed our trash, and threw it away. “It’s late.”

“It’s early,” I argued. “So, tell me about Lia.”

“Jesus Christ. Every time I think it’s safe to go into the water with you
... No, I’'m not talking to you about Lia.” Pushing through the glass door,
he pulled a cigarette from his pocket.

“You’re not really a smoker.”

He lifted his cigarette and took a deep drag. “I would say I’m really
smoking this.”

“You know what I mean,” I said as I stepped up on a curb and balanced
my way over it in my heels, arms stretched as if I were on a high wire.

“I smoke when I feel like it.”

“Why don’t you just quit?”

“Why don’t you just let me smoke?” he said as he watched me execute
a heel turn.

He shoved his cigarette between his lips and did a slow clap, and I gave
him a wink.

“So, what’s your type? You obviously like blondes.”

“Women who don’t ask a lot of questions.”

“Har, har,” I said as I leapt into him, purposefully knocking the cigarette
out of his hand.

He let out a grudge-filled chuckle. “You little asshole.”

“Seven minutes of your life I just saved you, Crowne. A cigarette takes
that much off your heartbeat, buddy.”

“That’s a myth, pal,” he said, opening the passenger door.

“What if it’s the best seven minutes of your life? That’s two songs. I
saved you two songs, Reid Crowne. Someday, you’ll thank me for it.”

He shut the door and took the driver’s seat, as if it was the most natural
thing. I stared at him across the seat. “Well, I'm sorry if she hurt you.”

He sighed as he started the truck. “We hurt each other.”

“What happened?”

He sat back and winced, as if he was trying to see something through
the wheel. “It was good and then it was bad. Too much static. Too much
chaos. I got tired and she got pissed.”

“You really loved her,” I said as I watched him trace the steering wheel
with his finger, touching every groove.



“There was love. There were a lot of things.”
“And then?”
“We crashed.”

Despite my protest, Reid drove us back to the complex and parked Neil’s
truck.

“Wait here, okay?”

He nodded as I made double time up the stairs and opened the door to
silence. I made quick work of dumping Neil’s keys and changing into a T-
shirt, shorts, and Chucks. I grabbed four beers from the fridge and walked
back down the steps, motioning for him to join me on a large patch of grass
on top of a hill between apartment buildings.

“I’m not tired, you?” I asked as he shook his head, followed me into the
grass, and sat next to me. I popped a beer and handed it to him.

“God, I hate this heat,” I said as I piled my hair on top of my head and
fastened it before I downed the beer. Reid glanced around the complex and
then back to Paige’s apartment.

“You scared of my sister?”

“Only when she’s pissed,” he said with a chuckle.

“I agree. She’s scary. She shrieks.”

“I’ve only seen it once. I’'m good with only seeing it once.”

We laughed and clinked our beers.

“You met at work?”

“Yeah,” he said as he leaned back on his elbows and crossed his boots.
He surrounded me with his length.

“You two are nothing alike,” I told him.

“I like being around her. She’s grounded and she smiles a lot. She’s
easy.”

I couldn’t help but take offense. “Opposed to the big mouthed sister
who’s loud and opinionated.”

“Most definitely,” he said smugly, “but don’t go changing to please

»

me.



“Oh, I won’t,” I snapped, taking the beer from him and drinking it. He
took another one from the pile and popped it.

“So, that’s it, a quiet woman who smiles a lot? That’s your dream
woman?”

“Guess so0.”

“Never pegged you for simple.”

“Now there’s a word. Simple. My favorite fucking word. I’ll take that.”
I heard the sad edge of his words and nudged him.

“You’ll have that cast off soon, and then you can make life your bitch.
Two weeks.”

“Let the countdown begin.”

I lay on my back and looked up at the few stars the night sky allowed
us. “I thought it would be different, moving here. I thought it would be
more exciting. Real freedom, you know? But I have since learned being
free involves its own chains. My sister acts like a ninety-year-old woman.
She cooks dinner at eight o’clock and is in bed by eleven. What the hell is
that, Reid?”

He looked over at me as I stuck out my lip. “This is totally boring.”

“She got it all out of her system, I guess.”

“They’ll get married. I know it.” I studied Reid. “She’s going to marry
Neil. And then what?”

“And then whatever they want,” he said as he took a long swallow and
laid his head next to mine.

“Not me. I’ll have take-out every other night, stay up past midnight
every day, get my passport stamped, eat weird shit, do things that scare me.
I want to burn out.”

“You don’t say,” Reid said, a huge grin spreading across his face.

“Hell yes! I want to do something amazing, something groundbreaking.
And I’ve already set the timer.” I turned on my stomach, forearms perched
as I looked down at him. “I will do the impossible by the time I’m twenty-
nine.”

“What’s that going to be?”

I gave him my biggest smile. “Wait and see.”



THIRTEEN

Umbrella
Rhianna/Jay-Z

“ Are you ready to order?” Reid asked a four top that had taken their sweet

ass time, despite his attempt to turn his tables. I could see the older man’s
face transform to indignant when he looked Reid over. Not an ounce of
empathy for his broken arm, which was actually his wrist, Paige had told
me.

“We will order when we are ready,” the guy snapped. I hung my head as
I watched Reid eat shit and retreat back to the kitchen. Our manager, Leslie,
had refused to give him more tables, and I knew he couldn’t have made
more than twenty dollars. Thinking fast, I took a few of the bills from my
tips and slid them into the books of two diners that had just left. I knew
Reid would buy it. He’d had quite a few pity tips from other tables.

I had enough saved for a down payment on an apartment. Waitressing
had turned out to be decent money, which was both surprising and
infuriating because I hated it with every fiber of my being. I was looking
forward to the extra money I made that night, planning to stash it away for
other crap Lexi and I would need. But just that once, I could help him
without hurting his pride. I brought lunch to his apartment most days—and
was met with a glare—and saw him eating once or twice at the restaurant
with our half-off discount. Still, his situation wasn’t getting any better.

A few minutes later, I saw Reid check the ticket books and the mild
surprise that crossed his face.

“Excuse me, we’ve been waiting,” the man said as Reid stared at him
dead eyed before returning to the table. There were two guys, older and
dressed in suits. I was seething when I noticed one of them was Nate Butler.
Any happiness I had about seeing him dissolved when he made some snide
comment that had them both laughing as Reid walked away. Fuming, I
grabbed two waters, and some chips and salsa, then burst out of the kitchen
door, full speed ahead. Nate saw me seconds before I faked a fumble and
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threw the tray at them both. It was a bit overkill as they were hit with a tidal
wave of water and salsa.

“Oh my God,” I said in mock surprise, and without an ounce of
sincerity. “I’m so very sorry.” The guy sitting with Nate glared at me while
Nate stared at me open mouthed. “Stella?”

“Nate,” I said with a hand on my chest. “I’m so sorry. There must have
been something on the floor. I . .. just.. . tripped.”

He narrowed his eyes, his crotch covered in salsa, as he looked over to
the guy who was cursing under his breath while he stood in a pool of ice
water, his pants dripping.

“Let me go get something to help clean this up,” I said as I looked up
and saw Reid at the hostess stand, his jaw turned to steel. Nate followed me
toward the kitchen. “I’ve been meaning to call you,” he said playfully, “but
I can see you’ve been trying to make it as a busboy.”

“Funny,” I said with bite. “I can see you’ve been trying to make it as a
prick.”

“Whoa,” he said as he stopped me before I hit the swinging door.
“What’s gotten into you?” I turned to fully look at him and felt the familiar
pang of what it was like to look at perfection. His devilish grin and neon
blue eyes blinded me, and for a single moment, I felt that smile to my toes.
“Seriously, you just sat there while that dick was rude to a waiter with a
broken arm?”

“That dick just paid for two months of circulation,” he pointed out.

“Whatever, it’s disgusting,” I said as I pulled my arm from his grip.

“God, you’re pretty when you’re pissed. You’ve got to let me take you
out and piss you off some more.”

Reid pressed past me through the double doors a moment later as Leslie
rushed to the table to help the man who was still wiping at his pants.

I kept my eyes on smooth-talking Butler, who appeared to be anything
but pissed. His hair looked a bit longer and was mussed up and sexy as hell.
“Better get back before you lose that account. And lose my number.”

“Hey, hey,” he said as he gripped my hands in his. “I’m really happy to
see you. Let me make it up to you. I’'m sorry if he was rude to your friend.”
He hesitated. “Boyfriend?” he asked with perfect lips and an arched brow.

“No,” I said, but felt a tug of senseless guilt with my answer.

Even with salsa on the crotch of his suit and a newly pink-tinted shirt,
Nate was incredible to look at. I lingered a minute too long and he took it as



a sign.

“Dinner tomorrow?”

“Lunch in five months,” T said with a grudge-filled grin before I nodded
toward Reid, who was taking a new order. “And you better tip the hell out
of him.”

Apparently, we were in negotiations, because Nate leaned in closer.
“Lunch tomorrow, dinner in five months.”

“Five months, Nate. I don’t think you know what this means to me,” I
said carefully. “I’m working on those articles every day.” Nate sighed and
stepped away. “I’ll up the ante. Have the set ready in three. Austin City
Limits is coming up, and if this works out, I’ll let you cover it.” Austin City
Limits was a three-day festival filled with some of the biggest names in
music. Going as a fan was one thing, but going as the press was an entirely
different experience. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears.

“You’re serious?”

“Yes,” he said pointedly. “But I’'m serious about my paper.”

“I know. And I’'m serious about Don Henley.”

“W-w-what?” he said with an incredulous laugh, his brows pressed
together.

I didn’t have time to explain my fascination with the Eagles’ drummer. I
had tables waiting.

“Just three months?”

Nate nodded. “Three. I still can’t afford you.”

“Okay,” I said with a little bounce in my voice.

“Okay,” he said with a wicked grin. “Now, please excuse me while I go
wash my balls free of cilantro and onions.”

I burst out laughing just as Reid came back through the door with a tray
full of drinks. Nate approached him as I ran into the kitchen, screaming for
Paige. My excitement was stifled by the bark of my name. “Stella.” Leslie,
our manager who looked like my old softball coach with the shoulders of a
linebacker, marched over to me.

“Yes?”

“Is there a reason you hurled a bucket of ice water and chips and salsa at
our customers?” Reid was back in the kitchen, traying two plates, and I
could see the smile on the side of his profile.

“I slipped.”

“Mia said you threw it.”



Mia. That little bitch had a huge crush on Reid and saw me as a threat. I
saw her eye me often when Reid and I would huddle between tables, just
bullshitting.

“Mia’s a liar, and she steals chips and salsa every night on her way out.”

Reid groaned in a way to tell me to shut up while I was ahead as he
walked past us to grab some plates.

“Well, consider this your first warning.”

“I’m going to need a few days off in September.”

Reid’s dam burst, and he was roaring with laughter as he walked out the
doors.

I swallowed hard as Leslie stared me down. “Maybe we should think
about time off when you aren’t in danger of losing your job?”

“Agreed.”

Paige emerged from the bus room and hugged my shoulders with a tear
rolling down her face. She put her arm around my shoulder as she chuckled.
“Oh, baby sister, who would have thought you would be the village idiot?”



rOURTEEN

Turn My Head
Live

Its funny how attraction sneaks up on you. The subtle things you notice

when you watch a person. The quirks. Like how he’s always pushing his
ear-length hair away from his brow. How he’s always tapping out a beat on
his thigh with his middle and index fingers. How his lip curls every time I
crack a joke. How he saves his smiles and hides his truths behind them.
Reid’s true beauty didn’t strike me when I first met him. I was too pissed
off at the male race to notice. Sure, he was hot, in that slightly tattered,
angry rebel sort of way. But beneath the surface of the animosity that
played between us, my curiosity was growing. We’d been living in the back
seat of Paige’s car for the last week, arguing, laughing, and talking. Every
time he spoke, I felt myself leaning in a bit more, more engaged, more
enamored . . . just more. And more often than not, the back seat felt like our
space, a closed space between the two of us as Paige rattled onto Neil about
anything and everything. Some nights, like that night, Reid would be amped
up after a long day of sitting in his empty apartment. We were both a little
stir crazy from all work and no play. But she and Neil had been our
lifelines. Even if we were just visiting friends, going for takeout, or a drive,
it was a break from the humdrum of survival. Restless and bored were a
scary combination.

But every time I looked to my right, where he sat next to me, and saw
the playful light in his eyes, I knew that he looked forward to that cabin
space as much as I did.

“When do you get your truck back, man?” Neil asked from the driver’s
seat.

“A week.”

Surprised by the tinge of disappointment, I stared at the back of Neil’s
head.

“Cast off, too?” Neil spoke to him in the rearview.
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“Thank Christ,” Reid muttered. “But I owe you both for letting me tail
you.”

Paige twisted in her seat to look back at him. “Anytime, I mean it.” She
gave him her motherly grin and he returned it. It was the oddest thing
between them, this genuine friendship between two total opposites.

“Are you going to the show tomorrow?” Neil asked. “I’ll go with you.”

“Nah,” Reid said. “I’'m sick of seeing them play without me. They get
it.”

Neil nodded and Paige intervened. “You two go out anyway, okay? Me
and Stella have to work.”

Reid nodded, Neil turned up the radio, and I felt sick and ridiculous. In
a week he’d have his freedom, and I wondered what he would do with it.
I’d been to another practice with Reid where he didn’t take part and had
started four different drafts of articles on Dead Sergeants.

If I wasn’t sitting next to him in the back seat of Paige’s car, I was
writing articles about his band, or feeding him lunch, which he was more
receptive to. We’d talk while he ate. My relief at knowing he wouldn’t go
without that day. The conversation was easy between us, but turned tense
with the lingering goodbye stares at his front door. It wasn’t a big mystery
why I suddenly felt the need to glance at him when he wasn’t watching me.
I’d submerged myself into his life, his habits, his problems, him.

I needed to get out of it and fast.

“Stella!” Paige chimed from the front seat with a wink for me.

I smiled as she cranked the song up and explained to everyone in the
car, “It’s her favorite song.”

“This?” Reid asked as he looked me over. “The Cars?”

Paige was quick with her explanation. “Daddy used to sing it to her
every night before bed. And the Eagles. She would only go to sleep if he
sang to her.”

Reid looked over at me with amused eyes.

“Don’t even start,” I warned.

His lip curled before he bit it. And I was suddenly dying to snatch it
from his teeth and suck on it. I swallowed the desire and averted my eyes.
“People dismiss old music far too easily,” I defended as the heat invaded
my face.

“I don’t,” Reid said thoughtfully. I was ready to kill Paige for leaving no
stone unturned when it came to fun facts about Stella. Then I felt his eyes



on me, and the heat in my face spread.

“It’s depressing, right?” Paige remarked about the song.

“It’s the best kind of love song,” I defended. “He knows her so
intimately, no one else can be to her what he can.”

“I like it,” Neil said with a wink in the rearview.

Quickly changing the subject, I grasped for straws. “If I get published in
Austin Speak, 1 get to cover City Limits.”

Paige looked back to me with wide eyes. “That’s awesome. Oasis is one
of the headliners! Dad would freak!”

“They are, and I know,” I said with a widening smile. A small pang hit
me dead center when I thought about my dad. I missed him and our long
talks. He had been my biggest supporter when it came to my passion for
music. While my mother taught me all things Tejano, my father had spent
hours dancing with me in the living room to American classics. He’d also
played the biggest role in my education when it came to music. Like me, he
had eclectic taste and played a pivotal role in fueling the fire. He was a
connoisseur, and I his eager student.

“You miss him,” Paige gathered from the look on my face.

“Yeah,” I said, looking out the window.

“Maybe we can drive up to Dallas in a few weeks,” Paige offered. “I
miss them, too.”

I nodded, trying to stifle the sudden burn in my throat. I still felt a new
kind of alone in Austin, as if I really didn’t have anything keeping me there
except my dreams. And the more I lived in the reality of Austin, the more
far-fetched they seemed. Still, I had two years of school to get through and
a semi-promising agreement with a gorgeous editor in chief, but nothing
was guaranteed. Lexi must have sixth sensed my sudden desperation.

Lexi: I really can’t believe this kid. I have some questions for his
father if I ever find the son of a bitch.

What did he do now?

Lexi: He peed off the porch like a caveman. Like we live in the
woods and not the suburbs with neighbors on all sides. You would
think he would only pull his pants down slightly, right? No, not this
guy. His pants were around his ankles. His little pecker and bare ass on
display for all the world to see.

I threw my head back with a laugh.

Hang in there. Only a few more weeks.



Lexi: You have a place yet? I’m about to lose it!

Almost. I promise.

Lexi: Thank God. X

Optimism gave way as I shook off the doubts about my future. It was all
up to me.

After another few hours at Todd and Ana’s—the bartenders at The Plate
Bar and couple who owned the house we frequented when we all had the
same night off—I was itching to be alone with Reid again in the back seat. I
was like a new addict, craving his attention, the intensity in his eyes,
capturing his rare smile just for myself. But that night, despite his relief to
be out of the house, he stood in the shadows, beer in hand, in his jeans,
black boots, and faded black T-shirt that had seen better decades. The silver
link chain from his wallet hung as the only jewelry on him. He was
completely organic. What you saw is what you got. His day-old stubble and
dark skin mixed with the black ink that covered his toned arms made him
more alluring. Most of the time, Reid looked uninterested, as if he expected
more wherever we went. He never drank too much, just enough to take the
edge off. I assumed it was because of his parents’ addiction. He hit the joint
every time it was passed. I, however, had decided that night to immerse
myself front and center. I was on my fifth beer when Paige nudged my
shoulder, ripping my gaze from Reid.

“What?” I asked, aggravated. She gave me a pointed look that told me
I’d been staring too hard. Still, every few minutes, my eyes slowly drifted
back to him. I felt safe, though, because that night he was far off, as if he
was somewhere else but stuck where he stood.

“HEY, MOTHERFUCKERS!” We all heard called from Ana’s front
door.

“Brodi must have gotten cut,” Ana laughed as he walked out onto the
patio, where we gathered as sweat-covered victims of the horrific heat, too
buzzed to care. Brodi sat a fresh bottle of tequila on the table, and we all
groaned in anticipation of the hangover. Two shots in, the music got louder,
and the party got more animated. Reid had surprised me by taking shots of
the tequila, and I surprised myself by walking up to him after my third.

“Why do you look so bored?”

He shrugged. “Same old shit,” he muttered.

“Where would you rather be?”

Sea glass eyes drifted over to mine. “Doesn’t matter.”



“You miss her?”

He frowned and then shook his head. “No, and stop analyzing me,
because you’re getting it all wrong.”

“Fine, sorry,” I whispered. I backed away then because I felt the
frustration rolling off of him. Even in the midst of friends, that edge was
always there, as if any minute he would break or blow or both. It scared me,
but in a dangerous way, I was drawn to it. Reid was unpredictable in his
moods, careful with his words, and constantly skirted the line between
pissed off and pissed on. Paige thought the world of him, Neil, too, which
should have eased my mind, but it didn’t.

I was both fascinated by and in fear of what I felt with Reid, and it was
only getting stronger. A gravitational pull lured me to him. I wanted inside
his head. And that was just the start of what I wanted.

Maybe he knew I could see the beauty behind his mask of indifference
and I made him feel just as uneasy as he made me.

For most of that night, I steered clear of Reid, while Brodi filled my ear
on one side with the mechanics of rolling a good joint, and Paige sat
giggling in Neil’s lap on the other. Still, the idiot who got bolder with each
shot of Cuervo managed to win out. I looked for and found him missing
from the crowded porch. Without a single partygoer noticing, I managed to
slip inside to find Reid on his phone.

“I’m sorry. I know. I’m fucking sorry. I’ll find a way to help. I swear.”

I held my breath as I passed him to make it seem like I was going to the
bathroom and caught his glare as I rounded the kitchen table. I was
intruding again by simply breathing. When I’d washed my hands and wiped
the sweat-induced black streaks from underneath my eyes, I walked out of
the bathroom to see Reid sitting on the couch. His stare distant, his cast and
forearm resting on his knees. I paused, my heart racing as I bit my lip.
Everything in me told me it wasn’t the time.

I knew not to say a word.

“What’s wrong?”

Fucking tequila.

Instead of the glare I expected, I got a sarcastic laugh followed by
silence. I saw the crack then. It was small, but it was there.

“Reid?”

He gripped his hair in his fist and shoved it back.

Tread carefully.



The words echoed in my head as he loosely scoured me.

“If you need to talk to someone—"

“Stella.” He was exasperated, and I knew he was holding back his wrath
in respect of my sister. I resented their friendship in that moment.

“If Paige wasn’t my sister,” I said slowly before I sank down to squat in
front of him. Eye level, he searched my face as if he couldn’t believe I had
the nerve to ask. And without a belly full of courage, I knew I wouldn’t
have. “What would you say to me right now?”

I could see the bite, and for some reason, I was a glutton for it. Maybe I
wanted to see what he truly thought about me in that moment when his wall
was temporarily down and the anger was seeping through. I was hoping for
it. Because maybe then I wouldn’t be so tempted by him, so curious about
him, so needful of his attention. And I didn’t want to be. If there was one
thing I knew about Reid Crowne, it was that he was fire, and it took fire to
recognize it.

“We’re both victims of circumstance, aren’t we? I’m stuck with you too,
for now, Reid, so just say it.”

And in the hazel mass of clouds that built as I watched him, I saw it.
The slight fear in his eyes when he looked at me, the temptation, a
reflection of the same flames.

I wasn’t alone.

“I’m right here,” I said, throwing another log on as I stood before him.
His eyes slowly drifted up to my face. The air charged between us, and it
was overwhelming. I was high on him. So high, I began to shake. I
swallowed hard as I tried to find a solid voice. “What’s on your mind,
Reid?”

“Stella.” Paige’s voice cut through the haze as she made her way into
the living room. “What are y’all doing?” Without a reply, she looked
between us and then settled her accusatory stare on Reid. “Reid, come with
me to the store. We need more beer.”

I moved to grab the can I left on the table and downed it as I passed my
sister to avoid eye contact. I could feel her eyes follow me as she picked up
her purse and ushered Reid out of the house. Instead of joining the party, I
bypassed the patio and walked around the side of the brick to see if I could
hear their conversation down the front walk.

“What are you doing?” Paige said in a scolding hiss. Reid’s words
couldn’t be deciphered as their car doors closed.



Paige saw it. We all were aware. The lines had been drawn. Reid had
been careful with his footing, and I had just become aware of myself
teetering on the edge Paige was going to make sure neither of us crossed.

And maybe it was for the best. But deep inside me, the fire had been lit,
and though it was low lying, I knew it would only be a matter of time.

So did Reid.

And so did my sister.

Later that night, the party continued at Paige’s apartment. A few people had
come back with us, and Neil played DJ while the rest of us gathered in the
kitchen, dancing while finishing the bottle of tequila. Reid sat alone on the
plastic chair on Paige’s two-person porch, chain-smoking, his black boots
crossed on top of one of her terracotta pots. I was tired but had people
sitting on my bed, and the more I drank, the more I felt driven toward that
porch. When Paige and Reid rejoined the party earlier, he hadn’t so much as
looked at me. I wanted to feel relieved, but instead, I felt a restless stir.
Even in the back seat on the way home, he didn’t glance my way. My sister
had done her job. And the more I thought about it, the more resentful I
became toward her rule.

After an hour of watching the black boots out my peripheral, I walked
onto the porch with the last beer and handed it to him. He took it and
popped the top without a thank you as I stood against the railing,
obstructing his view from the grass that we’d laid on days ago.

His face covered in shadow, he sipped the beer wordlessly until he
drained it.

“Can I come to practice this week?”

Reid exhaled and grabbed another cigarette from his pack. “No practice
this week.”

He was lying.

“You’re lying.”

“Even so,” he said in a whisper, a cigarette dangling from his lips, “no
practice this week.” I scoffed and crossed my arms over my stomach,



gripping my sides. I was wearing a thin tank top that showed my midriff
and cut off shorts. Reid’s eyes covered me, stopping at the bronze skin of
my stomach before they flicked away.

“Is this about Paige? Because I can talk to her. She thinks there’s
something going on, and I can tell her there’s nothing.” I took his silence
for confirmation that statement was bullshit. Because every beat of my
restless heart told me that something was definitely going on, and on both
our parts.

Reid stood and crushed his cigarette. That alone had us inches away
from each other. “’Night, Stella.”

“Great. You know I’'m trapped in this hell, too. Don’t leave me hanging
like this.”

Reid shoved his cigarettes into his jeans and looked me over. “I’m not
the answer.”

“What? What does that even mean?” I said, taking a step forward.
Pushing.

“It means you need to find your own friends here,” he said thoughtfully.
“This isn’t your crowd.” I’m not for you.

“Who says?” That’s my decision. I took another step forward. “I say.”

“Stella.” Stay away.

“Why?” I couldn't if I wanted to.

It was there again, the unbelievable static. My whole body trembled in
anticipation. I felt sick and alive as my hair stood on end, warmth
everywhere—so much warmth. He towered over me as I looked up at him
with permission and fear. “You don’t want me there?”

His voice was laced with an edge. “No.”

I pushed.

“Do you want me here?” 1 asked as I stood flush to him, my eyes
pleading, my lips begging. “Kiss me, Reid. Once. Just kiss me. If you don’t
like it, you never have to do it again.”

His head slowly bent, our eyes locked, and he leaned in. “No.”

“Yes,” I urged then licked my bottom lip. His eyes followed and his lips
turned into a smug smirk.

“What about your boyfriend at the restaurant?”

“Reid,” I said on a whimper. We were so close, the lines crossed and my
breathing heavy. My lungs filled, and I was dying to exhale into him. My



heart thudded so hard I could swear he could hear it. I was completely
immersed in his eyes, drunk on temptation, done.

Pissed at his hesitation, I took a step back with a forced and defiant grin.
“I won’t offer again.” I shouldered past him, blocking the door. My breath
caught when he gripped my arm and his head bent so that our lips brushed
as he spoke. “This can’t happen.”

“If you say so,” I bit out before I ripped my arm away and pushed
through the hot air of the apartment laced with alcohol and bodies before
walking out the front door. I needed more air. I needed to stop drinking
tequila, or anything for that matter. I'd made a fool of myself. If Paige
knew, she would accuse me, as usual, of being overly dramatic.

Because I'd always been an emotional person. I cringed when I heard
the words “calm down,” and got highly offended when they were directed
toward me. They were like battery acid being thrown at the overly sensitive.

It was hard for me to keep them bottled, a problem for me through most
of my life. That was the thing about musicians that I envied most. They
could bleed at the top of their lungs for a few hours a day on stage, pouring
out their hearts, hurts, or anger into the crowd, and they were worshiped for
it. It was not such an epic affair when your emotions bleed into everyday
life and have an overabundance of them bubbling to the surface.

One of the most powerful pictures in music history wasn’t on the cover
of a magazine. It was a candid snapshot of Kurt Cobain crying backstage. I
remember staring at the picture for hours. He was sitting on the floor in
ripped jeans and a flannel shirt, one elbow braced on his knee, while he
fisted his hair with his other hand, his face twisted in agony, crying freely.
Even with his warranted success, his emotions ruled him. That picture
should never have been taken. It was a moment of weakness and he
deserved to have it alone. But at the same time, that powerful snapshot
made me feel like I wasn’t alone in my struggle to keep my emotions at bay.
I understood his inability to keep them in check even in the public eye, and
especially when it hurt.

I was the crier and puker in the family and constantly scolded by my
mother not to take things so seriously. When I got overly excited, I would
often throw up, especially at Christmas. It was my mother’s worst
nightmare. “Oh, Mommy, Mommy, Santa got me a new doll.” Bleh. “Oh,
Mommy, it’s the first day of school!” Bleh. And so forth and so on.



I wasn’t happy about it. I often felt uncomfortable in my own skin,
especially as time marched on. It made for euphorically charged, angry
periods and days where I had to walk myself stupid to get the aggression
out. It was never a pendulum swing of daily emotions type of deal, though I
was tested for bipolar and every disorder under the sun. And the verdict
always came back the same. “Stella just seems to be an emotionally charged
kid. She’s passionate.”

My father put an end to my mother’s scrutiny, telling her she was very
much the same way when they were younger. My mother had taken serious
offense, and that was one of the biggest fights they had in their marriage,
which only proved my dad’s point. He still pokes fun at her about it to this
day. I still remember his words to me when I got into a fight at school. I was
crying in his lap.

“Boo, listen. You can’t go beating up everyone that pisses you off. Use
your words, I promise you they are much better weapons. But be careful
with them because bruises heal.”

It was the typical sitcom, father/daughter talk, except his next words
resonated the most.

“You are so much like your mother. She doesn’t see it, but I do. Just
remember when you’re yelling, you’re hurt. And whoever hurt you
probably loves you just as much.”

I was an emotionally charged woman as well—passionate—just with a
little better grasp on how to deal with it, and music was my outlet. It was
my sanctuary where I could bleed, get angry, or hurt, without consequence.

Everyone, at some point in their life, breathes and grieves through song,
but for me, it was daily therapy.

When a certain song plucked those strings in my chest, I felt it all, and it
was freedom. Those songs didn’t judge or tell me I was a fool for feeling
the way I did. They told me they were with me. It was how I balanced my
life and my passion.

Sometimes I envied those girls who had a better hold on their emotions
and could reel them in and keep it together. But I wasn’t them, and so I
found my solution in sound, and in that, I found my calm.

I ended up walking around the park across the street, drunk and
muttering to myself like a lunatic. I heard Paige call my name and ignored
her. After several miles of an alcohol-driven nature walk, I went back to the
apartment and was met with the furious eyes of Reid Crowne. He glared up



at me from the bottom step, stood, and then took off toward his place. Paige
was just as pissed off inside. “Where the hell have you been? You’ve been
gone for two hours!”

“I took a walk,” I defended as she shut the door behind me.

“In the middle of the night?”

“Stop worrying about me!”

“Reid walked the complex the whole time. He has a shift in four hours!”

Guilt surfaced as I stood staring at her. “I was at the park across the
street. I’ll apologize.”

“No, you stay away from him. His life is complicated enough without
bringing in your drama.”

I bared my teeth. “My drama? I took a walk.”

“Stella,” she said on a long breath, “just stay away from him.”

“Who the hell are you to tell me that?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Your sister and his best friend. I know you both.
This is the last thing either of you needs.”

I pushed, exhausted. “What thing?”

“Look,” she said, ignoring me as she began collecting beer bottles, “we
talked about it and we both agree it’s for the best.”

“You talked about it?” I felt my body tense with anger and humiliation.
“You had a conversation with Reid about whether or not we can . . . What in
the hell, Paige?”

“It’s for your own good and his.”

“Are you kidding me?” I said with my arms crossed, cringing and
fuming. “Let’s get one thing straight. No one, not even you, dear sister, gets
to make those decisions for me. I’ll be out of here in a few weeks, and after
that, your job is done. You get to be there for me, but not govern me. I don’t
do well with authority, and you have crossed the fucking line.”

Paige gawked at me. “You hated him.”

“I still do,” I said as I snatched the trash from her hands. “Just go to
bed, and thanks for humiliating me.”

“I’m just trying to keep you from getting hurt.”

“The only one that hurt me tonight was you,” I lied. Reid’s rejection
stung, but the whole thing was already disastrous and apparently had been
decided. “And for someone who speaks so highly of him, you sure are
changing your tune.”



“Before you get all fixated on him, you should probably know the
truth,” she bit out. “That accident he got into? He was driving drunk, and
before the cops came, he put Lia in the driver’s seat.”

I cringed as the gravity of it hit me. “She was almost arrested. He
slammed them into a telephone pole and nearly killed them both, and he
was willing to let her take the fall for it. And that’s why she left him.”

He couldn’t be that asshole. Not Reid. But maybe he was that asshole.
Maybe that night was the cause of the guilt that weighed on his back. His
anger went inward. It was plain as day.

“She loved him with all her heart, and he hung her out to dry. Is that the
kind of guy you want to get involved with?”

I swallowed hard. “He hates himself for it.”

“And that’s the only reason I don’t hold it against him. He’s trying to
make it right, but make no mistake, Stella, that’s who he is.”

“That’s not who he is. It’s a mistake he made. God, do you hear
yourself? With friends like you—"

“Don’t you dare,” she warned. “He’s got problems, Stella, and he’s truly
trying to straighten his life out. Neil and I are behind him, always, but he’s
not for you.” She sighed as she watched me absorb her words.

“Just let it go, okay?”

“Okay,” I said with a lead tongue.

“Okay, I'll clean the rest of this up in the morning,” she said as she
walked up to me and hugged me tightly to her, a rare show of affection. “I
don’t want to fight. I love you.”

I hugged her back. “I love you, too.”

“All bullshit aside, tonight was fun, right?” She pulled away and gave
me a genuine smile that reminded me of our mother. “It was.”

“See, I’m not so boring.” She winked.

“I didn’t say you were,” I defended as she closed her bedroom door
behind her. My mind was racing as I began to clear out the rest of the trash.
No matter what angle I looked at, as far as what Reid had done, I couldn’t
for any reason justify it, and I guess that’s where his misery lay. He
couldn’t, either. As I scrubbed the counters and floors, I couldn’t stop the
racing, the pacing. I was beyond exhausted, but I kept working until the
apartment was spotless, only finding sleep when the sun had fully risen and
was peeking through the blinds.



FIFTEEN

Say Goodbye
Dave Matthews Band

I didn’t see Reid in the back seat the next week, and I didn’t bring him
lunch or dinner. I missed his first show, even though Paige and Neil went.
At work, I stayed mostly to myself, and on shifts we were scheduled
together, we managed to avoid each other aside from shared trips to the
kitchen. I caught his eyes on me only once when he’d cashed out and was
ready to leave. I gave him my full attention, curious about the words that
didn’t pass his lips. He left without saying them, and I let my heart sink
comfortably in the disappointment. Despite all my attempts to forget him,
he lingered on my mind, in my thoughts. The man had barely touched me,
but every time he was near, I rattled. Even in the silence between us, my
heart vibrated on edge, and deep need gnawed in my gut. I’d never in my
life strongly reacted to another person the way I did Reid. It felt surreal,
exhilarating, and exhausting.

After a week and a half, Reid showed up to Paige’s apartment for
dinner. I was perched on the couch, earbuds in, laptop open, writing an
article on Dave Matthews. “Say Goodbye” drifted through my earbuds
attached to my iPod while I tried my best to completely ignore the three of
them. Paige and Neil worked together in the kitchen while Reid sat on the
end of the couch opposite of me, his eyes straight ahead on the T'V.

Taking controlled breaths, I concentrated on the introduction, with its
unpredictable bongos and pairing flute, then cranked up the volume as Dave
sang a six-minute, lyrical sex poem about friends becoming lovers.

He cut his hair too short.
Since Matthews’ debut album, Under the Table and

Dreaming, in 1991, the band crushed the issue of
the sophomore slump and sped past it, composing
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consistent billboard albums and an unpredictable
string of hits.

Why in the hell does he use so much soap? I'm so
tempted to take a bite of Irish Spring.

South African born Matthews’ unique voice backed
by the colorful contrast of guitar, bass, sax
drums, and fiddle has 1led to a wunique cult
following—a much more hipster version of Jimmy
Buffett’s Parrotheads.

His arm is so pale.

With last year’s solo album, Some Devil, which
went platinum and earned him a Grammy with the
single “Gravedigger,” Dave has managed to push
past the commercial- OH FUCK ME, WHY IS REID
CROWNE SO GODDAMNED SEXY?!

I miss him. Why do I miss him?

Slamming my laptop shut, I caught the attention of every eye in the
apartment, including the green-tinted dark eyes I’d been missing. Plastering
a fake smile on my face, I said a curt “Hi” to Reid as Paige looked over at
me with a frown. “Words aren’t coming?”

Oh, I had words, too many damn words. “No. I’'m going for a walk.”

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Paige said as she looked at my bare legs. I had
on a solid black pair of thigh-high boy shorts and a long T-shirt that was
hitched over my ass. I walked over to my duffle and pulled a pair of khaki
shorts on over them. I was a total mess. My dark hair was piled on my head
and held with an I-don’t-give-a-shit-if-it’s-2005 scrunchie. I managed to
find that little treasure in Paige’s bathroom while I scrubbed it like the
Cinderella I’d become.

At least Cinderella had a ball to look forward to.

“Just save me a plate,” I said, avoiding the watchful eyes of the
beautiful bastard on the couch. “I’m not hungry.”



“Okay,” Paige said easily as I slipped through the door and practically
ran to the park. Half an hour later, I was covered in the last of the July sun
and was tripping over my Chucks as I burst back through the door. I walked
straight to the kitchen sink to wash my face, not bothering to take inventory
of who was there. Patting my face dry with a paper towel, I looked up to see
Reid typing on my laptop. I kept the scream in my throat as I watched his
lips twist in a slow-building smirk.

Eyes wide, I rounded the counter. “W-w-what are you doing?”

Paige chimed in from the easy chair. “I told him he could borrow it. I
told him just to minimize what you were working on.”

My face flaming, I grabbed a glass from the cabinet and downed some
water. He saw it. All of it.

I bit both my lips and double tapped my sister on the top of her head on
the way to the bathroom, the way my mother did when she wanted us to
know we were in trouble but couldn’t verbally lash us in that moment.

“What?” she said, offended, as I closed the bathroom door and stood
under a cold shower. When my body temperature was back to normal, I
eased back into the living room with a lowered head, relieved to find Reid
was no longer there. Resuming my seat on the couch, I opened my laptop,
then my document. He had commented on everything. My heart pounded as
I read.

He cut his hair too short. You think? I'll keep it longer
in the future, but only for you, Grenade.

Since Matthews'’ debut album, Under the Table and
Dreaming, in 1991, the band crushed the issue of
the sophomore slump and sped past it, composing
consistent billboard albums and an unpredictable

string of hits. «Predictable facts.

Why in the hell does he use so much soap? I’'m so
tempted to take a bite of Irish Spring. Because I like
a clean ass, and I have an extra bar for tasting, but I'm pretty sure
the Surgeon General warns against it.



South African born Matthews’ unique voice backed
by the colorful contrast of guitar, bass, sax
drums, and fiddle has 1led to a unique cult
following—a much more hipster version of Jimmy

Buffett’s Parrotheads. «Boring.

His arm is so pale. I/l work on getting it tan. Anything
else about my appearance that you don’t approve of?

With last year’s solo album, Some Devil, which
went platinum and earned him a Grammy with the
single “Gravedigger,” Dave has managed to push
past the commercial- OH FUCK ME, WHY IS REID

CROWNE SO GODDAMNED SEXY?! This is good news. For a minute,
I was afraid my hair was too short; I was too clean and pale. And I
think you're the sexiest fucking thing I've ever seen. Even if you're
wearing a scrunchie.

I miss him. Why do I miss him? I'm right here, Stella.

Reid chose that moment to open the patio door, a cloud of smoke
drifting in the air behind him. The lump in my throat refused to leave as I
looked up at him over the top of the screen. Paige and Neil were still on the
porch laughing when he closed the door behind him. Pulse skyrocketing, I
stood as his hazel eyes seared into me, a question and an answer. It took
three seconds to close the distance between us, two seconds to lock together
like we’d been doing it our entire lives, and that last second . . . that last
second when his lips devoured mine was the second I lost a piece of myself
I could never get back. His kiss started deep and only delved further as I
wrapped as much as I could of myself around him. Heart pounding and clit
pulsing, he kissed me with pure abandon, our tongues dueling. I moaned
into his mouth and he responded, clutching me tighter to him. He was hard,
so incredibly hard as we devoured each other, gripping, grinding, fusing.

“Oh, God,” T breathed as he dipped and took a bite out of my neck
while I clutched his back. “Reid.”

He growled as his lips drifted up, and we combusted, parting only when
we heard the chair slide back on the porch. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t



nearly enough. Breathless, we stared at each other, filled with need, before
Reid leaned in, his breath on my neck. “I miss you, too.”

He was two strides toward the bathroom when Paige opened the door,
smiling. “Hey, did you eat?”

My lips tingled from the feeling of his mouth and my neck burned with
the fresh scrape of his stubble against it while I tried to hide the undeniable
evidence he left. “Not yet.”

Neil took one look at me and suppressed a smile hidden in his lips as he
shut the door.

He knows.

My eyes pleaded with his briefly before he winked. Relieved, I tried to
act as casual as possible and microwaved my plate as Reid came out of the
bathroom a minute later. He was completely cool, his demeanor unchanged
as he spoke to Neil and Paige on the couch. “Thanks for dinner. See you at
the show tomorrow?”

The question was for me, but he was looking at them.

Paige chimed in. “If we get off our shift early enough. Stella, want to
go?”

I took a bite of my enchilada. “Yeah, sure.”

That night I tossed and turned. Heavy. I felt so heavy. I needed air, and that
air was sleeping only a few buildings away. Reid said so little, and his kiss
had said so much. Everything. It said everything.

I traced my lips as I replayed that kiss moment by moment until I
restlessly drifted to sleep.



SIXTEEN

Freak on a Leash
Korn

“Don’t sweep at my feet!” I scolded Paige as she chided me with the threat

of the broom.

“It’s not true. You think if I sweep at your feet you’ll be single forever?
Get real, Stella.”

“I don’t care if you don’t take it seriously, okay? Don’t,” I said as she
playfully swung the broom in front of me, inches from the floor. I grabbed
the broom that she set down and moved toward her. “What about you, sis?”
I said, dangerously close to hitting her feet. She jumped back with a shriek
as I closed in. “I thought so.”

“Fine, fine. I give!” She chuckled. “Momma called this morning. She
said you haven’t called her back.”

“I’m busy.”

“But you called Dad,” she chided as she grabbed the cursed broom and
set it next to the counter before she began counting her tips. We were dead
at work, which was a good thing because Reid’s show was starting soon. I
was dying to get there, but Paige was taking her sweet ass time doing her
side work.

“Neil’s waiting in the car,” I reminded as she finally started to cash out.

“It’s good to make them wait,” she said playfully. I’d already changed
into short black shorts, my TOOL T-shirt that I’d ripped at the collar, and
applied some red lipstick. It was just enough for me to feel sexy but not so
much that Paige would suspect anything. The whole day I’d spent dreaming
of a repeat kiss at the very least. I had no idea what it meant. All I knew
was that I wanted more, and my sister was once again in the way of it.

Paige was smiling to herself. I knew that smile. “You love Neil.”

“So much,” Paige said with soft eyes.

“I love him for you,” I said honestly.

“Yeah, we’re at the point where we’ll go somewhere or nowhere.”
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I scoffed. “You’ll be married in a year.”

“I hope,” she said thoughtfully. “I think he’s waiting to finish school
and get a good job, you know?”

“What does it matter?”

She looked at me pointedly. “It doesn’t, not at all.”

“Tell him that,” I said as she and I both walked over to the tiny cubicle
Leslie called an office and handed her our cash out.

“I will.”

“I need you to take me around next week to look for a place, okay?”

Paige nudged me. “Finally.”

“Don’t give me that shit. You could eat off your toilet.” She threw her
arm around my shoulders as we met Neil at the car. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll be in the same city, and I won’t miss your ass-eating couch.”

There’s something about music that brings people together. But it has to be
the right music. When it came to the music that touched me, I was addicted
to the drive of emotions it brought: anger, love, hate, greed, hunger, thirst,
desperation, redemption, peace, and fantasy. Music was my touchstone, my
place of worship. If I went without it too long, I felt an addict’s itch. I could
live on it. I thrived on it. It was my second air.

But the night I saw Reid Crowne play, that balance shifted.

“Hurry up,” I squeaked as I showed the doorman my ID and pushed
past the line to take one of the last tables on the side of the stage. Paige sat
down next to me as Rye took the stage and began running through chords
on the guitar. He looked our way and gave us a nod.

My heart galloped as the club went dark. Neil joined us at the table with
fresh beers, obstructing my view. I grabbed the offered suds and damn near
yelled at him to get the hell out the way. When he finally moved, I saw Reid
was already sitting behind his battered set.

Inside, I was rattling as I took a sip of beer and sat back in my seat. I’d
been to hundreds of shows and had never been nervous. And before I could
catch my breath from the sight of him in his usual attire of steel-toed black



boots, jeans, and a T-shirt—totally unoriginal, but like catnip for me—I
heard the tick of his sticks. And then I was surrounded.

It took every bit of strength I had to keep my mouth closed. Everything
about their dynamic changed when Reid was playing with them, at least it
had for me. He sat behind his set, composed and totally relaxed, the stick an
extension of his arms keeping perfect rhythm. Ben brought down the house,
while Rye slayed it on guitar and Adam executed on bass.

“Stella!” Paige yelled in an attempt to get my attention. She nudged me
with her shoulder and forced me to take my eyes away from Reid.

“So, what do you think, Ms. Future Rolling Stone?”

I think I’'m falling in love with the king of nothing.

But it wasn’t nothing. It was anything but. “They’ll be signed in less
than a year,” I stated without hesitation.

Baffled, I looked back at the stage.

“Told you,” Paige said to Neil as I zeroed in on them individually,
noting how well they played off each other before I turned my attention
back to Reid, who never, not once, acknowledged his audience. He was all
business, but I could tell as he glanced over to Ben, who occasionally
fucked with him, that playing was his second air. I was riveted, completely
and utterly enthralled. Sweat gathered at his temple. I’d never in my life
seen anything sexier than Reid Crowne skillfully spinning his sticks with
expertise before he gunned his beats. His sweat-drenched hair flying loosely
around his face while he dug in and reacted to the music with his body,
immersed in his rhythm. Heat glistened off his neck as he rode the wave of
music, his timing flawless. He bit his lip when he sped up, rocking his body
as my chest rose and fell with desire. I was thirsty and wanted nothing more
than to drink the salt off his skin, straddle his lap, and rock myself against
him. Newly addicted, Reid’s beats my fix. I would never get enough of the
sight of him in his element as he owned the stage.

The Sergeants mixed a few originals I’d heard at practice that had
serious potential with some on-point covers. Ben had told me at The Garage
that covers weren’t the time to make music their own, because it wasn’t
their hard work to fuck with. It was a time to pay tribute. Reid had told him
that was the biggest load of bullshit he’d ever heard in his life, and that
some of the most remembered songs were remade covers, but he played the
same drum beat anyway to appease him. The two seemed to playfully duel
often about direction, while Rye and Adam were the less temperamental



and just eager to play. And even without knowing their personalities, I
knew they were all a match. Their sound was a mix of straight-laced, old-
school rock paired perfectly with elements of metal, psychedelic, and punk.
I was utterly manic and more than floored bearing witness to the beginning
of something. 1 damn near lost my shit when they started an acoustic
version of “Freak on a Leash” by Korn that turned it into a masterfully
crafted crescendo of epic metal feedback through their amps. Reid tore his
drums to shreds while Ben fucking blew the lid off the vocals. And I wasn’t
the only one in the club reacting. Paige was on her feet, unleashing her
screams right along with Neil, and it wasn’t until I noticed them standing
that I realized I was doing it right along with them. The whole floor filled
within an hour of the start of their second set, people busting at the seams,
full of recognition and admiration. There was no shortage of women, either,
who were vying for the attention of the charismatic lead singer with a
versatile voice, guitarist, bassist, and the drummer, who didn’t bother to
acknowledge they existed. I was fully intoxicated and hadn’t touched my
beer since they started. And I was thankful. I played off the crowd as we
gathered and worshipped at the altar of the Dead Sergeants and they rioted.

“You’re quiet,” Paige remarked on the way home as she turned in her seat
to look back at me. I hid my disappointment at the fact that Reid was still in
the club surrounded by any number of women, who started buying him
beers before his set was over. We’d briefly caught the band after their
second set. Paige hugged Reid like a proud mother while I stood back
silently as she went on and on. He only glanced my way once, his playful
eyes lit with adrenaline as I stayed back and waited for a second alone with
him, a word, a whisper, and got nothing. Ben gripped me in a bear hug from
behind and carried me to the bar for a celebratory shot, which I sucked
down without hesitation.

“Where’s my girl, Stella?”

I wrinkled my nose. “She just can’t get away. She’s moving here in a
few weeks, but I have a feeling you know that.”



“I do,” he yelled over the new music that filtered throughout the club.

“Then be patient,” I said as he glanced at a girl over my shoulder. He
smiled at her then shared the same one with me. “Lexi’s worth it.”

“And what about you?” he asked with a knowing smirk.

“I’m in love with the Sergeants. Jesus, Ben!”

He gave me a knowing grin. “That good?”

“So much better than that.”

“Doesn’t hurt we have our man back,” he said, nodding toward Reid,
who was only feet away. I could feel him behind me, the rattle becoming an
ache. I was acting like an amateur and repeating old habits. I felt the brush
of fingertips slide along the hem of my T-shirt across my back as he passed
me. He looked over his shoulder and our eyes connected before he pointed
to the bartender. I was about to go to him, a hungry moth, when Paige
grabbed Ben’s T-shirt and pulled him in for a brief hug.

“You. Were. Fucking. Awesome!” Paige gave him a mother hug as she
turned to me with a sigh. “God, it’s hot in here. You ready to go?”

With a regretful look in Reid’s direction, I shrugged. “Yeah.”

Paige gripped my hand and whisper-yelled to Reid, who nodded then
clasped hands with Neil before I was dragged outside, my gaze lingering on
him before I was rushed through the door.

Back in the car, I answered my sister and did my best to hide my
resentment. “I’m fine. Tired.”

“Yeah, but, God, they just keep getting better. I want to go next week,”
she told Neil.

“’K, babe.”

Paige moved in her seat with energy as I lay back, painfully aroused and
restless.

At home, I stood under the showerhead and wiped away a night of
sweat and a tear of frustration. Why did this have to be so fucking
complicated?

I wanted him.

He wanted me.

I think.

Screw the consequences.

Fire brewed in my belly as Neil and I placated my sister by watching
her favorite movie, Clueless. I yawned double-time as I looked at the clock.

11:00 p.m. Go to bed, Paige.



11:11 p.m. Make a wish, Stella. I wished for Reid Crowne.

12:13 a.m. Is he even home?

1:00 a.m. I stared a hole through my sister’s head.

1:16 a.m. It was a stupid idea anyway.

1:32 a.m. “Goodnight,” Paige said with a smile as Neil grabbed her
hand and led her into their bedroom.

“’Night,” I whispered low, as if I were about to fade off to sleep. I rolled
my blanket out, fluffed my pillow, brushed my teeth, and twenty minutes
later, I snuck out the front door.

Every step I took in the direction of his apartment was filled with
uncertainty. Every single minute, the ache got stronger. I raced toward him,
a woman on fire, rushing to the heat of his lips, the flame in his kiss.

“Please be home,” 1 whispered as I took his stairs two at a time. I
knocked softly and waited.

Go back, you fucking groupie!

The door opened a second after I turned my back to it.

I looked over my shoulder and began to stutter like an idiot to a shirtless
and sweating Reid.

Furious with myself, I glared at him and his beautiful torso. “I just
didn’t get a chance to tell you that the show was good.”

“Good?” he said with an arched brow. “Are these the adjectives you’ll
use when you write for Speak?”

I gave him upturned lips and the bird. On the verge of exploding with
feelings I had no idea I was capable of, I backed away. “So, I guess you’re
busy in there.” I motioned past his shoulder. “See you at work.”

“Stella.”

I stopped my feet and braved a glance his way. He lifted his arm on the
frame enough for me to squeeze past.

“You’re alone?”

He smirked at the smile on my face as I passed beneath his arm. There
was no use hiding my relief. Before I knew what was happening, I was
nailed to the back of his closed front door.

He raised my hands above my head and threaded his fingers through
mine.

“Why the hell didn’t you come last night?”

He captured my mouth—my answer—and overruled any excuse I might
have had. And in that kiss, I felt the freedom I so desperately needed. Our



hands still clasped, he twisted them behind my back, pressing his body into
me while teasing me with his wicked mouth. I writhed in his hold as I met
the deep exploration of his tongue and damn near buckled when he pulled
back and bit my bottom lip before he let it go.

Eyes searing into mine, chest rising and falling. “What am I going to do
with you?”

“Take my clothes off?” I said, completely incapable of the art of
conversation. My center ached, soaked with need. All I could do was pant.
“I write better than I talk.”

He chuckled and nipped at my neck, my hands still bound by his,
pinned to his solid frame. He hesitated and then gripped my hands tighter as
if he were afraid to leave me to my own devices.

“Whatever you are about to say, I truly don’t give a damn,” I said, my
whisper heated as I leaned into him to try to capture a new kiss. “Fuck me,”
I demanded before I caught his lips and kissed him with as much promise as
he had me. “Right now,” I said as I swept my tongue across his bottom lip.
“Reid Crowne.”

I saw his eyes darken before he released my hands. We collided again,
mouths and tongues groping for more. I couldn’t get close enough, and he
was hungry. I lost my shirt by his hands. He lost his jeans by mine. I lost
my shorts, and he lost his boxers. I gripped him, heavy in my hand, and
gasped as he fisted my hair and filled my mouth with another soul-
shattering kiss. I was broken, exposed, and beat by his lips alone.

“Oh, God,” I rasped out as he skimmed beneath my panties and found
me soaked. The pads of his fingers slid through my drenched middle and
grazed my clit.

“Stella,” he said with a groan, “you fuck with me.” He exhaled heavily
as he drew out another tongue-filled trail of kisses above my bra. He
cupped a heavy breast and thumbed the material off my nipple before taking
it in his mouth. His fingers moved inside me, and I buckled at the sight of
his closed eyes while he fed, gripping his hair and clutching him to me. It
was too much, way too much, and I was slipping somewhere between lust
and beautiful oblivion, afraid to let myself fall there because I didn’t want
to miss anything.

“Goddamn,” Reid said, his voice hoarse as he pulled away to stare at
me. “Fucking grenade.”



I would not be denied another second. I pumped his cock tight in my
hand and slid my thumb over his silky head. He jerked and cursed under his
breath while I licked the salt off his chest. I tugged at his length and let
myself get lost as I worshipped his taut muscles with my tongue. We
stumbled toward his mattress before I landed hard on my back, chest
heaving. He lingered on his knees, taking me in while he hooked my panties
with his thumbs and slowly slid them down my legs. Darkening, lust-filled
eyes washed over me as he spread me wide. Hot hands moved up and down
my thighs as he watched me writhe.

“Please,” I said as I reached for him, and he batted my hands away
before he bent his head and licked me smoothly from center to top. I jerked
in welcome at the feeling of his tongue as it darted out, and I released a loud
moan. His mouth teased while his jaw scraped against my thighs. It only
took seconds for me to detonate against his merciless tongue. I was still
gasping when he pulled back on his knees, his thumb working my clit as he
ripped a condom with his teeth. Hovering over me, he trailed a hand up my
body, covering every naked inch of me, and cupped my face before he
gripped the back of my head, nails dragging across my scalp, a firm grip on
my hair, and pushed into me. I choked on the full feeling as he groaned and
buried himself. Anchored by his mouth and shaking underneath him, he
drove into me hard and deep until I was matching his thrusts and
whimpering on his tongue. He burned through me, with me.

Rapture.

Completion.

I couldn’t think, I couldn’t breathe, and all I wanted was more. He took
me further than I’d ever flown before we crashed into a tangled mess onto
his mattress.

Spent, on our backs, and heads facing each other, we caught our breath
as we studied each other through new lovers’ eyes. I had so many words
circling through my head, but I couldn’t do anything but stare at him. He
slowly trailed his fingers over my lips, down my neck, and over the curve
of my breasts. And while his fingers explored, his eyes stayed on mine,
filling the silence, and in them I saw the piece of me that he took.



SEVENTEEN

I Belong to You
Lenny Kravitz

I collapsed onto Reid’s chest as he rode out his release, gripping my ass and

pumping me back and forth. When we had both recovered, I pulled back,
locked around his hips, and narrowed my eyes.

“Don’t ever call me little sister again.”

His smile was breathtaking as he looked up at me with residual heat.
“Promise.”

“And by the way, what I meant to say was I was completely blown
away.”

“I had a feeling it was better than good with you when you started
screaming.”

I rolled my eyes. “I was talking about the show.”

“So was 1,” he said with a sly grin.

“How would you know? You never once looked up.”

He leaned in and took my nipple in his mouth, mumbling.

“What?”

He pulled back with my flesh between his teeth. “I never look out. I'm
not there for them.”

“God,” I said with a scoff. “Just there for the music? How typical.”

“I don’t like crowds.”

I pulled my nipple away and moved to lie on my side, propped up on
my hand. “You’re about to have a big problem.”

“Fuck, you look so good without clothes on,” he said as he dipped in
again and pinned me on my back, sucking my peaked flesh until it hurt. I
shrieked and tugged at his hair.

“Reid, what are you going to do when you go on tour?”

He pulled away and looked at me like I’d just grown a third nipple.

“Tour?”

“Yeah, you’ll get signed soon. You’ll have to tour.”
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His expression was a mix of skepticism and amusement.

“Yeah,” he said with wide eyes, his voice laced with sarcasm. “Because
we’re going to get signed,” he whispered as he slipped our second condom
off and threw it in a Taco Bell bag.

“Yeah, you are,” I said as he sat up and looked back at me over his
shoulder with drawn brows.

“You need to ease up on Brodi’s weed, Stella.”

“You know I don’t smoke. You really don’t think you’ll get signed, do
you? You don’t believe it’s going to happen?”

“We’ve been playing for three years. So, no, I fucking don’t.” He
moved to stand and held out his hand.

I took it and stood with him. “You will get signed. It’s just a matter of
when. And kicking me out is rude, Reid. I have to say, I’m close to taking a
nut with me.”

He deadpanned, “I was hoping you would wash my hair, but telling a
naked man to fear for his nuts, I’ll be afraid to turn my back.”

“Fine, but you have two hands now. You can wash your own hair.”

He pulled me to him and gripped my bare ass. “I want your hands. And
I never—” he swallowed, his eyes lit with sincerity “—I never told you how
much I appreciated all that shit you did for me.”

I shook my head. “It was nothing.”

“Stella, it was everything.” His eyes punctured me, and I felt the
warmth spread. “It meant everything. I was in a fucked-up place.”

“And now you’re not?” I said, my voice laced with hope, but I knew
better because the guilt he carried was still evident on his face.

“No, I’m still in a fucked-up place,” he said with a shrug, “but it sucks a
lot less here with you around.”

“Huh,” I said as he started toward his bathroom. “And I thought I got on
your nerves.”

He walked down the hall, his perfect ass my focal point. “You do.”

I briefly thought about biting it. “I thought I pissed you off.”

“That too,” he said, starting the shower.

“So . ..I get on your nerves and piss you off.”

“Daily,” he said without reservation.

“But you like me.”

He looked me over and shrugged as he stepped into a stream of hot
water.



“So, what in the hell am I doing here?” I asked as he yanked me into the
shower and pushed me under the water. “Because I want to talk to you
every day. I want to look at you every day. Because I can’t fucking wait to
see what completely inappropriate T-shirt you wear to work next.”

“You like me a lot.” I grinned.

“Enough to risk a nut,” he mused as he poured cheap shampoo into his
hand. “Turn around,” he ordered, “let me return the favor.” He playfully
slapped a handful of shampoo on the top of my head before he scraped his
fingernails in my scalp and through my hair, his ready cock hard between us
as he gently washed me and then himself. Minutes later, I was rummaging
through his cabinets—starving—and came up with shrimp flavored Ramen
noodles. But it didn’t matter; we were content eating hot bowls full of
plastic pasta, me in one of his clean T-shirts and him in fresh underwear. In
that moment on his lumpy mattress slurping noodles, I felt like I could fly. I
was trying my best to keep cool. It was as if I’d finally been granted
permission to feel anything when it came to him. Looking at him, being
able to touch him, it was the purest drug.

Trying to tamp down my elation, I scoured his living room, and in the
far corner next to the patio door was a stack of at least a hundred spiral
notebooks. Most of them looked worn.

I nodded toward them. “Music?”

“Yeah,” he said, pulling my empty bowl from my hands.

“Can I look?”

“Not tonight.”

“Why not tonight?”

“Because it’s four thirty in the morning.”

“What?” I looked at the clock on his stove. “Oh, shit, I should go.” I
moved to stand and he shook his head.

“Stay. Just a little longer.” My heart leapt as he tugged me back into his
grip. Our bowls stacked beside his mattress, I was pressed on my back
beneath him, our mouths latched as we clawed and gasped and let go before
all that was left was a lingering kiss at his front door.

I wasn’t about to ask him for an explanation when it came to us. I
wasn’t sure what I wanted, besides more of the same, him. As we lingered,
wordless, I could feel the tension in him start to build. I didn’t want to think
about anything other than what had just happened between us. I just wanted
to keep the warmth as long as possible. I was brimming with it.



“Stella, let me talk to Paige, okay?”

“It’s not her business.”

“It kind of is,” he said as he gripped my mouth tight so my lips smashed
together. “So, keep this closed, okay?”

“Fine,” I agreed through duck lips.

He bruised them thoroughly before I made a mad dash for my sister’s
apartment. My heart pounded wildly with the fresh reality and the fear of
getting caught.

I was on fire with freedom and deliciously sore. His touch still lingered
on my flesh; his desire still danced on my tongue. Up the stairs and feeling
confident I could keep us a secret just a little while longer, I shut the door
softly and found the apartment quiet. I moved toward my duffle and jumped
when I saw Paige on the couch. I froze and then hung my head.

Her voice was ice. “You can’t stay here.”

“What?”

“Get out, Stella. Leave your key.”

“No, what? No, Paige. You don’t mean that. You can’t mean that.”

“I do. This is a big mistake, and I will not watch you make it.”

“Please,” 1 pleaded through the dark room. “Please don’t do this. I only
need a few weeks.”

“Should have thought about that before you fucked my best friend.”

Anger built, and I couldn’t help my bite of defense. “Why, would you
rather it be you?”

“Get out.”

“Paige.” I shook my head. “I didn’t mean that. It’s just—"

“Get out. Now.”

“Paige?” Neil said as he walked into the kitchen and turned on the light,
making us both wince.

“She’s leaving,” she said as she walked up to Neil and kissed his cheek.
“Now.”

“Paige,” I said as my voice cracked. “I really care about him. I want to
be with him. Why is that so wrong?”

She walked into the bedroom and closed the door.

“I’m sorry,” I told Neil as I stuffed a few loose T-shirts in my bag and
zipped it up. “Thank you for letting me stay.”

“I’ll talk to her, Stella.”

“She’s never been this mad at me, ever.”



Neil sighed and scrubbed his face. “She’ll get over it. She’s more pissed
at Reid.”

The gnawing sensation hit my chest as I thought for a second I might
have made a mistake. “Is he that bad?”

Neil looked at me with clear eyes. “If he wants to be.” He walked over
to his CD collection and pulled a hundred-dollar bill from one of the
shelved discs. “Take this and get a cab and cheap motel for the night. I’ll
talk to her.”

“No,” I said, giving him a quick hug. “No, keep your money. I’ll figure
it out. Bye,” I choked out as I closed the door behind me. A tidal wave
struck the second I was out the door as the tears built and fell freely.

Fuck.

I had money for a hotel, but it was 5:00 in the morning. There was only
one place for me to go. I took the walk of shame, that only my sister had
brought on, and dragged my duffle across the lawn. I looked up to see Reid
smoking a cigarette on his balcony. I paused as he stood and crushed it
under his foot.

He met me at his front door, my face burning with fresh tears. “Did she
call you?”

“If you want to call it that,” he said as he grabbed my bag, tossed it
behind him, and pulled me inside.

“I’m sorry,” I said as my breath hitched and more tears flowed. I was
embarrassed, furious, and temporarily homeless.

“We both did this,” he said as he thumbed my jawline. “We, not you.”

“She’s so pissed.”

“She’ll get over it.” Nothing in his voice told me he believed she would.
Had I just cost him his best friend?

“Can I just stay today? I need some sleep. I need to think.”

Reid nodded as I shook with the revelation that I’d completely alienated
my sister.

Was I wrong? Was she? Would Reid make a fool out of me? And what
were we? Was it even worth it?

Reid bit his lip and pawed the top of my head. “Stop your brain.”

“I’m so screwed.”

“Welcome to adulthood,” he said with a Cheshire grin. “It fucking sucks
here.”



“God, please don’t ever volunteer for a suicide hotline,” I said as I
looked around his place in the early morning light. “This looked so different
an hour ago,” I said under my breath.

“Because you weren’t stuck here,” he said softly behind me.

I looked his way and saw the shame my words brought him. “I didn’t
mean it like that at all. If you think this is bad, you should visit my Uncle
Julio in Mexico. He has a dirt floor. You live like royalty compared to him.”

Reid shook his head the way he always did when he dismissed my
eternal optimism and led me to his mattress. Tucked in his hold, he kissed
me until I came undone for him and fell asleep on his chest.



EVGIHTEEN

Watching the Wheels
John Lennon

The next week was a mixture of heaven and hell on earth between Paige’s

wrath and Reid’s healing lips. My parents were pissed. She wasted no time
telling them I was shacking up with Reid. I avoided their calls. Paige glared
at us both from a distance while keeping hers. She refused to speak to either
of us. As soon as we clocked in on the same shift, I could feel the heat wave
she let off. Reid tried to approach her a few days after she kicked me out,
but she just walked away and embarrassed him. We were completely
screwed in our footing. I wasn’t welcome back to her house, and she made
it known by telling my parents everything, which put me in the doghouse
with them as well.

I avoided it all, completely fixated on my bubble with Reid. When I got
to The Plate Bar, I went straight to work, doing my best to avoid Paige as
we all scurried around like mice trying to tame the dinner rush. But that
Friday, we were so busy at one point Paige got temporary amnesia, and we
worked together to get through it. My hopes of any sort of truce were
dashed when an hour after the doors closed, she slammed her hands into
Reid’s chest and yelled at him without an ounce of restraint.

“My sister? You. Fucking. Asshole! You just couldn’t help yourself,
could you? Well, you wanted her, you got her!”

Leslie came out of her office and nipped it in the bud, but Paige’s tear-
filled and angry eyes were enough to silence us both until we reached the
parking lot. Reid had a Chevy truck that was ten years older than I was and
had just been repainted black. The repairs from the accident had taken
forever because the car was considered a classic. The AC barely blew
enough air to cool us both, and the switch was one of those you had to push
to the right with your finger to amp it up. But he loved that truck. It was
obvious. The cabin was clean and in decent shape. It wasn’t what I pictured
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him driving, but when he chauffeured me around in it, I couldn’t see him in
anything else.

I stared at his profile as he took us through the streets that led us back to
safety, away from the scrutiny of my sister. “Why is she doing this?” I
asked

Reid drove silently for a few minutes. “Because she loves me, but she
thinks I’m a piece of shit, Stella.”

Once we pulled up, we sat in his truck. A silent relief radiated between
us both.

“And you believe her,” I stated and turned to face him on the bench
seat.

“Nope, no, we’re not arguing tonight,” he said as he leaned in and took
my lips before he pulled the key out the ignition and gripped the door
handle. “Don’t believe her,” I said as he ignored me and got out of the
truck. I wasn’t having it. I met him at his stairs. “Reid, look at me,” I
demanded. His tired eyes met mine as I laid my hands on his chest.
“Believe me, not her. Not what goes on inside that head of yours. Believe
me.”

“Stella, it’s not that easy.”

“It is that easy. You aren’t who you were yesterday or the day before.
Believe that. You are not your circumstances. You aren’t that empty
apartment.” I nodded toward the door. “That isn’t who you are.”

I stood one step above so we were eye level.

He pushed a piece of hair from my lips and brushed it past my
shoulders. “And who do you think I am, Stella?”

“You’re the band nerd who grew up to be a rock star. This is just the in
between.”

I got a smirk.

“And who are you?”

“I’m the woman who’s going to watch it happen. I'm the woman with a
huge I told you so on the edge of her tongue.”

Reid hoisted me over his shoulder, and I yelped as he slapped my ass.
“Enough with the pep talk I didn’t ask for, Grenade.”

“I’m starting to love that nickname.” Love you. Starting to love you,
Reid.



Later that night, I peeked over my laptop to watch Reid pace his apartment
and smoke like he was about to get on an overseas flight. He’d gotten off
the phone with his mother an hour before the march started and refused to
talk to me. From what I gathered, his dad was getting worse. I was too
afraid to push. Far too unsure of what my place was, if I had any at all. Reid
hadn’t said a word about the fact that I’d been there for days. He knew it
was just a matter of time before I got my own apartment. Still, he was quiet
when the pacing stopped. He scribbled in his notebooks and chain-smoked
on his balcony. I wondered if we hadn’t gotten busted by Paige if I would
even be here, if I would be welcome. But then his dark eyes would find
mine in the space between us and he’d give me that smirk, and I just knew.
We were okay. It was okay.

“When are you going to let me look at your music?” I asked as he sat on
the concrete on his balcony, boots crossed, cigarette in his mouth, pen in
hand.

He shrugged and kept writing.

“You’re probably drawing puppies anyway.”

He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. Even though he was
blatantly ignoring me so I would shut up, I couldn’t help it. I smiled. And
then I found someone else to pester.

Hey, Ben’s bitch! What’s the good word?

Lexi: I’m nobody’s bitch. Days. I’ll be there in days!

Ten!

Lexi: Days sounds better. How is it going?

I feel weird being here. It’s like he has to keep me because we had
sex. How screwed up is this? I’ll never forgive Paige. Seriously, I hate
her right now. I’m setting out on foot tomorrow to find a place and it
will be done. I have two places in mind.

Lexi: Is he worth it?

He’s sad and he’s beautiful. I’m done with musicians. That’s what I
said, remember? And you didn’t bother to remind me of that. I’m
sitting on a floor staring at him. That’s how it’s going.



Lexi: You are so going to fall for him.

Maybe. But Ben’s waiting on you to get here and you are looking
pretty screwed yourself.

Lexi: Are we groupies?

No. We are music enthusiasts who occasionally sleep with
musicians. We aren’t quite Meg Ryan playing Pam Courson giving Jim
Morrison head in the sound booth.

Lexi: I would totally do that.

You’re a groupie. No doubt.

Lexi: Tomorrow makes nine days.

Love you, bitch.

Lexi: X

“Now let me see what you just texted,” Reid said, standing above me.

“What?” I looked up and my smile slipped. “How the hell did you sneak
up on me like that?”

“Don’t change the subject. Let me see it,” he said, cupping his hand in
front of my face in wait.

“Uh, no,” I said, quickly shoving my phone down my pants.

He arched a brow. “You think I won’t go after that? Read it . . . out
loud.”

“No way, man,” I said, shooting to my feet and putting the island
between us.

Reid seemed satisfied as he watched my chest heave. “My songs are
just as personal to me until I’'m ready to share them.” He gave up,
victorious.

“Fine. I’ll read it out loud,” I said to his retreating back.

I looked like an idiot pulling my phone from my pants, and I caught his
smirk. I cleared my throat, scanned the text, and slumped in defeat. I saw
groupies, whores, and head in a booth. “Never mind, carry on.”

His loud laugh was the best part of that day.

Well, that and the fact that an hour later, he found his way into my
phone holster.
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“You really don’t have to do this,” I said to Reid as he sat in his truck,

waiting on the address. “I can find my way around.”

“Where to, Stella?”

I gave him the name of the street and he nodded. “You know where this
is?”

“I do.”

“Is it a decent area?”

“For you, it’s safe enough.”

“Enough?”

“Safe is an illusion, Stella,” he said as he turned on the radio.

“I see you’ve had your morning box of Lucky Charms.” He cut his eyes
at me and pulled out of the parking lot. We asked Leslie to schedule our
shifts as close together as possible for the next week. It took little
maneuvering due to Paige’s outburst, and she agreed, but only after giving
us a lecture on leaving our personal shit at our front door.

Reid and I had both been humiliated and punished for our decision. And
as the days passed, I was starting to care less and less about how everyone
else felt. Except for Reid. In his company, I couldn’t shut up. Under his
stare, I’d never felt so beautiful. And beneath him . . .

“What?” he asked as I grinned at my window. “I can see you smiling.”

“I was just thinking about Jim Morrison.”

Reid wasn’t buying it. “Jim Morrison?”

“Yeah, he was fascinating. And you’re kind of like him in a way. He
was shy. He didn’t like to perform at first, always had his back to the
audience when he was singing. But then he became notorious.”

Reid shook his head.

“I want to visit his grave in Paris. Bucket list.”

“He had some good tunes.”
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“I love their story,” I said wistfully, “him and Pam.”

“It was dysfunctional as hell,” Reid pointed out.

“It was rock and roll,” I said with a shrug. “Love and rock ‘n’ roll love
stories aren’t for the faint of heart. Look at Elvis, he was a glorified
pedophile and so was Jerry Lee Lewis. But they are legends. And despite
their crazy shit, they loved the same women their whole life.”

“Elvis and Priscilla got divorced.”

“You are definitely a pessimist in his prime,” I said, repeating Ben’s
words.

Reid looked over at me skeptically. “Nothing about you, Stella, says
you’d be cool with that kind of life.”

“I’m not worried about that.”

“No?” he asked, baited.

I shrugged. “The women behind these guys get overlooked so often. It’s
sad really. The first wives especially. They are usually the ones down from
day one. They invest all their time, raise that first kid that often grows up to
be a total spoiled fuckup, and gets left for wife number two. They just
forget about them.”

“And you aren’t worried about that because?”

“Because I will not be forgotten, Reid Crowne,” I said with a wink.
“Now, let us go see my new castle.”

My castle turned out to be a sheet-white two-bedroom slum with ruined
carpet.

“We’re going to replace the carpet,” the manager said as I stared at the
large brown stain in the middle of the sad excuse of a living room.

I looked at Reid. “Rumor has it Cobain lived under a bridge. I can
starve for my art.”

Reid shook his head and grabbed my hand before he addressed the
manager. “No, thank you.”

The second complex looked far better than the first. I breathed out a
sigh of relief when the manager opened the door and there was clean carpet
and fresh paint on the walls. It was also only a twenty-minute walk to the
restaurant. When Lexi couldn’t take me, it would be an easy commute. The
light switches worked, and the cars in the parking lot weren’t leaking oil.

“I’ll take it,” I said proudly as Reid gave me a nod of approval.

Finally. FREE.



“First month’s rent is half off,” the manager said as he ushered us back
into the heat.

I gave Reid a sarcastic grin and my best Texas accent. “Looks like
we’re eatin’ steak tonight, honey!”

He just shook his head and walked out the door.

After an hour of paperwork, I had a move-in date. One week. I
swallowed that information as I joined Reid in the truck, where he patiently
waited.

“Hi,” I said, swallowing the dry air, jumping in the truck, lifting my
hair, and fanning my neck.

“You get it?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, clenching and unclenching my fists. As it turned out, that
half-off the first month didn’t include the one-time fee for this and the
nickel and dime for that. I was flat broke and had already overstayed my
welcome at his apartment.

“Stella.” Reid was staring at me as I began to panic.

I had maxed out my emergency credit card fixing my car the last time it
broke down. And the rest I had saved was in a no-touch bank account that
my parents monitored for my tuition.

Broke. It was hopeless.

“Stella?”

I put my head in my hands as I tried not to cry. “Can you take me to the
restaurant, please?”

“Look at me.”

For the first time in my life, I was truly terrified.

I can go back to Dallas and stay with Mom and Dad.

I would call them. They would send me bus fare. But that in itself
would be hell on earth. They were more than mad at me at that point. I had
no choice. And then I remembered I had a job.

“Never mind, your place.”

I was pulled out of my haze by warm hands as they slid my body over
to the driver’s side of the truck.

“You irritate the shit out of me, you know that? So full of questions, and
no answers. What the hell is wrong with you?”

I looked up to Reid with a sigh. “I love your hands.”

“That’s wonderful, Stella. I’'m fond of your beautiful tits. Can we talk
here?”



“My tits, that’s what comes to mind first?”

“Well, it’s definitely not your mouth,” he said dryly.

“Can we just go?”

“Yep,” he said, yet he didn’t move as he gripped my hair and took my
lips, gently at first and then fully. His kiss was , and as his tongue slid
against mine, I relaxed and clutched him to me. He pulled away. “What?”
He searched my eyes as I tried my best not to show him all I was feeling.

“I can’t move in for a week.”

“That’s cool,” he said as he waited. “And?”

“And? There is no and.”

Realization crossed his features as he cupped my chin. “You were
worried I wanted you out?”

“Reid, you didn’t ask for this, and I’'m mooching, and you hate my
mouth—"

Reid released me and started the truck as I went on. “Paige hates us, and
here we are stuck together because we had sex, and you feel obligated—"

Reid flew out of the parking lot as I rambled. “This whole situation is
screwed. It’s like I can’t get a break, and that manager is a lying bastard. He
took every single dime I had. I swear he saw my bank account balance and
made up fees as he typed up the lease. It was all I had. I can’t even buy you
a steak dinner at the shitty-ass steakhouse! Like, I can’t even buy you a
marbled, nasty, greasy, fat-filled steak. Fuck this, just fuck this!”

Before I could take another breath, we were parked. I got quiet and
looked up to see the Emo’s sign.

“Why are we here?”

Reid gave me a pointed look.

“Yes, I’m done talking.”

I was still close to him on the bench seat in his truck; we sat like old
couples do on the same side in a booth. A part of me was hoping he would
grab a license plate from his glove compartment that read Grenade instead
of Sissy like in that movie Urban Cowboy—I loved that movie—and kiss
me all sweaty-lipped like John Travolta did Deborah Winger. And all would
just be decided between us, his decision. He would be my Bud/Band Nerd,
and I would be his Sissy/Grenade, and I wouldn’t have to question myself
daily whether or not it was okay to proceed with falling for him, like I so
clearly was.

He palmed my scalp. “Whoa, it’s really getting heavy in there.”



I swallowed. “You have no idea.”

Soft eyes stared back at me. “Stella, if I were a better man, I’d tell you
to go home to your parents.”

“I can.”

“No, you can’t. You’ll lose your job and your footing here.”

I swallowed and looked up at him. “I’m scared. Like really scared.”

“Then you’re doing exactly what you said you wanted to, right? Doing
things that scare you.”

“Right,” I said with false confidence. “It’s what I want. This is good.”

He chuckled. “Still scared, huh?”

“Shitless.”

“Well, the good news is, you’ve pretty much already hit rock bottom.
You’re poor, you’re homeless, and you have to stay with friends. All you
lack now is a drug addiction.”

“Holy shit,” I said as his words hit me. “You’re right. Is there some
crack around here we can get addicted to?”

His eyes widened, he scrubbed his palms together, and then pitched his
voice. “I bet we can find some inside!”

“Oh, goody. And while we’re at it, let’s have sex without a condom
tonight! Wait!” I said, shrugging continually and waggling my brows.
“Let’s have a ménage, so I won’t know who the baby daddy is!”

Reid scowled and gripped my lips. “Stay with me. I love your mouth,
especially when mine is on it. And no one is fucking touching you but me.”

I “ahhhed” through clamped lips. “Yob do wibe me.”

“Stella, you are the only one I want around right now.”

I bit back the emotion as he smacked his lips against mine and pulled us
out of his truck.

“Reid, no offense, but we’re both broke.”

He looked back at me with mixed emotion. “I’'m a Crowne, baby. We
know how to get a buzz while broke.”

He squeezed my hand and pulled me into the empty club. We were the
only ones there as the bartender greeted us.

“Just opened, man. Thought you weren’t playing until Wednesday.”

“Not,” Reid said as he pulled me to sit next to him. Empty, the club
looked completely different and had that abandoned feel.

“Stella, Jon, Jon, Stella,” Reid introduced.



“Hi.” I waved and nudged Reid’s side before I whispered. “My ID says
Jaunita. Great, now I can’t have a beer.”

Reid spoke up. “Sorry, Jon, this is Juanita.”

I slapped his forehead, and he let out a loud laugh before he
deadpanned, “Don’t do that again.”

“Sorry, but that’s what we do to jackasses in our family. Forehead slaps.
The double tap slap means you’re really an idiot.”

Two beers were placed before us, and I grabbed it like someone would
take it away from me.

“It’s cool, babe, just drink.”

Babe.

I hid my elation as I chugged the beer like a frat whore.

“Easy,” he said as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

“Such a lady,” he snickered. His eyes went soft as he looked me over.

“Fuck this day,” I said with finality. And I meant it. I would never know
if he offered to let me stay out of pity or because he truly did care and he
wanted me there, but I chose the latter. I had no choice. Adulthood sucked
and beer was good.

I took my last ten dollars and set it on the bar to help pay for the beer
we couldn’t afford, but Reid picked it up and walked over to the jukebox.

“HEY!” I said desperately. “HEY!” I said, jumping up and following
him over just as the machine ate my money.

I couldn’t help it. I double tapped his forehead. “Cabron!”

He gave me a warning look before he spoke. “Today, you’re in my
hands, so don’t worry about it. Now, woman, this happens to be the best
fucking jukebox in Austin. Choose wisely. You will be judged.”

“Oh, it is so on,” I said as I flipped through the sleeves.

“For every song I approve of, you get a beer.”

“It’s like that, huh?” I said to his retreating back. “This is where I shine,
Crowne!”

I had six songs to choose. I scrolled through and pressed the selections
in seconds like the pro I was.

I sat down just as the harmonica sounded on “When the Levee Breaks”
by Led Zeppelin.

Reid nodded at Jon, and I was awarded my first beer. I gave him a
confident smirk.



“I am so about to school you,” I said as I happily drank down the cold
suds. Spirits lifted, I began to twist a little in my seat. Reid ran a hand
through his hair, his three-day-old five o’clock shadow covering a glimpse
of his dimple. I hated that.

“So, you moved here how long ago?”

“When I was eighteen.”

“And how old are you now?” I asked, embarrassed I hadn’t bothered to
ask the man I was sleeping with nightly how old he was. I just assumed he
was Paige’s age.

“Twenty-five,” he said as he took a sip of his beer.

“Huh,” I said, scrutinizing him. “When were you born?”

“The same day you were,” he said.

I opened my mouth and then closed it. “What?” He’d babysat me on his
birthday. Suddenly, I felt like the biggest shit in the turd pool.

“Don’t. I hate birthdays. I’ve been lying to your sister for two years,
telling her it was on Christmas. I always tell her I’'m going home and never
do just to avoid cake and bullshit.”

“Wow,” I said, peeling at the top of my beer as Foo Fighters’ “Walking
After You” drifted through the speakers. I was awarded another beer.

“Thought you wouldn’t like this one,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “It’s
kind of soft—oh, and because you look like Dave Grohl. But, now that I
take a closer look,” I said, pressing my forehead to his, “you look like a
grumpier version. Like a dude who hates birthdays and girls screaming for
him.”

“Wrong,” he said, lifting his beer, “like the song, and I love the girls
screaming for me.”

I took the shot Jon offered us with a silent toast between the three of us
and downed it as a good excuse to hide the little burn that stuck in my
throat.

“What’s it like?” I asked.

“What’s what like?”

“Playing?”

He looked at me with drawn brows.

“Do you get high from it?”

“Yeah,” he said softly as he twisted in his seat. “When the crowd reacts,
and it’s that perfect song, it can get pretty intense. Adrenaline peaks over
and over, and when the show ends, you’re just completely spent.”



“Sounds like sex,” I said as I nudged his shoulder.

“It’s close, but different.”

“God, I’'m so jealous. I tried. I wanted to be like Sean Yseult.”

“Who?” he asked.

“The bass player for White Zombie.”

“Oh, yeah, she was the shit.”

“Still is, read up, buddy. They’ve been around since I was born.” I had
his attention. “I know they only got recognized in the late nineties, but they
worked at it for ten years. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“Oh, hell,” he said with a glance at Jon. “Another pep talk.”

“No, I’ll stop,” 1 said. “Okay, but do you know who got the biggest
break in rock ‘n’ roll?”

He leaned in, his eyes crinkled at the corners, and pressed a soft kiss to
my lips. It was his first public display—aside from his show for Dylan—
and it stunned me in my seat to the point I almost forgot my train of
thought. Almost. “All of them. Every band you can think of with radio play.
They all have a story. All of them.” I pointed toward the front door. “And
these bands that come marching through every night will have one, too.
Some of them won’t be as great as others, but that’s what I’m here for.” 1
pointed my beer in his direction. “To cover the great ones.”

If Reid personified a look, it would be sex and skepticism. “If you can’t
play bass like a badass, you write about one?”

“Yes, you do, especially if she’s as overlooked at Sean Yseult.”

“She’s not overlooked.”

“You didn’t know her name,” I reminded.

“Point taken,” he said as we tapped beers.

Bob Marley and the Wailer’s “Redemption Song” came on, and Jon
twisted off another beer without so much as a look in Reid’s direction. I
happily added it to my growing pile.

“Juanita, get your ass over here!” Reid sounded from the bar as he watched
me shake my ass to Stevie Ray Vaughan’s “Pride and Joy”. Loving the



appreciation in his eyes as he studied the zigzag pattern of my arms over
my head and the double tap of my hips to the bass, I ignored his order and
let the booze and steel guitar guide my body. A small group of people had
gathered at a table on the edge of the floor next to the jukebox while I
pranced around like the shameless twenty-year-old I was.

I yelled out to Reid, who watched me with intent eyes from where he
sat.

“My mother said when you’re happy you should dance! And when
you’re pissed you should dance! And when you drink too much tequila you
should dance . . . while you cry.”

The table next to me cheered as they passed me a fresh shot. Welcoming
the burn with a salute of thanks, I downed the golden liquid before I
shimmied up to the sexiest man in that bar. “Hey,” I said as I took a seat
next to him, covered in sweat, and leaned over. “Thanks for this. I'm pretty
sure I’ll want to reenact a porno when we get back to your house, so you’ll
be repaid.”

Reid threw his head back on a full belly laugh, and so did Jon, who had
heard me. I blushed as much as the alcohol would allow and grabbed Reid’s
pale hand. He looked over at me. “Thank you. For today.”

“It’s the least I can do.” His features twisted with concern. “You okay?”

“Buzzing, but not bad. I ate six bags of peanuts,” I said reassuringly.

“I better get some food in you,” Reid said as he saluted Jon and stood. I
reached over the bar and grabbed Quiet Jon’s T-shirt and planted one right
on his lips in thanks. He’d grown on me. As if he was expecting it, he
gripped me by the arms and pulled me over the bar, my sneakers plowing
through two empty bottles, and gave it to me just as good as I got. |
shrieked in surprise as he laid it on me like a man possessed, but kept his
tongue out of it.

“You motherfucker,” Reid said, with an equal amount of bark and
humor. “You’re going to pay for that!”

Jon pulled away with a fresh coat of my peppermint lip gloss glistening
on his lips, guiltless. “Worth it, dude. Fucking worth it.”

“Awww, baby,” I said with my hands on my hips. “Don’t be jealous, we
can skip the burrito and go get naked.”



In the shower later, Reid was doing his best to keep me upright and quiet.

“God, you really don’t know when to shut up. I think it’s about time you
ate some soap, Estella Emerson.”

“That’s Estella Rosa Maria Emerson,” I said as I puffed out my chest
with my hands on my hips, still a little uneasy on my feet from the booze.

“Seriously? That’s your name?” he said as he gripped my head and
pushed the soap toward my mouth.

“Yes,” I said, grabbing his balls. “You get that in my mouth, I take this
off.”

He dropped the soap, grabbed my hand, and slid it up and around his
ready dick. “How about we work on getting this in your mouth?”

“Nope, sorry.”

“If you’re not any good at it, I understand,” he chided with a shrug.

“How about you kiss my Latina ass? Blowjobs are a privilege you have
to earn. These lips are pure gold, baby. Completely innocent. I’'m saving
that act for a worthy man.”

“Oh, shit,” he said with a sly grin, “challenge accepted.”

“Don’t get your hopes ups. My high school boyfriend still has blue
balls.”

“Really?” Reid said as he brushed my lips with his fingers. “And your
virginity wasn’t sacred?”

I sighed. “It was supposed to be. Gave it to the wrong guy. I know that’s
a shitty second, but it’s all I have.”

“Damn, this is going to make me a pervert. Now it’ll be all I think
about.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” I said as he lathered me up from my toes
then turned his back after he handed me the washcloth.

“The hell it’s not,” he said with sincerity that had me laughing. “I’m
taking this very seriously, Estella Rosa Maria Emerson.”

“Well, calling me by my full name is definitely not going to get you
there. My mother did it daily to remind me how serious she was. And now I



can’t even look at you naked,” I said, shielding my face from him. “It’s
echoing in my head like a broken record now. Great.”

Reid chuckled and leaned into the shitty excuse for a showerhead, his
lips on my ear, and rubbed himself across my back as he slid his hand down
my stomach. I lost my breath. My heart pounded as he reminded me exactly
who I was in the shower with. “Reid,” I said breathlessly as I leaned into his
seductive touch.

“Yeah?”

“Reid,” I gasped.

“What, Stella?” he whispered as his middle finger danced along my clit
before he dipped it low.

“She’s going to forgive us, right?” He pulled away from me and I turned
to face him.

He looked gorgeous, his dark hair pushed back from his face, soaked
and inked, his defined muscles shedding water. “I don’t know.”

“Sorry, I . .. sorry,” I said, my eyes watering. “But what if she doesn’t
forgive you?”

He pressed me into the stall, his hands at work, and doing their job well.
“You can keep asking, Stella, but I don’t know the answer.”

“Fine. I’'m sorry. I’ll shut up.”

“’Bout time,” he said as he cut off my retort with his hungry tongue.



TWENTY

Down with the Sickness
Disturbed

Addiction sneaks up on you. It’s a subtle thing. You get a taste, you revel in
the buzz, and then you begin to crave another hit. You know the high is
temporary, but the craving is a bitch.

And I was beginning to crave Reid Crowne.

He was the perfect drug. And I never knew when the next hit was
coming. Curled up on the shitty red couch in The Garage, I watched him
with growing thirst. And it wasn’t just Reid, though he was enough. It was
the need for his music. I’d never been so close to the process, and it was
fascinating to watch. The birth of a new song, of something different and
distinctly the Dead Sergeants. Sometimes they just jammed until they
recognized a niche. And though some of the time they acted like clowns—
especially Ben and Rye, who seemed to have a bad case of the stooges—
they took their music seriously. And when it worked, my scalp prickled
with awareness, my arms filled with goose bumps.

I knew, without a doubt, the band had a huge future, and I could feel it
happening between them. Reid only reacted to Ben when he played. He
would glance up at him when prompted but mostly just lost himself, and I
loved it. After a few hours in the overheated shit hole they rented, the shirts
came off. Reid tucked his in the back pocket of his jeans as he beat his
drums mercilessly. I couldn’t help but to get a little bothered by the display
of hungry, raw men in front of me.

Ben was beautiful; his nice guy disguise was deceiving as hell. It was
what was in his eyes that spoke the truth about him. And his voice was
capable of anything. I couldn’t wait for Lexi to witness what I was, front
and center. In the midst of a love fest with the band and a lust fest with the
oblivious drummer, reality bitch slapped me.

Paige: You have mail here.

Can I come get it?
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Paige: Neil will drop it off.

Thanks.

I stared at my phone and waited. Was she reaching out? What could I
say? Neil had forbidden her from doing more than talking to Reid in
passing. It was bullshit, pure and simple. She was on a control trip, but she
was losing. And I had a feeling Neil was getting the shit end of the stick. I’d
finally called my parents. And after an hour of my father yelling at me, he
passed the phone to my mother.

That was hell, but I managed to plead my case, and shortly after, I was
getting angry texts from my sister. Apparently, they gave her an earful after
they got off the phone with me. I can’t say I didn’t smile a little when I got
her shitty excuses.

Ben sat next to me on the couch as they finished their last set. Reid was
still screwing around with a back and forth he was working on for a new
song.

“What’s up, beautiful? Who are you texting?”

“Not Lexi,” I answered with a grin.

He curled his lip and then leaned in. “He’s less bitchy these days.”

“I promise he’s not.” We both chuckled.

“I fucking heard that,” Reid said from his set, his eyes finally
connecting with mine.

“Look at the two of you. It’s adorable,” Ben said, unfazed by Reid’s
menacing tone. “I see a bright future for you kids.”

Reid stayed tight-lipped as I looked anywhere but at him. Reid started
his beat as I leaned over to whisper to Ben. “We’re just stuck together in the
corner.”

“Paige still giving you guys shit?” Ben asked. “Not cool.”

“It’s like I came and screwed everything up,” I said low so only Ben
could hear. He nodded and then gave me a good view of his sparkling white
teeth—not a single cavity. “It could be worse. You could be sleeping with
Rye,” he said as he nodded his head toward him. Rye was ripping through
chords, thrusting his hips as if he were screwing air. We both dissolved into
quick laughter as Ben pulled me into his side. “His ex, Lia, I hated her,” he
whispered. “I mean I fucking hated her. She was toxic and she played the
victim. It was always about her. Always. I think you’re good for him. That
wreck was her fault.”

“How do you know?”



“Because I know her. And he hinted around to it, but won’t fully admit
it. They were arguing. He was breaking up with her again, and she pulled
the wheel. Shit, I’m busted.”

Reid glared at us from his drum set and then pointedly at Ben’s hand
wrapped around my shoulder.

“Want to stop pawing her, dickhead?”

“I like it when you get all alpha, baby,” Ben cooed.

So do I.

Reid stood from his stool, his hair dripping with sweat, chest glistening,
and walked toward us, pushing his arms through his shirt. He pulled me to
stand as he kept his eyes on Ben. “Let’s go.”

On the way home, Reid stopped at a twenty-four-hour store so I could
buy some decent shampoo and other things I’d gone without since I’d been
staying with him. I’d made enough tips on our last shift to put some food in
the fridge, but felt the heaviness of his steps as I continued to add to the
cart. We walked the aisles silently. He was exhausted, and I was on edge. I
couldn’t help the feeling I was in trouble, but his eyes told me differently
when he glanced my way. But the silence remained, and I got a mere ten
feet from the store when I couldn’t take it anymore.

“What?”

He continued walking and unlocked his truck, putting the bags in and
taking mine from my hand when I caught up with him. He climbed in, and I
had no choice but to follow. Starting the engine, he glanced over at me. I
was in trouble.

“I like to keep my life private, Stella.”

“Is Ben not a close friend?”

“I just don’t like my shit talked about in the open,” he said with his
hands on the steering wheel, eyes straight ahead.

I shrugged. “I didn’t start that conversation.”

“I would just really fucking appreciate it if you keep what’s between us,
between us.”

“Fine,” I said, unable to argue with his posture or the tone of his voice.

He laughed, and I hated the sound of it. It was cruel. “Sure you can
handle that?”

“Now you want to fight?” I snapped.

A sinking feeling hit me as he drove us back to his apartment. It was
more than awkward. I couldn’t leave. Once Reid had carried the groceries



in, he grabbed one of his notebooks and hit the porch.

I threw myself into cleaning, and when he didn’t come back inside,
decided to bury myself in a new article. I was halfway done with “John for
Mayer” when Reid came inside. I didn’t look up. I didn’t bother to
acknowledge him. I just kept typing. Even when he showered and laid
down on the mattress, I kept my head down. I hated my situation. I had
absolutely no power, no leg to stand on. I vowed to myself then and there I
would never let myself be put in the position to be at someone’s mercy,
ever, for love or music.

It was as if the last of the wool was pried from my eyes. The world Reid
lived in seemed ugly and cruel, and I was terrified because all I wanted to
do was drown in it with him. Anger radiated through me at the helplessness
and the guilt. I missed my sister. I missed my carefree life in Dallas. I
missed Reid three feet away from me.

Salty tears slipped down my face and I wiped them away and kept
typing. Thinking better of it, I decided to carry my crybaby ass to the porch
so I wouldn’t disturb him. I pulled the buds from my ears and felt his
fingers brush my ankle.

I looked over my screen to see him staring at me. “Come here.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Liar,” he said with a smug twist of his lips. “Come on, it’s late.”

“I need to check my email tomorrow,” I said, ignoring him.

“Did you save that?” he asked as his fingers brushed my calf. Every
single nerve fired off and my nipples drew tight.

“Stella,” he said in a low and demanding whisper.

He reached up and closed my screen. I shot him a deadly stare. “Don’t
ever do that to a writer, okay? It’s just as dangerous as cutting off a
drummer’s fucking fingers.”

His low chuckle set my insides on fire, but I remained where I was as he
seduced me with his lazy touch.

“But you want these fingers right now, don’t you?”

Yes. “Go to sleep, Reid.”

“Not without you, come here,” he said, inching closer, his cheek resting
on the back of his hand on the edge of the mattress, a soft and predatory
light in his eyes as he moved his other hand to caress my thigh.

My body betrayed me, and I sat there thoroughly seduced while his
fingers drifted past the hem of my shorts. I moaned while he softly stroked



the crease of my thigh, his eyes blazing.

“The Velvet Underground and Deftones,” he said on a whisper, “my
favorite bands.” Breathless, I unplugged my iPod and “Change” by the
Deftones sounded between us. Reid’s brows spiked as he gripped the crotch
of my panties, tugging hard until I slid his way on the carpet. I felt material
give and shrieked as he got me in his clutches and pulled me onto the
mattress beneath him. I stared up at him in shock.

He gripped my fingers before they could reach his hair and tapped them
to his temple. “You fuck me up, here,” he said hoarsely, and then put my
hand flat on his chest and wordlessly pressed it there. Gripping the hem of
my T-shirt, he tossed the material onto my chest before he ripped away my
shorts and ruined panties. “You exhaust me. You make me tired, Stella, so
fucking tired. I want you and I want to do it right, but I’'m so annoyed right
now. All I want to do is make you wet and fuck you until it hurts.” His
fingers dipped before he leaned over me. “You keep pushing me,” he said
aggressively as he flipped my bra up and slid his tongue across my nipple
while he spread me wide. “You don’t want this, Stella.”

“I do,” T said as he kneeled between my thighs, gripped my ass, pulled
me onto him, and thrust in deep.

Something between a scream and a moan escaped as he ripped into me,
raw, primitive, and hungry. I gripped the tattered sheet as he drove in, full of
punishment and warning. His intent clear, I was scared, completely terrified
of what I felt for him in that moment. Because no matter how much I tried
to convince myself I could get my bearings with the feelings I had for him,
he brushed those bricks of resolve away like they were feathers.

It was too late.

I was in love, and he was embedded.

Teeth gnashing, he held my waist as he fucked me raw as promised,
leaving bruises on my skin. Still, even with his punishment, the warmth
spread. Too much to resist, he bent his head and kissed me. And we sank
into it, in discovery and everything that was growing between us. Rolling
his hips, he hit me deep, his length sliding against my clit. I gasped his
name as he worked me, wrecked me, and I burst around him, my body
shaking in release. He gripped my mouth and watched me implode,
commanding my noises, my gaze. Eyes burning, he pressed his finger into
my mouth, and I sucked until he pulled out, ripped off the condom, and
pumped himself empty.



Breathless and lying next to each other, I couldn’t help my smile. He lay
quietly, staring at the ceiling. He was thinking, heavy. I wanted to close the
lingering distance between us, so I kissed his chest, and his gaze drifted to
mine. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask, but his eyes told me I didn’t
want to know what burned behind them.



NENTY-ONE

Sugar, We’re Going Down
Fall Out Boy

The following afternoon, my sister pounded on the door like the damned

police. It was clear when Reid opened it a few minutes later she had
interrupted something. 1 held my breath as she walked past us toward the
kitchen. “I need one of you to cover my shift. No one else will do it, and,
well, can one of you go in?”

“I’ll go. Reid has a show,” I offered as she looked around the apartment
and then took a step back on a gasp. Incredulous eyes looked over at Reid
as she gawked at him. “She took all the furniture, everything?” Reid stood
stone-jawed as Paige walked around the apartment. “What in the hell, Reid?
This is how you’ve been living since she left?” Her tears were instant as she
looked over at me. “This is how you’ve been living with him?”

“Stop acting like you care. We’re fine,” I said with my arms crossed.
“You’re covered. I’'ll get dressed right now.”

“I’ll drive you,” she said. I looked at Reid, whose defeated posture
relayed he was just dying to get out of the situation.

“Fine.” I pulled a clean black shirt out of my duffle and changed in front
of them both. Paige winced and stared us down, a scowl on her face when
she cornered Reid. “Why did you let her leave you like this?”

I turned on my sonic ears as I raced to the bathroom to get a hair tie. I
was dying for the same answers.

“Paige,” he said, “drop it.”

“Hell no, you aren’t this big of a pushover. She took everything! This
place was fully furnished. A mattress on the floor, Reid?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“How can you say that?” Paige was pushing harder than I ever had.

“Hey!” I said, carefully breaking up the impending fight. “Can we go?”
I walked over to Reid and mouthed “sorry” and told him I would meet him
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at his show before walking out the door. I paced at the foot of the stairs for
ten minutes and was about to go back up when Paige walked down.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Let’s go.”

We got in the car, and I was thankful when she turned the key and the
radio struck up “Heart-Shaped Box” by Nirvana. I didn’t want to talk to her,
though I was itching to find out what conversation she just had with Reid.
Even more curious to see if she’d made him more resentful of our situation.

For once, I kept quiet. I wasn’t in the mood to defend myself.

“He didn’t live like that,” she said after a few minutes. “Their place was
nice. It was nothing like it is now.”

I didn’t know who she was reassuring, herself or me. “I don’t know why
he would let her do that, even if—"

Then she had my attention. “Even if what?”

“Nothing. It just doesn’t make sense. He’s a smart guy. He’s not a
sucker.”

“Guilt. Maybe he was guilted,” I said as I looked over at her pointedly
and insinuated she was doing the same to us. “But, Paige, the accident
wasn’t his fault.”

We pulled up to the restaurant.

“How do you know?”

“I just know,” I said, grabbing my apron from her dash.

“He was the one driving,” she pointed out on her high horse.

“And she was the one who caused it,” I said in monotone. I didn’t have
it in me to keep defending him to her. As much as she claimed to care about
him, she never really gave him the benefit of the doubt. I had no doubt Reid
wasn’t a sucker. I just think he’d been sucker punched one too many times
to care about defending himself.

“I know you think I’m just some raging bitch—”

Angry tears surfaced and I jerked myself together. “I’ll never forgive
you,” I whispered as I turned to stare at her. “Ever. No matter what happens
between Reid and me. And it’s not because I’'m sleeping on a mattress on
the floor. I’d rather be there with him than doing your dishes and sleeping
on your couch. You threw me on my ass and turned your back on me
because I didn’t do what you told me to. I’'m not your kid. You don’t get to
make decisions for me. I'm your sister. And Reid might be your friend, but
that’s all he is: your friend.”



Her eyes narrowed. “You just blew in like the tornado you are and
screwed everything up. You aren’t an innocent victim. You’re drama and
you know it. It’s my job to look after you but, hey, you want freedom,
you’re on your own now.”

“Don’t I know it!” I yelled as I got out of the car and she moved to
stand on the other side of the hood. “I didn’t do it to hurt you, Paige.”

“But look at us now, none of us talking. Nothing’s the same.”

“And that’s because of you!” I said as I slammed her car door. “I get
that you didn’t want us together, and I see that you were looking out for me,
but now you’re just damning us!”

“It’s a mistake, Stella.”

“Then it’s my mistake to make!”

She just shook her head and got back in the car. I stood stunned as she
lost her cool and tore out of the parking lot.

It was going to be a long summer.

After my shift, I begged Leslie to use her office computer. Reid didn’t have
internet, and that was a big problem. With all the upheaval, I hadn’t taken
the time to find an internet café. My mouth dropped when I saw I had
missed a few emails from Nate. My smile was instant. The first one was
dated the day I had drenched his crotch with salsa.

Nate Butler

Subject: Decisions
2:32 AM

Salutations post countless beers,

I find it amusing that you work at a place called The Plate Bar. Did
those idiot owners even research the name? I’m sitting on a patio at my best
friend’s place, staring at the city lights, and I’'m wondering where you are. I
swore I wouldn’t bother you after beer one, and then decided on a formal



email after beer three. But I still cant afford you. It’s sad, really. So, the
countdown begins, Miss Emerson. And though it’s just a few short months
away, I find myself wanting to make one last effort to persuade you to go
out with me (for research purposes of course). I have two tickets for the Ritz
this Saturday.

GET. IN. MY. TAHOE.

Nate Butler
Editor in Chief, Austin Speak
Sent via Blackberry

I threw my head back and then looked up the concert I'd already
missed.
“DAMNIT TO HELL!” It was Sheryl Crow.

Nate Butler

Subject: Courtesy
5:01 PM

It is my understanding that a drunken man extended a concert invitation
to you last night. And while I do not condone that sort of behavior,
especially from a future employer to employee, I find it extremely rude that
said invitation has not been acknowledged. Teamwork is key here at Austin
Speak, Miss Emerson. I can only assume you take your position seriously
and are against the feminist lyrics of Sheryl Crow. My apologies. Moving
forward, I will refrain from extracurricular emails, but will settle for a
second interview, in my office, by 6:00 p.m. today.

Nate Butler
Editor in Chief, Austin Speak
Sent via Blackberry



My laughter continued as I realized I’d missed not only the concert but
also my second interview at Austin Speak. 1 had to hand it to him, he was
determined. The last email came yesterday.

Nate Butler
Subject: Oversight
11:11 AM

It occurred to me that you may not be receiving these emails, but I think
we both know, Miss Emerson, that is not the case. And since I have no proof
of this, I have no choice but to believe that you remain steadfast in your
decision to not mix business with research, however disconcerting that may
be due to the nature of our profession. But for the sake of office morale, 1
may be so inclined to have a beer at our place at around 6:00 p.m. this
evening to discuss this issue.

Nate Butler
Editor in Chief, Austin Speak
Sent via Blackberry

I smiled as I pulled up my email to compose a reply.

Stella Emerson
Subject: Deadlines
9:42 PM

Dear Mr. Butler,

I am flattered by your correspondence and excited about the chance of
working with you. Due to my current situation, I am unable to receive
emails in a timely manner because of connection issues. I will be remedying
this situation within the coming weeks. While all invitations are



appreciated, I prefer to do my research alone. I am happy to report that
things are rapidly progressing with my articles and they will be delivered to
you in two months’ time.

Best Wishes,

Stella Emerson
Future Entertainment Columnist, Austin Speak
Sent via The Plate Bar

Minutes later, I was counting my tips and paused when I saw his idling
Tahoe through the front door. I pressed my lips together to hide my smile as
the heavily tinted driver’s side window rolled down.

“Best wishes, Miss Emerson?” Nate asked with a smirk.

“It’s professional, Mr. Butler,” I said, approaching him. The subtle hint
of expensive and mouth-watering cologne drifted out of the SUV as I
looked him over. His hair was mussed, and his tie was pulled loosely to rest
on his chest. Sexy as sin, his blue eyes scoured me with intent. I was
momentarily dazzled until I remembered I had a hit waiting on me.

“Nate,” I said with a sigh. “I can’t do this right now. I’m late.”

“Do what?” he said with a slow-building grin.

“Anything. I have somewhere to be.”

“Get in,” he ordered. “I’ll drive you.”

I bit my lip and stared at him.

“Stella, I’m harmless.”

“I’m good.”

“Get in. We can’t have you wandering the streets in that skirt.” I had
changed into my black halter-top, hot-pink leather miniskirt, and black
high-top Converse with Beastie Boy’s “Sure Shot” lyrics scribbled on the
sides.

“Just a ride.” I jumped into his passenger seat and buckled my belt, the
air from his AC blowing the heat back to hell. “Ahhh, God, it’s been a bitch
of a summer. Thank you for the ride.”

“Where to?”

“Red Eye Fly. You know it?”

“Sure. Show?”



“Yeah.” I looked his way with guilty eyes, withholding an invitation for
him to join me. He didn’t hesitate as he drove out of the parking lot.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get your emails. I’m in between places.”

“Would it have made a difference?” he asked, knowing the answer. I
couldn’t resist the urge to look at him. He was the opposite of Reid, not
nearly as jaded, a playful light in his eyes, and full of easy conversation,
which he initiated.

“How are you liking Austin?”

“Ha,” I said, throwing my head back. “At the moment, that’s a loaded
question.”

He leaned over to adjust the AC, and my body tensed. His chest rose
and fell in a silent chuckle. He was satisfied with his effect on me.

“Little bit jumpy tonight, aren’t we, Stella?”

“I’m late,” I said coolly.

“Well, then let’s not keep him waiting,” Nate murmured.

“It’s a band I’m writing an article about,” I said defensively. “And they
are incredible.”

“Looking forward to reading it,” Nate said, slightly withdrawn, as if his
suspicions were confirmed. I was equal parts relieved and disappointed that
he knew where I stood. And at the same time, I couldn’t stop looking at
him. His sleek jaw, the wave in his hair, the light sprinkle of hair on the
back of his hands. He was gorgeous in the way that made me
uncomfortable. It was as if he was too much man.

“Stella?”

We were parked outside the club. “Oh,” I said, unbuckling my belt as I
glanced over at the multicolored stone building. “Thanks again.”

“Anytime,” Nate said. “And I mean that. I’m just a few blocks away,
okay?”

“Okay, thanks,” I said as I opened the door and looked back at him with
a smile. “See you in two months, boss.”

I didn’t look back, though I was tempted, and heard him pull away. I
was just about to enter the club when I saw a cloud of smoke to my right.
Maybe it was instinct, but I knew he was there, and the sight of his black
boots beneath the oak tree that hovered over the club confirmed it. I looked
up to see his watchful eyes on me. Ben was next to him with a group of
guys I didn’t recognize. They were all smoking in a circle, talking music as
Reid’s eyes stayed trained on me as I approached.



Ben saw me and gave a low whistle. “Hey, beauty, settle this debate for
us.”

“She can’t tell you anything, man,” a punk with peroxide-lightened hair
said as he looked me over.

“And sexism lives on,” I muttered as I gave Reid a shy smile, but he
didn’t return it. Shit.

“What’s the debate?”

Ben started rattling on about the difference between rock genres and
The Dead Kennedys.

“Afro-punk,” I offered easily, feeling myself wither as Reid crushed his
butt.

“Told you,” Ben said.

“No way, man. There’s no such thing,” the guy insisted.

“You should watch Spooner’s documentary. They’re coming up with
subgenres every day for rock because it’s starting to vary in degrees.
Suicidal Tendencies is afro punk, too.”

“And who the hell are you?” the guy asked.

“She’s little sister,” Reid said with bite as he walked past me.

“Hey,” I said carefully and grabbed his hand. He dodged my grasp and
pulled out his keys. “Take the truck home.”

I pressed my brows together, my chest heavy. “What?”

“Or stay, whatever,” he said, turning his back to me.

“He just gave me a ride,” I piped as I showed my ID to the doorman,
who barely glanced at it before he circled my wrist with a paper bracelet.

“It’s good you’re making friends,” Reid said, his voice cool, indifferent.

“Yeah,” I said, unwilling to entertain his shit another second. “Have a
good show.”

“Thanks.”

We separated at the bar. I sat on my stool and watched the whole show,
my grudge against him disappearing song by song. He lost his shirt, tucking
it in his back pocket on the second set. Seduced by the sweat dripping from
his hair, the movement of his body, I watched, my reaction the same, the
warmth spreading as I kept my eyes glued while a group of girls screamed
at the foot of the stage. The club was sweltering and packed beyond its
limit. Ben shrieked out the lyrics to one of their originals, “Even”. It was a
song about a little boy who was left alone in a dark house, screaming for his
mother. It was dark, and it reeked of Reid. I shuddered at the thought of that



happening to him. That night there was something different in the way he
played, and it radiated off him. He didn’t look up, not once. Not even when
Ben tried to engage him. He felt so far away as the fans screamed for them.
After the show, Reid made a beeline for me, and we drove home in silence
before he retreated to his balcony.

I slept alone.



TWENTY-TWO

10,000 Emerald Pools
Borns

It’s crazy how a small stroke of luck can turn things around. And I knew
without a doubt that Reid needed something more to keep him going, and
that something more turned out to be an invitation to play weekly at a
couple of clubs and get paid for it.

“It’s starting,” I said with a smile as he gave me my phone back. Ben
had called me because Reid’s had been disconnected a few days before.

“It’s not much at all.”

“It’s money to play drums!” I said with a broad smile. “You are a paid
musician now, Crowne,” I said, traying an order of enchiladas as he stood
next to me, loading up his own. He couldn’t hide his smile, and that time I
caught the full dimple.

“Let’s go out tonight and celebrate,” I suggested, hopeful.

“Yeah,” he said. “We made plans to meet up later.”

“Oh, well, if it’s a group thing, I get it. I can get a ride from Leslie.”

“No, you can’t.” Leslie popped her head out of her office. “I’m your
boss, not a taxi service, Stella. And, Reid, you better make damn sure you
clear those nights with me.”

He gave Linebacker Leslie a salute then walked his tray out of the door.

“I’ll work all those shifts to cover him,” I offered. “Every one. Even if it
means doubles.”

“I would take you up on that, except you’re a horrible waitress.”

I drew my brows together. “What? I am not!”

Leslie nodded toward my tray. “That order went in ten minutes after you
took it. I watched you, and now those enchiladas are freezing.”

“I’ll do better.”

“I doubt it,” Leslie said as I made a face at her turned back. “I have a
rearview mirror in here.”


https://open.spotify.com/track/2pA4ip3VIEVcIa3qE02oAX
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I’d always romanticized being around a rock ‘n’ roll band. What could be
more rewarding than hearing creative conversations fly in a cloud of smoke,
tattoos, and cheap beer? It’s not every woman’s fantasy, but as Reid slung
his arm around me, his fingers lightly brushing my shoulder as he spoke, I
couldn’t help but to feel the exhilaration that came with sitting in the dark
black booth as one of them. A silent cheerleader. For once, I just sat back
and watched, and kept the questions to myself. And that’s when I saw the
true magic. The starlit eyes of four guys who were on the same edge of
something. Even Reid’s prominent skepticism was on the back burner. I
melted into his hold, his fingers never stopping. I caught Ben’s eyes on his
fingers once or twice before he winked at me.

“Fuck, man, if we can get a few more gigs, we can quit our jobs,” Rye
said enthusiastically.

“Says the guy who just needs enough money to play video games on his
mother’s couch. This isn’t real money,” Ben said with an eye roll. “But,
damn,” he said, raising his glass, “I’ll take the steady gigs.” They all
toasted, and I raised my glass. They got busy talking about new songs, the
energy around the table flowing through all of us. I texted Lexi and saw
Reid frown at me. “Lexi.”

He nodded and laughed at something Adam said before he turned back
to me while I put my phone away.

“Hey,” he whispered. “You feeling okay?”

“Yeah, of course. Why?”

He grinned wide. Beautiful. “I didn’t think you were capable of being
quiet.”

I shrugged. “Just watching you shine, Reid Crowne.”

He shook his head. “Stella, it’s just a gig.”

“It’s two gigs, and soon it will be three and then more. Reid, you guys
are filling up clubs. This isn’t small shit anymore.”

“Hell yes, we are,” Ben said as he motioned to the waitress. “Hey,
beautiful, a round of shots.”



She gave him a shy smile and a nod. Ben’s charm was disarming. I
couldn’t wait to watch him work his magic on Lexi.

I smiled at the thought and then felt fingertips brush my jaw before
persuasive fingers turned my face. There was a brief flash in Reid’s eyes as
he dipped in and took my lips. I knew it was supposed to be a brief kiss. I
felt his intent to withdraw before he gripped the back of my head, the hand
on my shoulder now fisting in my hair. He molded us together, fire chasing
fire. I felt the groan in his mouth but couldn’t hear it as he ignored the
objection of Adam and Rye, and the peanut shells tossed at us. Reid made it
last, and I clutched him to me, feeding, feeling, flying while he gave me my
Sissy/Grenade kiss. The one I’d been hoping for my whole life. He slowed
it and pulled away as I stared up at him in a daze. Duran Duran’s “Ordinary
World” filtered the noise of the bar as he pressed in once more—his
decision of us—against my lips. But my heart had declared it long before
his own.

Ben sat on the other side of the booth with his arms folded and a huge
shit-eating grin covering his face, while Rye and Adam sat shocked at
Reid’s public display. No one was more surprised than me, and I was sure it
showed on my face. I cleared my throat and braved a look at Ben, who had
his head tilted with a believe it, woman look on his face. I giggled like a
giddy idiot and buried my head in Reid’s chest.

“Looks like we’ve just earned ourselves a Yoko, boys,” Adam said, as
Reid glared in his direction right along with Ben.

“No,” Ben said before Reid could utter a word. “Shut the hell up,
Adam. Our Yoko’s behind us,” he continued as he passed out shots, no
doubt referring to Lia.

I reached out and double tapped Adam on the forehead. He jerked back,
spilling half his shot. Reid chuckled. “And this one can take care of
herself,” I announced as I glared at Adam. “Take that back!”

“My apologies, my lady,” Adam said sincerely, as he tapped his glass
with mine. We took the shot and the rest of the table followed.




That night, while Reid was in the shower, I peeked at some of his lyrics. I
couldn’t help myself. His library was vast, and I was buzzed, so it sort of,
kind of, gave me permission to make shitty decisions. I grabbed the book
he’d been scribbling in, anxious to get inside his head, and my heart
stopped. Heavy tears fell as his words blurred, and I wiped my face to soak
them in. Some of them were just random whispers and incomplete thoughts.
Rage littered several pages, and I could see he wrote them heavy-handed.
And the most recent pages were songs.

Three songs about suicide.

Two songs about sex.

And the last song was about abandonment.

It read far too obvious between his desperate lines; he was battling
demons I’d never met.

“Stella?” Reid’s voice was low as I dropped the notebook and scrubbed
my face with my hands. “I’m sorry. But I get it now. I get how personal it
is, okay? I’ll never do that to you again. I won’t push. Just give me the
chance to prove it.”

I couldn’t look at him. I had violated him in a way that I couldn’t take
back. I was done at that moment, done pushing. The aspiring journalist in
me was disgusted; the woman who was in love with him was terrified.

Reid stood over me for a moment and then pulled me to my feet.

“You’re telling me that’s the first time?” Shocked at the even tone of his
voice, I met his stare and eagerly nodded.

“I fully expected you to have gotten through half of them by now,” he
said with a twist of his lips.

I couldn’t find it in me to smile, not with the flash of his angry soul
floating around in my head.

He gripped my chin and forced me to look at him. “I told you I was in a
fucked-up place.”

My lips trembled. “You said you were still there.”

He blew fresh breath in my face, and that’s when I realized he was still
dripping wet, and naked. “So you aren’t mad?”

“I’m fucking pissed, but it’s a new state of normal being with you,” he
said with a chuckle. “I’ve never in my life met a woman who needed to
know so much.”

“I’ve never in my life met a man who wanted to tell so little.”



“Match made in hell,” he said as he bit my bottom lip. Sensing my
unease, he shrugged. “They’re just songs, just an outlet, Stella.”

“Okay,” I said, kissing his chest, eager to get as close as I could. I
offered him my lips, which he took and devoured, igniting the flame. We
got lost, and I got naked. I clawed and tasted before I met his hungry eyes
and kneeled at his throne in worship. He hissed through his teeth as I took
him in my mouth. I gripped, sucked, licked, and stroked, starved as he
cupped my chin, his eyes on fire, and began to thrust his hips. His mouth
parted. I moaned and felt him thicken with each pull. Massaging his sack, I
bobbed and gagged, taking him fully, and felt his whole body shudder.
“Fuck, goddamn,” he said, guiding my head as I felt the heat grow in my
belly and spread between my thighs. I’d never been so turned on in my life.
The sound of our mixed sounds had me dripping in anticipation. I drank and
drank until he clutched the back of my head and his orgasm rolled down my
throat. Still kneeling, I looked up at him with my hands on my thighs. He
gripped the top of my arms and pulled me to stand before he lifted me to
straddle him, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Grenade.”



VENTY-THREE

Santeria
Sublime

The next morning, I made Reid eggs with chorizo and fried potatoes.

Because of the heat, we both decided to stay in and do nothing until our
shift. Reid was at his counter eating a second helping while I dug through
his lyrics.

“Oh, I love this one. God, Band Nerd, you really are a poet.”

“Which one?” Reid said, shifting on the counter to glance at the
notebook.

I thrust the notebook at him. ““Trust’, I love it. It’s really good.”

“I have to rename that,” he said. “And I don’t like the guitar riff I wrote
with it. It’s too mainstream. I have to have Rye work that out.”

I gave him my best snooty French accent. “And zee guitar riff is too
mainstream.” I picked at a non-existent piece of lint on my T-shirt and
flicked it before I deadpanned, “Could you be any more pretentious? And,
hey, Ace, when are you going to learn to take a compliment?” I faced him
head-on as he smiled before he took a mammoth bite of his eggs, his hair
covering his dimple. I hated when that happened. But I loved it when he
smiled.

“Well?” I said.

“God, you love to argue,” he chided as he threw our dishes in the soapy
water [ had waiting.

In a few days, I’d be in my own place, and I savored every moment we
played house. I was under no illusions our living situation was permanent.
We’d been forced together, but I had to admit, we were thriving under those
conditions.

Take that, Paige.

“Change of plans, we have to hit the music store. I need a new set of
sticks.”


https://open.spotify.com/track/2DexIlEkLb0hKRVtyoreXn
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“Oh,” T said as I moved to my duffle bag. I threw on my Vans and a
John Lennon “Imagine” T-shirt.

“Let’s roll.”

Reid eyed me through the head hole of his fresh T-shirt.

“You spend the least amount of time getting ready than any female I’ve
ever met.”

“I dress up when the occasion calls for it. It’s August in Texas. I can
either go fresh-faced or end up looking like I just left a funeral.” T pulled
out my peppermint lip gloss, coated my lips, and smacked them at him.
“Happy?”

“You’re so rough around the edges, my little Latina. You should have
been a man,” he said while he stared at my glistening lips. “But fuck if I'm
not glad you aren’t.”

We walked through the store like a couple. It was our first official outing
together, though no words had been spoken. It was a given, especially since
we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. It wasn’t so much hand-holding
as it was body language. He would lean into me as we walked down the
aisles. We’d share an intimate smile. He’d grab my wrist to get me to stop
while he browsed. He didn’t want me far away, and I didn’t want to be.
When we made it to the display aisle, Reid paused in front of a set of DW
drums.

“Drummer’s Workshop,” I said, “these are kind of like the Cadillac of
drums, right?”

“Fucking Ferrari,” he said, eyeing them with appreciation. I glanced at a
white plastic table in front of them. There was a fishbowl full of narrow
strips of paper.

“They’re giving them away,” I pointed out and gripped the pen. “Let’s
enter.”

“They’re gathering email addresses,” he said. True to form, he looked at
me with a raised brow.

“Fine, if I win them, I’ll give them to some other drummer.”



“The hell you will.” Reid gripped the pen and filled out the form,
tossing his own entry in.

We walked out twenty minutes later with a fresh pair of sticks, and I
caught Reid’s smile as he looked over at me once we were seated in the
truck. I was rummaging through my tiny backpack when I felt his hand on
mine. “Hey, Stella?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re beautiful.”

Later that night, I was in The Garage as Rye worked out a new riff for the
song Reid had brought to the studio. It was the one I picked out. They
wanted to have it ready for a show the following week. While Rye went
through a slew of chords, I sat on Reid’s stool, his new drumsticks in hand
while he was behind me trying to teach me the basics after a five-minute
lecture on how to hold them.

I pressed the pedal and tapped the snare as he chuckled. “Try again.
Bass drum on the first, snare on the third, cymbal with the right on all four.”

“This is painful to watch,” Adam said with a glib tone as Ben laughed
and threw out a word of encouragement. “Come on, woman, you’re half
Mexican. You were born with rhythm.”

“I’m Latina,” I corrected. “And I have rhythm. Shut up.” After a few
minutes, my shoulders slumped. “This is kind of hot,” Reid whispered as I
growled at yet another false start.

“Nothing hot about a girl who can’t play,” I said, discouraged.

“You wanted to do bass anyway. What do you say, Adam?” Reid asked
him with a chuckle.

“Hell no, she scares me,” he said as he protectively covered his bass
with his arms. “She looks like she’s ready to blow.”

“You ready to blow, Stella?” Reid whispered playfully as I turned my
head and glared at him. “Enough with the jokes. I can do this. Back up,” I
said with a heated whisper. “And you two, shut up,” I said to Adam and
Ben. Ben cracked a beer and took the couch as Rye really began to dig in.



I counted in my head and started again and again. It seemed like an
eternity until it finally clicked and I nailed it. I sat, stunned, as Ben raised
his beer and grabbed his mic. Rye grinned over at me. “Okay, Latina, let’s
see what you got.” He started the familiar guitar chords of Sublime’s
“Santeria” and Adam and I joined in on cue, which I think surprised us all
—well, at least the fact that I jumped in at the right time. Elated but afraid
to lose my count, I kept my head down in concentration as Ben sang. I kept
the beat steady, but I was bursting inside as I tried to carry it through,
tapping the cymbals when the song called for it and then grabbing the beat
back. With hopeful eyes, I looked up to see Reid smoking on the couch, his
eyes mixed pride and amusement as the rest of the guys looked back at me
with ironic smiles.

“That was good, right?” I asked, beaming.

“Oh, hell no.”

“Horrible.”

“Really, really bad.”

I laughed so hard, I had tears in my eyes as Reid moved to take his
sticks from me. “Thank you,” I whispered. “I don’t think you know how
much that meant to me.”

“Yeah, I do, because you told me. You talk a lot. I'm still trying to
recover from last night’s nightmare I heard about for two hours. Now hand
me the sticks, so no one else gets hurt,” he whispered. His eyes reached
deep and swept me away to the point of no return. “And I’ll play you later,”
he said with a wink.

“You are so in for it,” I promised. We were that sickening new couple
and we both knew it.

“Cut that shit out, now,” Ben said into his mic. “I’m fucking jealous.”

I pulled back with a laugh and resumed my seat on the couch as they
collectively showed me what good was.



TWENTY-FOUR

Stay
Hurts

“What the fuck, MOM!” I heard Reid bark from his empty bedroom. “Tell
him to stop fucking drinking.” A short pause. “And I’'m paying for it.” I
jumped as I heard his bathroom door slam. Still, I heard every venomous
word. “I’m not talking about the money! I knew this would happen.”

His voice boomed in the hollow space while I stuffed my duffle. Lexi
was minutes away, and we were moving into our apartment. Ben watched
me in the living room as I jumped with his next explosion. I heard a crack
and looked over to Ben, who motioned to the open door he held. “Come on,
you don’t need to hear this.”

Nerves firing off, I followed him to the porch. It was littered with
cigarette butts. Reid had come home from his shift the night before utterly
unapproachable. His dinner plate was still untouched. He spent our last
night playing house chain-smoking and isolated. He refused to talk about
anything that morning after our bodies aligned and he’d burned through me
like one of his cigarettes. His eyes were empty and refused to meet mine as
he filled me to the brink again and again, his face twisted. The only time he
spoke was when he asked me for my phone minutes before Lexi was
supposed to show up. I reluctantly gave it to him, knowing whatever
conversation he had would only add fuel to his inner fire. He was pissed in
a way that scared me. And I had never been afraid of Reid.

“Do you know what’s going on?” I asked Ben.

He shrugged. “What’s always going on. His parents are infants.”

“I hate them already. I don’t ever want to know them,” I said as I
thought of his lyrics, the torment in the lines of his songs. I knew enough to
know that they hadn’t been there for him. They were selfish and
undeserving.

Nervous, sick to my stomach, I stood and heard another loud crash.

“He’s just letting the steam off. He’s calmed down a lot.”
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“This is calm?” I said, afraid to look in the apartment.

“Extremely,” Ben said smoothly. “That’s why he plays with so much
fucking heart.”

“Right.” T swallowed just as Lexi’s SUV came into view, a small U-
Haul hooked to the back of it.

“That’s Lexi,” I said with relief. She looked around the buildings,
completely confused until I called her name and met her at the bottom of
the stairs. A wicked grin covered her face as she ran toward me and
squeezed the life out me.

“Jesus, I thought I would never get here!”

“I’ve missed you so much,” I said, a shake in my voice.

She pulled back and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Her budding concern was cut short when she spotted Ben over my
shoulder at the top of the steps. I let out a breath of relief I didn’t know I’d
been holding and demanded her attention as I clutched her to me. She felt
like home and was a much-needed comfort at that moment.

She pulled back and gave me a wink. “Finally, right?”

“Hi,” she said as she gave Ben a quick once-over.

“Stranger. Welcome home,” he said with a nod. I looked between them
and knew they were far more intimately acquainted than they were acting.
They’d been talking or texting every day. Still, they played cool, and I
couldn’t wait to see it unfold. A minute later, Reid burst through the front
door and tapped Ben on the shoulder.

“A minute, man.”

I could see Ben’s apprehension as he followed him in and shut the door
behind him.

“What’s going on?” Lexi asked as she looked me over.

“I don’t know.”

“You look scared,” she said as she stood back and surveyed me. She’d
re-dyed the tips of her dark hair red and looked kissed by the sun. Beautiful
in a light blue sundress and tied leather sandals. Suddenly, it seemed like I’d
spent an eternity without her. It was amazing what could happen in a few
months.

Everything. Everything could happen in a few months.

Half an hour later, with Lexi and I covered in the afternoon heat, both
Reid and Ben came through the door. Ben looked pissed, and Reid avoided
all eye contact.



“Let’s get you moved, ladies,” Ben said, as he carried my duffle down
the stairs.

My eyes drifted up to Reid. “Reid?”

His jaw ticked. “I’ll catch up.” He walked back inside and slammed the
door.

“Don’t,” Ben warned as he pulled at my wrist.

“He’s not coming?”

Still trying to get past, he gripped me tight. “Listen, babe, you don’t
need to—"

I pushed past him and pounded up the stairs and into the apartment to
see Reid gripping his hair in the middle of his living room, our mattress
pushed up against the wall.

“Reid.”

His bite was instant. “Can never fucking follow directions, can you?”

I ignored him because he didn’t mean it. Even with his desperate and
angry fucking, I felt him with me. “Please, just tell me what’s going on.”

Hazel eyes stared through me as I stood with my heart in my throat. A
long, wordless exchange took place, and for a second, I saw the man I love
come back, his eyes focused, his hesitance speaking volumes. And then I
knew. “No.”

His voice was full of residual anger and defeat. “I have to.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I get it. Okay? I get it. You’ve had a rough couple
of months, but you’re so close to something. Can’t you see it?”

“No.”

“Then believe me,” I said, taking a step toward him.

“Stop. This isn’t a fucking fairytale, Stella. Life doesn’t magically start
happening for anyone. Things don’t just begin to go your way because you
try. I’'m living proof. I tried, Stella. I tried so hard.”

“It happens! It happens and you know it.” I clung to hope. “You only
see the success of others, Reid. You have to dig deeper to find out how long
it took them to get there. It takes years!”

“I don’t have years, Stella.”

“Reid—"

“I can’t fucking afford to believe anymore!”

He’d never yelled at me before. And I could see his regret the minute he
did. He flinched as I moved toward him. I was no longer scared of him; I




was terrified for him. Shoulders slumped, his chin to his chest, I felt his
thread snap.

“One minute past desperation,” I whispered. “You have to wait one
minute past desperation, Reid. That’s when it happens. You’ll get a break.
You will. It’s coming,” T assured him as he looked at me with disbelieving
eyes. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Help me unpack my place and then
we’ll go have some fun. You need to be inspired. I know just the place.”

Glaring at me, he dug into his pocket and slammed five dollars and
change on his counter. “I can’t go anywhere! I can’t afford to buy my
woman a goddamned meal!”

“And you know I don’t care about that. We don’t need money. I don’t
need anything.” But you.

He scoffed. “You’re so naive.”

“Stop. I'm in this with you. You know that, Reid. Let’s go to The
Garage. Playing always makes you feel better.”

“There is no more Garage. I'm out of the band. I sold my drums to
Jason last night. I’'m leaving.”

“Last night?” The blood drained from my face and I felt faint. “Why,
why, why would you do that?”

“I’m going back to Nacogdoches to live with my parents. My mom
needs my help with my dad.”

“You knew last night?”

“I knew a month ago,” he said with a gravelly voice. “And then you
happened. I tried, Stella. I just got another job to start graveyard next week,
and with the gigs, I thought I could swing it. But it’s too late. I got evicted
yesterday.”

He had tried to keep from leaving before he ever touched me. He had
stayed for me. It felt beautiful and horrible at the same time. Tears slipped
out one by one as I realized the gravity of it all.

“That’s why you let Lia take everything?”

He gave a sharp nod. And my fight kicked back in.

“I’ll help. I’ll do whatever I can—”

“Like what? Shoving tips into my books? Your sister told me about that,
Stella.”

I would never speak to her again.

“I can’t make it here and keep sending everything to my mother. I can’t
fucking make it. I have to go.”



“You can stay with me. I want you to stay with me.”

“I want you to stop trying to take care of me! Goddammit, Stella, stop!”

My heart plummeted as he looked around his living room and then
made a beeline for his bedroom. Following him with a flat-lining heart, I
watched him pull out a large duffle and begin loading his clothes. “I can’t
stay with you, Stella. I just can’t. I don’t want to screw things up for you.
And my mom needs me.”

“She doesn’t deserve your help! They got themselves into their own
mess. She doesn’t deserve you as a son!”

“Stop,” he said softly. “She’s my mother. And I’ve explained this to
you.”

“And I’m the only woman that’s behind you. ME!”

“And I never asked you for that.”

It was a sledgehammer to the stomach. “I’m going to forget you said
that.”

“Fuck,” he said through a ragged breath as he ran a hand through his
hair. “I'm sorry. I didn’t mean that. I don’t regret a single thing that
happened between you and me. But I can’t stay here. I just can’t stay.”

“We can—"

“Stella, I want to go.”

“You want to go?” My voice cracked. “Reid,” I said breathlessly, “what
about us?”

He began ripping T-shirts from hangers, then kicked the cheap plastic
sock drawer he had against the wall.

When he didn’t answer, my angry heart began to speak for me.

“Me, too. I gotta go, huh? It’s not enough to leave the band, everyone
else goes, t00.”

He stopped with his shirts in hand, only to drive his fists through the
wall of his closet. Punishing and relentless, it shredded easily under his
heavy throws. Screaming in surprise, I shrank into the discarded pile of
shirts while I watched him self-destruct. When he collapsed on the floor,
exhausted and sweat pouring off of his brow, he drew his legs up and
cupped his knees as blood seeped from his knuckles. Moving fast, I
inspected his hands and saw he hadn’t broken anything. I rushed to his
bathroom and grabbed a washcloth, wet it, and raced back to him. He
allowed me mere seconds to clean them while he stared blankly at the
ruined wall. “It’s fine.” He jerked away and began stuffing his duffle again.



Standing in front of him, I gripped his bag and tried to force his eyes on
mine.

“We were never supposed to happen,” he said, dodging me. “I’m not
good for you, Stella.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m not. Your sister knows it. Everyone seems to know it but you.”

“Because it’s not true.”

An exasperated laugh left him as he looked down at me, our eyes
locking, breathing the same air. Seeing my panic, he shook his head.
“You’re better off.”

“I’m not,” I said as angry tears rolled down my face. “I might not know
much, Reid, but I do know this: I'm yours.” My breath hitched as he
dropped his bag before he thrust his fingers in my hair and crushed his
mouth to mine. I gripped him just as greedily as he parted my mouth before
his tongue plunged deep. Kissing him in that moment was completion, bliss
and agony, and at the heart of it, it felt like goodbye. And it hit so deep, I
began to cry before I ripped my lips away, fighting to keep that feeling.
Fighting as long as I was able to. Despite what he said, it was his kiss that
told me our love was real, and I would do anything to keep it. To keep Reid.

“Don’t leave. Please don’t leave. We can work this out. I’ll talk to Lexi.
Don’t go.”

“I’m on my knees, Stella,” he whispered, his forehead pressed to mine.
“And I’m fucking exhausted from being here. I’'m sorry,” he said softly.

He moved past me and began shoving his shoes into the bag.

“Reid—"

“I’m leaving, Stella.”

“Fuck!” I screamed, gripping my hair before I sank down to the floor. I
heard the rustle in his bathroom, and sometime later, I heard the god-awful
sound of the zip. I was still sobbing when he knelt in the closet in front of
me and softly said my name. “Stella.”

“I can’t believe you’re giving up. If you could only—" I hiccupped “—
for one second, see what I see. Just believe me,” I begged, refusing to look
at him. I was shattering and I showed it. I held nothing back as I let the raw
emotion pour out of me. Apparently, I had no dignity when it came to my
heartache. None. I was wide open, he saw it, and I let him see. A gentle
hand caressed the side of my face before my head was tilted up.

“You’re making a mistake,” I whispered.



“I’m tired of starving, tired of working my ass off, getting up only to get
kicked down again. I need a breather. I want out of Austin for a while.”

“But you’ll come back?” T implored, as the tears crested over my lips.
They tasted like ruin. “You’ll come back, right?”

“I don’t know.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t know?”

He brushed my hair away from my face. “You remember that seven
minutes you saved me? I just wanted to spend them with you, Stella.”

“You can have all of them. I’ll give them all to you, Reid. Stay.”

He closed his eyes as if my words hurt. “Stop.”

“Stop,” 1 bit out bitterly. “Not going to happen.” I could feel his
frustration as his eyes begged me to understand. And I did. But it didn’t
mean [ had to let him go without a fight.

“Fine, if you won’t stay for me, what about the band?”

“They’ll find someone else. I don’t have it all figured out.”

“But you’ll play again. You aren’t done, right?”

“I don’t know.”

Tears pooled and multiplied. I could see his pain, feel it, and it was my
only comfort, because his words only twisted the knife.

“Don’t hate me,” he whispered.

“Just don’t stop playing, Reid. Don’t give up.” I kissed his jaw. “Go
home,” 1 said, standing, and he followed suit, now towering above me.
Steadying myself, I found the words and the strength I had left to speak
them. “If I’'m not what you need, then go find it. I bared myself to you, and
you didn’t have the decency to fall in love with me. I probably will hate
you. I fell for you, scared, but I did it anyway.” Courage, anger, or one of
the half-dozen emotions racing through me pushed the rest out. “But don’t
stop playing. Promise me. And make this promise count.”

He stayed mute, and I felt the last rip of my heart as he refused to give
me that much.

No longer able to control my sobs, I stumbled out the door and down
the stairs toward Lexi, who looked at me wide-eyed before muttering, “Oh
shit.” Ben was silent, his eyes filled with anger while he looked over my
shoulder.

“Stella,” Reid said from the top of the steps, eyes steel green, face stone
as he watched me cry. My breath stuttered as my body shook with silent



sobs, pain on display, heart stung and fluttering in my chest in confusion. “I

promise.”
A moment passed between us before I nodded. His eyes lingered briefly

before he walked back into the apartment and closed the door.

That night I moved into my apartment while Reid Crowne left Austin—
left me.



TWENTY-FIVE
(11 )

Normally this is the part where you flip the tape over, or change one burnt

CD for another, but technology has managed to make it more convenient for
us all to relive our individual soundtracks anywhere, anytime, at our
fingertips. All I had to do was press the little right facing triangle on my
iPhone to submerge myself back into a life that seemed light years ago.

I had to hand it to technology, though. It played a major role in my
success, but it didn’t happen overnight.

It was just like I'd told Reid: it takes years and one minute past
desperation.

I waited that one minute.

It wasn’t about the if; it was about the when. I collapsed into the lumpy
bed at the motel I’d found when exhaustion hit and tears began fusing with
the rain-streaked windshield. I stared at the mustard-colored popcorn
ceiling with my tweed jacket still on and my life’s tool in my hand. I
sometimes wished I had a foggy memory. That I couldn’t remember the
details, the dates, the story.

It was both my gift and my curse.

And music was my navigation. I had followed the music my whole life.
My guidance, my protection, my ammunition. I followed it to Austin and
into the arms of my first love, only to be ripped apart. But music was loyal
and stayed with me, my constant, my comfort, and, at times, my enabler.

I rolled over in bed, facing the paneled wood wall. Though I wanted
nothing to do with the damn time machine in my hand, I had no choice,
because despite our differences about the journey, I remained loyal and took
direction. And because I followed, the road narrowed and shed light on
memories that just kept circling, begging to be acknowledged long after the



last note. I stared at the ticking notifications on the bottom of the screen and
ignored them, opting to send a text instead.

In a shitty motel behind a bolt-locked door. Don’t worry. I love you.

The bubbles started and stopped for an eternity. He’d had time to think
and he was not a happy man.

Why the fuck aren’t you home?

That’s the thing about intimacy and truly knowing the person you’re
with. They always know when something’s off, no matter how casually you
try to sweep your unease away. They know. It’s their job, because in the
song of your life, they are the ones listening. It’s when they stop that you
need to worry. He’d listened to mine. He knew when a beat was missing, or
a note was forgotten. He’d memorized my song, and I was his favorite.

I’ll be home tomorrow night. I love you.

The bubbles started and stopped again, and I could feel the call coming,
but he left it alone.

After a hot shower in the questionably yellow stall, I lay across the
floral comforter and plugged in my time machine before I glanced at the

clock.

11:11 p.m. Make a wish, Stella.

'y

Whiter Shade of Pale
Annie Lennox
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Seventeen days after Reid Crowne left Austin, I got an email.
“Stella!”

Ben was the one that answered the door when the drums were delivered.
And if T weren’t so hell-bent on hating life, I would have laughed at the
expression on his face. Instead, I signed for them as the delivery guys toted
the huge box inside the apartment and set it in the middle of our poorly
furnished living room.

“How the hell did you get the money for these?” Lexi asked as she
shared a stupefied look with Ben.

“I didn’t buy them,” I said, my heart wilting as I remembered our day in
the music store. “I won them.”

Ben shook his head with an ironic grin. “Only you, Stella. You’re like a
fucking unicorn.”

“Hey,” Lexi protested and slapped his chest playfully, “and what am 1?”
She had her hands on her hips, her large eyes imploring his. It was just like
I thought it would be. With zero reluctance from Lexi, due to Ben’s
irresistible charm, they got together the minute Lexi got to Austin. And they
were perfect for each other.

“Oh, baby,” he said as he cradled the sides of her face, “you’re my
muse.”

Though happy for Lexi, I hated being so close to them. They had the
warmth that was taken from me. As far as I was concerned, it was the
coldest August in the history of Texas.

The cycle lasted about a week. Lexi got me drunk. Held my hand while
I talked, and held my head while I threw up. Ben had the unfortunate luck
of watching it unfold, too, due to his inability to stay away from Lexi, but I
didn’t give a damn. I let myself bleed freely.

I’d only worked two shifts at the restaurant while Paige watched me like
a hawk before I irresponsibly threw down my apron and told Leslie I quit. I
refused to speak to Paige. She would never get the chance to say I told you
s0, just like I wouldn’t be able to with Reid.

In a matter of months, everything had changed between the three of us.
A split-second decision to walk toward fire, while I was already engulfed in
my own flames. I’d never felt that way about anyone and knew it could
never happen again. He was my once . . . Reid was my once.



I went through the days in a blur. Ben was over constantly, usually
wearing his Home Depot vest after a long day in the lumber department,
and entertaining Lexi on our couch while I holed up in my room, staring out
the window or walking around our complex, battling insomnia.

I had no words. I hadn’t listened to a single song that I wasn’t forced to
at a gas station or a grocery store, which was detrimental to my writing. I
had no words if there was no music. And he took it.

Reid took it.

Still, I’d finished enough new articles in my time at Paige’s and Reid’s,
along with some old drafts I re-edited and considered print worthy. Without
second-guessing myself, I sent them to Nate via email the morning our
internet was connected. School was starting in a week and was my only
saving grace while I was forced to witness Lexi and Ben’s beginning while
I lived through my ending.

I existed before Reid, lived through loving him, and was left to exist
again while knowing what living felt like.

“What are you going to do with them?” Ben asked, dragging me out of
my stupor as I stared at the box. I could still smell the Irish Spring.

“I’m not doing anything with it.”

Ben furrowed his brows. “Sell them? Well, there’s about six grand in
that box.”

“Six GRAND!” Lexi said, clapping her hands before I stopped her with
a look.

She read my decision easily. “Oh, hell no, Stella! No. NO!”

I looked to Ben, who caught on just as quickly. “Hell no, after what he
did?”

I held Ben’s gaze, mustering up the strength to get my verdict out. But it
didn’t matter. The tears were already streaking my cheeks. “You know
exactly who these belong to.”

“No,” Ben said, as if he had any say in the matter. He stood, arms
crossed, as Lexi backed him up.

“Stop it,” I snapped. My words echoed Reid’s, which only cut me
deeper. “You don’t ever turn your back on him, Ben, do you hear me? Ever.
You said it yourself. You didn’t have the life he has. He’s in hell. He needs
help and refuses to take it, but that doesn’t make it any less hot. You either
take these to him or I'll ship them.”



“Stella, he just left you. Cold as fuck. Cold as I’ve ever seen him. I
watched it,” Ben said in a low voice.

I felt my face heat at the hard truth but pressed on. “Ben, I don’t deserve
your loyalty, yet. You know him better than anyone else.”

He nodded.

“Then you know he did what he thought was the right thing. And you
know those belong to him. He needs them, Ben.”

We stood silent a moment before Ben nodded. “You’re right.”

“I know I’m right.”

“No reason to get cocky.” He winked. “But that’s my girl.”

Lexi stared between us. “Neither of you is right,” she said. “God, Stella,
this could pay a year’s rent!”

Even though Lexi knew the story, there really was no way for her to
understand. We lived like queens compared to what Reid and I dealt with.
And he’d done it a lot longer. Anyone that had never really gone without
couldn’t truly understand that kind of poverty. How it robs your soul and
warps your mind to believe the worst. Bearing witness to it and
sympathizing isn’t living it. Even in the state I was in, some part of me
recognized that I was too enamored, too blinded by love, that I didn’t see
the reality, even when it was written all over everyone else’s face, especially
Reid’s. And love wasn’t enough to stop the dimming light in his eyes or the
defeat in his heart.

“Don’t give up on him,” I whispered to Ben, who held my gaze. “I
promise you he’ll surprise you.”

Though I wasn’t sure I believed my words at that point, I begged Ben to
believe me.

“I’m going to see him at his parents’ this weekend—"

I held up my hand as my heart raced. “Just tell them they were delivered
to his apartment and the manager called Paige. Okay? He won’t take them if
he knows they’re from me.”

“He’s not stupid, Stella.”

“Please, Ben. Please,” I said as more tears fell. “Convince him.”

Ben nodded. “And what if he asks about you?”

Would he even bother? I would never get over the look on his face the
last time I saw him. As if he was completely void of feeling. A wall of
anger mixed with a promise that had nothing to do with me.



“Tell him I’m mad. He’ll believe that. Tell him I won’t shut up about
what an asshole he is. He thinks . . .” T croaked as I hung my head with a
shaky breath. “He probably thinks I was just some kid with a crush.”

“That’s all fine and dandy, Stella, except you stopped talking, you don’t
fucking eat, and you never sleep,” Ben said as he looked me over.

“Lie, Ben. And do a good job of it, okay? Everyone warned me.
Everyone, including Reid. I’m the one who pushed us together. This isn’t
his fault. He’s probably already forgotten about me.” I walked down the hall
and shut my bedroom door.



Numb
U2

Heartache has the most annoying sound. It’s an echo. An echo of
heartbeats stuck on a loop. But the good news was there was always a new
sound to take its place. And I spent my days searching for it. After Ben
returned from Nacogdoches, less one set of Ferrari drums, I forced myself
to start searching for a new sound. I wanted out of the loop. I wanted to
forget about my shitty three-month start in Austin, my sister, and the man
who exiled himself from my life.

I gotajob. .. as a waitress. Because short hours and good money were
the only solutions when you had a full semester of credits to earn, which I
did.

And as I walked through campus my first day at UT, a calm settled over
me. It was the one thing that had gone according to plan. I felt safe. Even if
Reid said it was an illusion.

I had to forgive music, and so I went all in.

My iPod was filled with nothing but aggression, and I stomped across
campus on a mission.

I delivered frothy beers at the infamous Maggie Mae’s on 6™, killing
two birds with one stone. I got to hear live music from the up and coming
while I made money. It made sense. Everything was coming together,
except for the jagged pieces of myself that rattled around in my chest like a
noisy piece of costume jewelry.

Nate emailed me with good feedback on my columns and set up a date
for us to meet at Speak to discuss my future.

He kept it professional, and I breathed out a sigh of relief when I wasn’t
pressed for more.

Fall began despite the clinging summer temperatures.

Football season arrived, which meant better tips.

And Lexi and Ben fell in love.
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Though I was powering through my life as planned, I was still in love
with Reid Crowne.

And I fucking hated Dave Grohl.

Why? Because on every corner, I saw a scruffy-faced, ear-length, dark-
haired guy with a T-shirt, jeans, and a metal chain wallet.

And my heart would stop.

And my throat would knot.

And I would shed a tear when the face, which wasn’t Reid’s, turned my
way.

The Sergeants still played every week for money. And being the self-
absorbed asshole I was, I couldn’t force myself to a single show. I took the
low road, because it felt better to wither there.

Lexi was a lifesaver. She put up with my self-indulgent shit for weeks
before she ever suggested we go out. My answer was no, and her
consolation was Ben. It worked.

Life was marching on. It was as if he never existed. No one talked about
him.

But I felt him. Embedded. Our seven minutes on a loop, our song cut
short.

On the day I walked through the doors of Austin Speak, I was more
determined than ever to forget my heart and follow the music. With a one-
track mind, I greeted Sierra, who waved at me enthusiastically while she
explained on the phone that Nate Butler was in a meeting. I had on new
purple Converse with Eminem’s “Till I Collapse” Iyrics scribbled all over
the sides, but settled on a lightweight, black V-neck sweater and black
slacks. I’d cut a few inches off my ornery hair and flattened it until it lay
like silk over my shoulders. I was still resistant to makeup, aside from
heavy mascara and lipstick.

“Hey, you,” Sierra greeted with a warm smile. “He’s expecting you.
Good job, by the way. You made one hell of an impression on him.”

“Thanks.” Even though I knew that impression was questionable.



“Miss Emerson here to see you.”

Though I kept a straight face, I started to shake inside the minute Nate
opened his office door. He gave me a smile and ushered me back.

Nerves firing off, I walked past the noisy desks and avid attention of
those behind them until I reached the safety of his door.

Get a grip, Stella.

“Hello,” I said with a smile as Nate stood at his desk, looking me over
with surprise before he smirked, satisfied when he saw the shoes.

“Good song.”

“The best.”

“Shut the door,” Nate said without further scrutiny. “Have a seat.”

I shut the door as he began typing furiously, a single earbud tucked
discretely below his coppery, slicked back locks. Briefly, I wondered his
flavor of music. He didn’t strike me as a rap guy, but edgy rock and roll
didn’t exactly fit him, either. I bit my lip as he pounded away on his keys,
his lashes dancing above his pronounced cheekbones. He seemed taller,
broader, more. The man was larger than life, and as he looked over at me
with paralyzing blue eyes, I had no doubts he knew it.

“Good job, Stella,” he said as he pushed away from his laptop and set
his arms on his desk. “I mean that.”

“Thank you,” I said hoarsely then cleared my throat.

“Nervous?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t be,” he said with a wink. “I’ll buy them. You’re getting
published. Have you fact checked all of this?”

My chest pounded, my stomach queasy as I hid my elation. “Yes.”

“No matter, I will want them checked again and reserve the right to the
final draft, understood?” He pulled a folder from his desk and laid out a
schedule. “You’ll be working with JJ. You two will share space with city
events and entertainment. I will not break up fights between the two of you.
Figure it out. Best story is always going to get picked, and Stella—" he
paused, looking at me pointedly “—he’s good.”

Intimidation and elation was a shitty combo.

“But you can learn from him. Don’t declare him the enemy yet. He’s
fair, and he’s been covering by himself since the paper started.”

“What does JJ stand for?”

“Never asked,” he said, furrowing his brows. “You okay? You’re pale.”



“I’m fine,” I said, completely convincing us both that I was anything
but.

He stared at me long and hard. “Stella, if you can’t handle this, tell me
right now. Circulation is growing. I need to expand the section. Things have
changed drastically since the last time you were in here. We’ve been able to
add four pages.”

“I’m ready,” I said, finding my voice.

What the hell is wrong with you? This is your shot, take it. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, you’ll need to go over your schedule with JJ when you leave
here. He’ll show you the ins and outs. I want you at a desk here once a
week, one Saturday a month. Sierra will set you up with your paperwork up
front. If you’re writing for money, this isn’t the job to take.”

“Understood.”

He clasped his hands together. “Where are you, Stella?”

“I’m here, Nate.”

“No,” he said as he stood and walked around his desk then leaned
against it. “No, you aren’t.”

I met his eyes head on, though my confidence had wavered drastically
since I’d walked through the front door. At that moment, with the beautiful
man standing in front of me, practically offering me the world, I was
choking. I glanced down at my shoes.

This is your moment.

I met Nate’s stare again. “I’m here.”

He was slow to smile. “Yeah,” he gave me a sexy wink. “Welcome
back.”

He brushed past me, and I inhaled a whiff of his cologne.

“JJ,” he called from his office door.

A minute later, a lithe guy who looked a few years older than me
popped his head in the door. “Sup?”

“This is Stella Emerson. She’s your new co.”

“Really?” he said as he looked me over. “Can she even get into the
shows?”

I crossed my arms. “Nice to meet you, too. I’m covered.”

“Good,” he said as he took a better look at me and walked through the
door. He was tall, well groomed, and dressed like he came straight from the
prep school suburbs.

“What does JJ stand for?” I asked as we sized each other up.



“Jon Jon.”

Nate barked out a laugh as I glanced at him over my shoulder with a
raised brow.

Nate and I shared a conspiratorial smile.

Eat him alive, Stella.

He’s so screwed.

Still, I knew better than to judge a person by their appearance. I’d been
enlightened more than I cared to admit, especially in the past few months.

“Now you two kids have fun. I have shit to do,” Nate said as he plugged
his earbud back in and started to type. JJ ducked out of the office, and I
turned to face him. Thank you didn’t seem like enough, and as usual,
whenever I tried to think of something clever, it never came.

“Shut the door,” Nate said with a budding twist of his lips.

I stood there awkwardly until I had no choice but to do his bidding.

“Where can I read you?”

I jumped as the question was barked at my back by none other than my
new partner.

“I’m not published yet,” I said boldly. “I’m in the journalism program at
UT.”

“You’re a student?”

“Shut the fuck up, Jon Jon,” Nate barked through the door. I bit my lips
to hide my smile.

“Really,” JJ said with pure contempt. “Never worked anywhere?”

“No.”

His head dropped. “Intern?”

“No,” I said with a sigh.

JJ raised his brows. He wore too much gel in his caramel brown hair,
and way too much body spray. His khaki’s looked ironed. I decided to heed
Nate’s advice.

“Let’s go to a show tonight,” I suggested. “Let’s start that way.”

He looked me over skeptically before nodding his head. “Fine, but I’'m
covering movies.”

“Jon Jon, be nice,” Nate scolded behind the door.

Jon Jon rolled his eyes as I pulled him away from the office door with
my offer. “Tonight, you pick the place. Give me your number.” I
programmed it into my phone and texted him. “Text me where and what
time.”



JJ scrutinized me again and smiled when he got to my shoes. “I’ll text
you.”

Half of the staff was staring at me like I needed to be trapped, and I was
fine with that because I'd just became a colleague and threat. I held my
head high as I walked back to Sierra.

Just as I suspected, it was the music that brought JJ and me together.
That night, he took me to a see a band called Score. We spent hours talking
over coffee to sober up from the abundance of beers we had. Engaged in
conversation, it was the first time I felt like I may be okay since my heart

hit the pavement.



NVENTY-SEVEN
(D

Wonderwall
Oasis

One month Later

Some people believe intuition is the sixth sense, a gift from the soul. And

while I think that’s true, my theory goes a step further. Having your heart
splintered heightens that sense. Because on instinct alone, you’re constantly
looking for the pieces.

But theories always have to be proven.

I pushed through the crowd of thousands that September with Oasis
singing “Wonderwall” at my back while I choked on the dust that
surrounded us. I was dripping with sweat as I pressed on through the sea of
swaying bodies, my useless press badge around my neck. There were far
too many competitive and recognizable papers covering Austin City Limits,
and even those more reputable rags had limited backstage access. But I’d
scored a ticket on Speak’s dime, and so had JJ, who I’d lost after the first
few hours. We’d already split up the performances we would cover pre-
show. We had a game plan and twenty-eight artists to cover in the three-day
festival. Lexi and Ben had come the night before, and we’d had a blast,
despite the heat and shitty conditions. That night, I was alone, and though
the music was worth the amount of dirt I was steadily inhaling, the heat was
a different story. Indian summer my ass. It was Texas. Fall lasted a week
before freezing set in. It was obvious the heat had no plans of leaving as I
dug through the sweaty faces of the mob. Not to mention Hurricane Rita
was off the coast and tossing winds toward the festival, turning it into a
desert storm. By the second night, I was just fighting to get through the
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shows and breathe. Exhausted by the struggle. Ten thousand plus people
screamed around me as I shoved my way through the unfazed fans lit by
stage lights. I was near panic and desperate for space.

“Excuse me,” I said, nudging my way through as they pressed back
against me. Overheated and anxious, I kept my head down and plowed
through using my elbows. Almost to the edge of the mass, I felt my body
stiffen as a whisper crossed my consciousness. Despite the heat, a chill ran
down my spine.

Look up, Stella.

I did.

And I met the eyes of Reid Crowne, who was staring directly at me, a
mere foot away. I felt the jolt hit me from head to Converse as he watched
me watch him while the crowd moved in slow motion around us. My steps
faltered and my lips twitched with the introduction of a smile that fell away
as soon as I realized he was standing behind a woman. I didn’t recognize
her, and his arms were hooked loosely over her shoulders. She was swaying
in front of him as Liam Gallagher sang about a woman who may be able to
save him. I closed my eyes, as I had a hundred times before, sure I was
imagining things, and opened them to see he was still there.

Reid was back in Austin.

With his arms around another girl.

My phone rattled in my pocket, and I ignored it as I stared him down.
His gaze was hot on me as the blonde jumped up and down, a smile on her
face, her hands tapping the protective arms around her.

She smiles a lot, I’m sure. Probably doesn’t ask a lot of questions. Good
for you, Reid.

Something in his expression told me he never expected to see me there.
It was a fair assumption considering the amount of people we were
surrounded by.

This is the part where you move on, Stella.

But that didn’t seem right. Everything about it was all wrong. I wiped
my face of all debris, including the damn tears I let him see fall, and started
to push again, making my way through the heavy crowd. My heart flipped
like a gasping fish while I walked through the sparse amount of people
hitting the vendors before I ran straight into a hard chest.

“Sorry,” 1 said, stumbling into the wall and gripping his arms to regain
my footing before I took us both down.



“No problem.” We both looked up, and I instantly recognized the
gorgeous, deep blue eyes of Nate Butler.

“Fancy meeting you here.” He chuckled as he studied me, his brows
pressing together upon further inspection. I was a literal hot mess, and I was
sure my lips were still trembling. “You look hot, and not in a good way,” he
said as he pulled me to stand next to a vendor cart and ordered a fistful of
waters before he fed them to me.

“Drink slow,” he said as he watched me suck down two without pause. I
wet my hands and patted my face with the freezing water. Narrowing his
gaze, he reached for me, and with his thumbs, swept the mascara from
underneath my eyes.

“Why do I have a feeling this tar on your face isn’t running because of
the heat?”

“What?” I said, the worst actor alive. “I’m having a blast!”

“Okay,” he said with a lingering glance that read of a call of bullshit
before he glanced over to a friend I hadn’t even noticed was standing there.

“Stella, this is Marcus.”

Marcus was pretty, not Nate pretty, but close. Tall, with mocha skin, and
rich caramel eyes. Nate turned his attention back to stare down at me
proudly. “Stella writes for Speak.”

“Sup,” he said, looking at me like the wet mutt I was.

“Hey,” I said as I looked over to Nate with reassurance. “I’'m good
now.” Nate gripped my arm and spoke to Marcus. “Go meet up with the
girls. I’ll catch up later.”

“The hell? No, man, nuh-uh. You aren’t leaving me to that,” he
protested.

“No,” I whisper-yelled at Nate, “don’t do that.”

Nate ignored me as I let my eyes roam over the plain T-shirt he wore
that was stretched by his broad chest. It was the first time I’d seen him
without a suit. His pronounced Adam’s apple bobbed as he spoke. He had
on camouflage shorts and brown boots. He looked fucking hot. His thick,
sun-licked, more-red-than- blond locks were pushed back with sunglasses
he hadn’t needed in hours. He had that quarterback-turned-surfer vibe while
at play, and the deliciously-decisive-shot-caller look at work. Both rocked
me senseless. I would have appreciated it a lot more if I didn’t feel the
suffocating need to glance back at the crowd behind him and look for the
bastard whose lasting effect was ruining it for me.



The whole situation was surreal. And I felt like I was going to faint.

When Nate turned back to me, I kind of did.

“Oh, shit, Stella!” he yelled as he jerked me into his arms right before I
bit the dirt. “Hey, hey, you okay?”

“Just hot,” I whispered as he picked me up—fully drained and fading in
and out—and carried me past the mob, away from the noise. I relaxed into
his chest and inhaled the smell of ocean I breathed from the skin of his neck
before I was set down on a patch of grass and heard voices conspiring about
my wellbeing. “She okay, man?” A voice called from what seemed like a
mile away. “Need me to call a medic?”

On the ground, Nate pressed something cool to my forehead and I
opened my eyes. He smiled down at me.

“Never had a woman faint on me before.” He winked. “I’m going to
take it like I’'m a handsome motherfucker.”

“You have an oddly shaped head.” I managed a smile.

“She’s fine,” he said as the blurred faces behind him disappeared.
“Look at me.”

“I see you,” I said as he pulled me to sit up.

“Drink this.”

I avoided looking behind him into the mass. What was in there hurt.

“Stella, drink.”

“Okay, bossy,” I said as I took another bottle of water from him.

“Boss,” he corrected.

After a few minutes, I began to feel more like myself.

“I’m sorry. It’s just the dust and the heat. I’'m not good with too much
heat.”

“Stella, I think you should sit out tomorrow,” Nate said, looking around
us, assessing the concert.

Sinking spirits led me to speak, though I was secretly hoping for an out.
I couldn’t face Reid again, not like that.

“I’m okay,”

“It’s the conditions. Everyone is choking. It’s too hot. This isn’t a
reflection on you,” he said as he sat down next to me, propped a knee up,
his muscled forearm hanging over it. “Let JJ cover it.”

“Okay,” I agreed far too easily.

Twenty minutes later, I felt like myself as Nate patiently waited next to
me. “Thank you.”



He turned to look at me. “You’re welcome.”

“You can go back to your date.”

“Nah,” he said with a Cheshire grin, “I don’t like her.”

“That’s so wrong,” I said as I watched his eyes roll over my bared legs.
I had on mid-thigh black shorts that looked non-existent when I sat.

“I was set up, and I don’t fucking appreciate being set up,” he said
matter-of-factly.

“Oh, well, that’s a different story,” I agreed. “And why would you need
to be set up? You’re a handsome motherfucker.”

He pressed his lips together and shook his head.

A few more minutes passed, and I had to use the facilities because of
the gallon of water I drank. Nate stood waiting for me outside the port-o-
potty, and when he saw me coming toward him, his expression changed.
His eyes got soft, a subtle smile gracing his lips. “So, instead of wasting this
night, let’s go watch some bands together?”

“Okay.”

“You good?” he asked, covering me with concerned eyes.

“Yeah,” I said after a deep breath. By the grace of God, the breeze had
started to blow in a different direction, drying the sweat and cooling me
down. I sighed in relief and then remembered Reid was there, somewhere in
the sea of fans with his arms around another woman.

And I had sent him a six thousand dollar set of drums.

I hope his dick falls off.

Nate borrowed, well, stole two chairs from the middle of the dirt field
and pulled them to the side, away from the horde. I stared at him. “From
here?”

“Yeah,” he said as he motioned for me to join him. I took the chair next
to him and he gave me a grin. “Best seat in the house.”

We sat side-by-side, talking for hours as some of the biggest bands in
rock graced the stage.

And I missed every single one of them without an ounce of regret. But
every so often, my eyes would wander into the crowd. My heart reminding
me it was still on a loop.



VENTY-EIGRT

Back to Black
Amy Winehouse

In the leather seat of Nate’s Tahoe, I sat back, enjoying the silence, the
break from the noise. I wanted nothing but a shower and my bed. Nate
slowed to a stop in front of the sidewalk that led to my door. I turned my
head his way and smiled. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you. You got me off the hook.”

“That bad?”

“She thought Buckcherry was a lip balm.”

We shared a laugh as I gripped the door handle.

“Well, in that case, I guess we’re even. See you at work.”

“Yeah,” he said as he lingered, his eyes tracing my face, “’night.”

“’Night.”

Nate drove away. If I had just taken him up on one of his invitations, I
wondered if things would have been different. If Reid would be just some
guy I met in passing.

I was halfway toward the door when I saw the cherry of a cigarette land
at my feet. I turned to see Reid leaning against his truck, his jaw set, brows
raised, eyes filled with accusation.

He got in his truck and started it as I took a step toward him. Before I
could even close the space, he squealed tires and drove away.

I stared after him, my head pounding, my insides playing ping-pong.

Ben opened the front door and looked toward Reid’s speeding truck.

“What the hell? Was that Reid?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Thanks for the heads up, asshole,” I said, pushing
past him to see Lexi sitting on the couch. Her greeting smile dimmed as she
heard me address Ben. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing, Ben just decided to keep it from me that Reid was back in
Austin and banging some blonde.”
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Lexi looked over at Ben, who shook his head. “He’s not back in Austin.
He’s on his way home. He came for the festival. I didn’t think he’d show up
here.”

“Well, he did. Do you know who she was?”

He shrugged. “No idea.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I scrubbed my face. “You should have told me.”

“Why in the hell am I suddenly responsible for what he does? Or
reporting his whereabouts?”

Lexi stood. “Stella, lay off.”

“No problem,” I said with bite directed at Ben. “You two lovebirds have
a great fucking night.”

“That’s not fair,” Lexi said as she followed me to my bedroom, where I
grabbed some boy shorts and a T-shirt from a drawer. She leaned against the
doorjamb. “What did he say?”

“Nothing. He saw Nate drop me off and sped off. But seriously, he’s
going to play jealous? I haven’t heard a word from him since he left, he
shows up to Austin, and I bust him with some chick. And, Lexi, it was the
craziest shit ever. I was in the middle of the crowd—thousands of people—
and I just so happened to look up.”

“Are you serious?”

“One single step forward without looking up and I would have missed
him.”

“That’s insane.”

“No, what’s insane is something inside told me to look up. I just felt
him there. Felt him close.”

“I’m sorry,” Lexi said quietly.

I slammed my drawer and walked past her. “Like I’'m the one who
should have to explain myself.”

“You shouldn’t. You don’t.”

“Why did he come here?”

“Because maybe he just needed to see you were okay,” she offered.

“I’m not now,” I said, walking into our bathroom. I caught Lexi’s face
in the mirror. “I’m sorry. God, Lexi, ever since you moved here, I’ve been a
total mess.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said in a low voice. “I’m breaking every
rule in my own book.”



“I fucking hate this!” I said, turning on the shower. “I hate how much I
want him to turn around, even knowing he had his hands all over someone
else. I’'m not that girl, Lexi. I’m not.”

“You love him and it’s okay to be a little crazy because of it.”

“Is it?” I asked hoarsely. “Why was he here?”

“I don’t know. I wish I could tell you, Stella. Men are complete idiots.”

“I heard that,” Ben barked from the couch.

“Good,” she hollered back over her shoulder with a shrug. “Take your
shower. Come get me if you want to talk.”

Under the scalding water, I did my best to try to figure out where Reid’s
head was and realized when it came to him, I may never get any answers.

I cried until the water turned cold, and then I walked into the living
room and sat next to Ben, who held Lexi’s head in his lap.

I nudged him with my arm. “I’m sorry.”

Ben wrapped an arm around my shoulder as Lexi smiled up at me.

“I’'m going to split his fucking lip the next time I see him, babe, I
promise.”

I swallowed the tears that threatened. “Make it hurt.”

A few nights later, I was using insomnia to my advantage, typing out a new
article for Speak. My phone vibrated next to me on my bed where I was
propped with a pillow on my lap. I didn’t recognize the number. It lit up
only once. I looked up the area code and saw it was a Nacogdoches number.

I closed my laptop and dialed it back with my heart in my throat. He
picked up on the first ring.

“Hello?” I croaked with tears pooling in my eyes.

Silence.

“Reid?”

More silence. “Reid.” It wasn’t a question, it was a demand. I needed to
know he was just as ruined by our goodbye as I was. I needed to know the
girl in front of him at that concert meant nothing.



That he hadn’t forgotten me. Every beat of my heart was a please,
please, please.

“Stella,” his voice was heavy, slurred. He was drunk. A state I’d never
seen him in.

“I’m here. Are you okay?”

“You won them, didn’t you?”

I didn’t answer as he exhaled his cigarette. It sounded like there was a
party going on in the distance.

“Of fucking course you did,” he said with a sarcastic chuckle, his voice
full of bitterness. “You just can’t stop trying to save me, can you,
Grenade?”

“Why did you leave?”

“Why?” Another exhale. Another tension-filled silence. And when he
spoke, his voice was ice. “Because I didn’t have any goddamn right to be
there. I had no right to ask who that motherfucker was. Not the first time I
saw him drop you off and not the last. You were never mine.”

Kneeling on my bed, I clutched my phone tightly. Please. Please.
Please.

“I was yours, Reid. I still am. It’s not what you think with him.”

More silence. I heard a woman laughing hysterically in the distance.

“I’m sorry.”

The phone went silent in my hand.



TWENTY-NINE

Into the Black
Chromatics

“Stella.” It was a plea from Lexi. “Stella, please get up.”

I pressed my face into my pillow and pulled the covers over my head.

“Get up, damn it!” she snapped as she opened my blinds.

“Don’t, Lexi, please just leave me alone. Okay? I don’t need a throw-
me-in-the-shower-clothed intervention. I’m sick.”

“You’re not sick! And you missed a week of classes. Your parents are
calling, and I can’t keep lying to everyone!”

“Tell them I’m sick,” I said through clenched teeth.

“You’re going to lose your job. Both of them,” she said, pacing next to
my bed. It dipped and I looked over to see Ben staring down at me. There
was nothing close to the light humor I typically saw in his eyes.

He gripped my hand and stayed silent while Lexi ranted.

“Stella, get out of bed! You’re done doing this. He’s not worth it.”

My eyes pleaded with Ben’s to tell her he was. That he was worth every
tear, every second of the ache. I just needed someone to believe me. Ben
broke our gaze first.

Lexi ranted, using her fingers to point out everything I was throwing
away, and when she got to her first thumb, I silenced her. “Okay.”

“Okay?” she said, staring down at me and tilting her head to judge my
lie.

“Yeah, okay,” I said, sitting up and squinting at the invasion of the sun.
“I’'m up.”

Ben stood with a sigh and looked over to Lexi. “Give me a minute.”

She looked between us and walked out of the room. I didn’t waste a
second.

“His dad?”

“He’s fine,” Ben said, prepared for the questions I’d never asked but
had been on the tip of my tongue since Reid left.
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“Reid?”

“He’s making it,” he said in a low tone. “He’d be pissed if he saw you
like this.”

“Is he with . . . someone?” I braced myself, ready for anything.

“I don’t know, babe, but you’re done wrecking yourself. Do you hear
me? You’ve got to let him go, Stella. You have to.”

“I know,” I said, rubbing my shoulders, my lips trembling. “I will. I
am.”

“You’re not,” Ben said with a bite. “He’s been in this hell for a long
time. You have to let him figure his shit out. And this isn’t good. Whatever
this is I feel coming off you, it’s not okay.”

I was still reaching for Reid at night, even months later. I could still feel
his arms wrapped around me, his steady pulse thump against my back. It
wasn’t anything like I felt with Dylan. It ran deep, so much deeper, like a
truth that flowed through my veins and circulated to remind me I belonged
with him. Some part of me still clung to hope that he’d come back after
he’d left, and his phone call had jerked that hope away from me.

My hands were still in the air, grasping for what was already gone.

It felt cruel. I’d been robbed.

“It’s over, right?”

Maybe I just needed to hear the words. Even if it was from someone
else.

Ben pulled me to my feet. “Let him go.”

When they left for Ben’s practice, I spent the night in bed getting
carried away in our shitty fairytale with the unorthodox ending, one last
time. He’d run away with the wicked stepmother and bag of magic, while I
was still scrubbing the floors.

“Stella,” Nate called from his desk. I looked up to see him peering at me
over his laptop. I was at Herb’s desk. He was off on Thursday afternoons
for White Knights book club. I learned from the source that the club’s
purpose was gathering books for needy libraries and classrooms. Herb was



a good guy. He had a wife and two German Shepherds. He was also in
desperate need of a new hair growth product that worked according to his
browser history and was planning on taking a vacation to Nova Scotia for a
canoe trip with some old college buddies. This information was in an open
email at his desk. I wasn’t exactly snooping.

“Stella,” Nate’s voice was as distracted as mine.

“Yeah?”

“It’s after midnight, go home.”

“I’m almost done,” I called as I typed out the last four lines of notes I'd
scribbled down at school. I had to admit, even though my schedule was
taxing with work, school, and trying to get to shows, I thrived because of it.
I was never late to class, always early to work, and it left little time for me
to think about anything else. Well, there were moments in the shower and
long walks during my commute, but I spent those with the volume turned
up so loud, the songs were impossible to ignore. My playlists were crafted
to uplift and empower. Not a single note to remind me of where I’d been.
And if I wasn’t so sure I’d gone there, I might have been better able to stick
Reid in the oops box. And despite my new anger at the lovesick fool I'd
been and the bitter heart that lingered, I knew that would never happen.

Nate’s office light switched off, and I typed furiously as my window
closed. I was on my fourth weekday at Speak. And I had to admit, I loved
every minute of it. It was one thing to write articles at home, a totally
different atmosphere working in the building surrounded by other writers. I
always started early afternoon, and I loved the bustle of the office. I’d made
nice with a good amount of the staff, including JJ.

“Almost done,” I said, hitting spell check. I ran through the errors as
Nate sat next to me, scanning my words at lightning speed.

“You’re getting into a rhythm,” he said. “And that’s not such a good
thing.”

I furrowed my brows. “What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s always facts and progress. It’s like you’re writing a report.”

I blew out a breath. “Suggestions?”

Nate chuckled. “Yeah, go home.”

“I’1l just do the same thing at home,” I said as I saved the document and
sent it to my email.

Nate leaned in, and his cologne lingered in the air between us. “You
aren’t differentiating this from anything else you’ve written. You’re just



rewording and it’s the same line of questioning.”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?” I said, kicking back in my seat to put
some space between us. “These are standard questions for a feature.”

“Great,” he said, standing and stretching next to me.

“Nate,” I said, drawing out his name. He towered over me in his suit,
his pants wrinkled from a day behind his desk. His hair had that just fucked
look, his deep blue eyes weary. “Tell me.”

He shoved his hands in his slack pockets and pushed out his elbows
with a shrug. “Set yourself apart, Stella. It’s not like you’re nuisance
paparazzi. These bands want the exposure. So be the bloodthirsty reporter.
They’ll tell you anything you want to know with little manipulation. Use it
to your advantage. Make me want to get off my couch and spend the money
for a cover charge.”

I opened the article again and scanned through it, deflating. I wasn’t
asking the questions I wanted to, not really. I was playing it safe. “You’re
right. This is shit.”

“That’s a little dramatic,” he said, eyeing the screen before he looked
over to me. “We just need that right side of your brain to kick in once in a
while.”

“Can I make a suggestion of my own?”

“Shoot,” he said, staring at the four by four of Herb’s German
Shepherds.

“Exactly. We need pictures.”

He was already shaking his head. I knew his concern was the budget. It
was always the budget.

“I’ll take them,” T said. “You don’t have to hire a photographer. Look
— I pointed to the screen. “This guy, Eli, the front man, he was beautiful.
A close up of him on the mic might not get the guys to the show, but I can
guarantee any girl eighteen to twenty-five would skip on down to that show
with their lunch money to see him sing, even if glam punk isn’t their thing.”

“Which would be relevant if the majority of our readers weren’t male.”

“So, let’s get the girls reading. Because where the girls go, the guys
follow.”

“You want to use my paper to get Eli laid?”

“Sure. Why not? And while we’re at it, Speak becomes the stalking
source.”

“Sex sells.”



“Sex sells.”

We shared a grin.

His eyes were violet under the yellow lights of the newsroom. It was
nearly impossible not to stare at him. “I could get permission to set up a few
stands on campus. I noticed we don’t have any yet.”

“I’m working on it,” he said as he bit his lip in thought.

I kept rambling while a tidal wave of ideas swept over me. “I could talk
to a couple of club owners, get a schedule for ladies night with no cover,
feature the bands and the clubs that want to get on the map—"

Nate walked away while I was mid-sentence, unlocked his office, and
came out seconds later with one of the few cameras he kept there. “It’s
worth a shot. Know how to use one of these?”

It was a Nikon with all the bells and whistles. “Sure.”

“Liar,” he said with his signature wink. “You break, you buy.”

“This is going to work,” I said as I grabbed my backpack and tucked the
camera inside.

“What are you going to do about the ugly front man?” Nate asked.

I felt the residual tug and tamped it down. “It’s not always the front
man.”

He shut off the main light in the office, leaving us in pitch dark.

We walked toward the moonlit lobby as he set the alarm.

“Nate?”

“Yeah?” he said, punching in the security code, his back to me.

“Nothing.”

He walked us out of the front door and locked it up with me on his
heels.

“’Night.”

“No ride tonight?”

I shrugged. “Roomie is working.”

“Come on. I'll take you home.”

“I’m good,” I said.

“Not with the camera in your backpack you aren’t,” he scorned as he
walked us toward the parking lot.

“To hell with me, right? As long as the camera’s safe.” He unlocked the
passenger door and then nailed me to it with his stare alone. “What do you
want to hear, Stella?”



“Huh?” T asked as he closed the space between us, swallowing hard
while he hovered. He searched my eyes under the streetlight and then bent
his head. “Stella.”

“Uh huh?” He smelled amazing, and I couldn’t stop myself from
breathing him in. I was tempted to grip his broad shoulders and pull him
closer. It would be so easy to touch him, an attempt at a little reprieve from
the ache. Bury the handle so I could never find the shovel again. But I'd
bounced from one man to the next and got eaten by curious flames. And
everything inside me told me that Nate’s blue fire would stir up those ashes
and mold them into something unrecognizable.

“You’ve got to step back so I can open the door.”

“Okay.”

I took a step back. He hesitated and then opened it for me.

He was quiet as he took the streets toward my apartment. I watched him
bite his lips, his shoulders rigid, and his eyes straight ahead. There was a
reason I rebuked every attempt he made at something more between us.

Reid.

He’s your boss.

Reid.

Your future could depend on doing well at his paper.

Reid.

And just like that, I was under water, stifling the flames.

“Hungry?” Nate asked as I caught myself staring at his profile.

“Starving,” I said as my stomach rolled.

“What are you in the mood for?”

“Food.”

He chuckled. “That’s helpful. I’ve got a place.”

My phone buzzed.

Lexi: Where are you?

Having a late dinner with the boss.

Lexi: Really? K. See you at home.

Nate looked over at me while I typed.

“My roommate, Lexi. She’s just wondering where I am.”

“I didn’t ask. But did you tell her you were staring at your boss?” he
asked with a straight face as he glanced over at me.

“Wow, what an ego,” I said with an eye roll. “I wasn’t staring at you.”



We pulled up to a Greek hole-in-the-wall with an Open All Nite sign. He
put the truck in park and turned to me. “Don’t throw those fucking signals
at me, Stella, or you’re going to find yourself on the right side of my bed.”

“Why the right?”

“Because I sleep on the left,” he said as he leaned in. “And you’ll sleep
on the right. Every man needs a right girl.”

“Nate—”

“I don’t play games. I don’t have time for them. I’ve wanted you since
the minute you walked that beautiful ass into my paper and I’ve made that
clear.”

The truck had no air. None. I looked him over, his intensity never
wavering.

“The next time you look at me like that, I’'m going to make good on at
least five of the scenarios I have going on in my head.”

“So, it’s a sex thing.”

“No, it’s a Stella thing.” He leveled me with his stare. The timbre of his
voice filled with pure temptation. “I want to split a paper with you over
breakfast. I want to find out what your favorite movie is. I want to know
everything about you, and despite my best efforts, you’ve given me less
than shit. I want you in a million different ways, but when you look at me
like that, all I can think of is one.”

My throat went dry as I let my eyes trail down to his clenched fists. “I
got hurt.”

“I know. Let’s eat.”



TRIRTY

Everlasting Friend
Blue October

Nate sat in the booth, his back to the window, his arm along the back of the

booth as the waitress took our order—two gyros and a basket of fries.

“So, what happened?” Reid had asked the same question.

He forgot about me.

I damn near laughed at the irony, and Nate furrowed his brows.

“Sorry, if you only knew how much of a coincidence that question is—
was. And I don’t want to talk about it. Ever.”

He nodded.

“And my favorite movie . . . It’s a tie between Pulp Fiction and
Xanadu.”

“Xanadu,” he said on a whisper before he gave me wide eyes. “That
piece of shit? The eighties movie?”

“Hey! Olivia Newton-John is one of my idols. Olivia Newton-John in
an off the shoulder dress with knee socks on roller skates makes her a
goddess! Don’t hate on Xanadu.”

“That movie is older than you are!”

“It has the best soundtrack, ever!”

“LAME,” Nate said with a chuckle.

“Well,” I shrugged, “what can I say? I have an old soul.”

“Lame soul.”

“But you know the movie,” I pointed out, sipping my Dr. Pepper.

“I have an older sister and was forced to watch that shit,” he said,
pulling on his beer.

“I may never forgive you if you say it’s shit again.”

He rubbed his bottom lip, drawing my attention to it before I darted my
eyes away.

“There are roller skates in your apartment. I’m willing to bet my paper
on it.”
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I shrugged. “Halloween costume.”

“And not a single person knew who you were!”

“The parents did!” I defended. “Well, a few of the moms.”

“A Hispanic girl with long black hair?”

“Latina. And every dark girl wants to know what it’s like to be a light
girl at some point in their life.”

“Oh, Stella—" he chuckled as our food was set before us “—you are
something special.”

“Act accordingly,” I warned.

“Oh, I’'m trying,” he said as he gripped his sandwich and took a bite.
“Shit, that’s good,” he mouthed around a mouthful. “Eat.”

“Yes, boss.” I took a bite and moaned in surprise. “That’s delicious.”

“God, so good. Ma’am—" Nate pointed to his sandwich, grabbing the
attention of our Nate-thirsty waitress “—I’1l have another.”

“Two?” I asked, eyeing the sandwich he had left.

“Always ask for more of a good thing, Stella. Never know when you’ll
have it again.”

“Pfft,” I said, taking a sip of my Dr. Pepper. “Is that your life advice?”

“No, I’ve got better.”

“You going to get all preachy on me every time we’re together?” I
wrinkled my nose. “Play big brother?”

“Hell no,” he said with warning. “That’s twisted considering I'm
wondering what you look like with your panties on my floor.” He tore off
another bite of his sandwich, that discussion tabled as I tore off a piece of
pita bread and popped it into my mouth.

Nate chuckled.

“What?”

But I already knew the answer.

Xanadu.

One quick bite turned into a long, exchanged conversation. Nate told me
about his sister Nikki who, like my sister, was also five years older than



him, but married with four children. She lived in Georgetown, a town
outside of Austin, along with his parents, who, according to Nate, were
wealthy Republicans, God-fearing Christians, and had little tolerance for
bullshit. The Butlers were family-focused and had been married for over
thirty years, much like my parents. Nate had played basketball in high
school and had gotten close to getting drafted his first year of college. He
was a graduate of UT and majored in journalism as well but remained in
Austin to be close to his family. He was, in essence, a family man, but had
no intentions of getting a family of his own anytime soon. His focus was his
paper.

“What made you want to write?” I asked, my posture mirroring his.

“You may think it’s bullshit,” he said with a shrug. “It’s totally
sentimental.”

“Try me,” I said, sinking into the booth, comfortably tired with a full
belly. Rain streaked outside the window behind Nate as we sipped
lukewarm coffee. Our table long-forgotten by our overly attentive waitress,
who gave up on getting Nate’s attention an hour after we finished our
sandwiches.

“9/11. More so, one of the casualty stories.”

It was the last answer I was expecting.

He ran a hand through his thick hair and put his forearms on the table,
his suit jacket slung behind him. “So, I'm reading this article by some
random. I don’t even remember his name, which is a shame because I
would love to thank him one day. I’'m in the back seat of my parents’ car
after my second knee surgery. I still hadn’t declared a major because I was
sure I would play for the Mavericks.” He gave me an eye roll. “And I’m
reading this story about this man who’s trying to convey to his hysterical
wife how much he loves her before his death. He’s trapped in the second
tower. And she’s recounting the story to this reporter, who writes her
emotion so vividly, I felt it. The story itself was incredible. They were from
the same hometown and moved to the same city and met in Iceland of all
fucking places. They both missed their first flight, which would have had
them sitting side-by-side. They found that out after they started dating.
With them, it was just one miraculous coincidence after another that
brought them together. They were married for sixteen years.” He stared past
me as if he knew them personally before he shook his head. “It did



something to me I can’t explain, Stella. Fate brought them together and one
horrible act of prejudice ended them.”

“That’s . .. wow.”

“I cried like a baby,” Nate said, owning it. “I told everyone that story.
Everyone. For days, I just told and retold that story to as many people who
would listen. My friends thought I’d gone nuts, and in a way, I had. I had to
tell the story of Keira and David.”

“And a writer was born,” I added.

“I wish I could find that article,” he said, traying our empty plates. “I
owe David a visit.”

“That’s kind of amazing,” I said, eyeing Nate. “The whole thing.”

“I thought so. Enough to spend the rest of my life making sure others
get to read stories like that.”

“So, human interest is your jam?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely, and there’s a new story out there every day just as
miraculous, uplifting, heartbreaking, or compelling. I got addicted then and
eventually to all aspects of reporting.”

“And Speak was born.”

“Yeah,” he said, with a glow I could only describe as wistful. In that
moment, he looked a little younger than his years, and for a second, I saw
that version of him holding that paper, letting his emotions get the best of
him.

“9/11 changed a lot of lives. And that’s not bullshit, that’s a great story
in itself, Nate. David’s death changed the course of your life.”

“Yeah, it did.”

“Were you always an avid reader?’

“Always, but there was a catch. I’m dyslexic. I never thought in a
million years I could have a future as a writer. I put everything I had into
basketball.”

My jaw dropped.

“My mother caught it early. She read to me every night when I was
little. When it got to the point it would take me hours to get through a
thirty-minute book, she was the one to bring it to my teacher’s attention.”
He sighed. “Ms. Mary Zeigler, I loved that woman. I swear I fell in love for
the first time when I was six. She broke my heart when she married Mr.
Potter.” He deadpanned, “Mary Potter.”

I threw my head back and laughed.



“I went through it, phonics, vocabulary workshops, all of it. I took out
my frustration on the ball. And my parents, namely my mother, made me
read every single day. They had a fresh paper in most rooms of the house
for me every morning, in the back seat of their car before every practice. I
preferred shorter reads than books I couldn’t get involved in and had to
leave idle.”

I was stunned . . . and impressed.

“Can’t put a book down?”

“Hell no. I read them cover to cover in one day. No other way to do it.
Addicted to the high of reading and dyslexic. Ain’t that a bitch?” He
chuckled. “But when I was young, I got truly captured by the stories when
she read to me. They spoke to me in tidal waves, the imagery, I couldn’t get
enough.”

“So, it worked. I mean, obviously it worked,” I said, shaking my head.

“No cure. But all that extra help paid off tenfold. And at Speak, I have
twice the workload of any other editor in chief. I have to listen to the
submitted articles audibly while I read through, but it’s worth it for me. And
then, when I finish with critiques, I have someone check my work. Turns
out I’m the most dispensable employee at my own paper.”

“Jesus, Nate.”

“Worth it, Stella,” he said, pushing off any underlying pity he saw in my
eyes as a nuisance, in addition to the admiration.

In his Tahoe, I sat in my seat, staring at Nate with fresh but exhausted
eyes.

“You’re staring again.”

“I was just thinking about a book I want to loan you.”

“Do you now?” he said, intrigued.

“Yep,” 1 yawned. “It’s my favorite. You know some speculate John
Lennon was dyslexic. A lot of brilliant people are.”

“You flatter me,” he said dryly.

“The compliment was genuine. And you did spring for dinner.”

“Would have done it months ago, if you’d given me ten damn minutes.”

“I was on a mission. I wanted this job.”

“I know, and I’ll stop giving you shit about it. I know what it meant to
you. How compelled you are to tell those stories. It’s one of the things we
have in common. Just don’t ever ask me to watch a movie with you.”

“Har, har,” I said as our smiles stretched wide.



When we pulled up to my apartment, I looked for and found Lexi’s car
gone. She was most likely at Ben’s place. They’d been spending all their
time together, the invitations for me to join them coming few and far
between. As much as I hated to admit it, it was too hard being around them,
and the rest of the Sergeants, less the Sergeant I still dreamed about.

“Where did you go?” Nate whispered across the cabin of his SUV.

“Nowhere. Come on, my roommate isn’t home.”

“Lexi?” he asked, hopping out of his truck.

“Yeah, I don’t see her much. We’ve been best friends since junior high.
I was following some douche between classes, tripped, fell, and ended up
with my little pleated skirt with the big white bow around my waist. She
was there to pick me up off the floor.” And history was repeating itself.

The rumble of Nate’s laugh echoed at my back. I hesitated as he stood
behind me at the door. It was too late to un-invite him, and I didn’t want to
overthink it. Aside from the hand full of lingering stares between us, the
night had been easy. I loved easy. Once the door was open, he rushed past
me.

“Which one is yours?”

“What?” I asked with my hand still on the light switch. “Where are you
going?”

Realization dawned, and my face flamed when he found my room and
made a beeline for my closet. “Oh, well, these are just magical.”

I paused at my bedroom door as he held my solid white roller skates in
his hands.

“You are an ass,” I said, walking toward the small bookcase I had next
to my bed. I plucked Fight Club from the shelf and walked his way.

“Where’s the dress, Stella?” he said, sifting through my racks of T-
shirts.

“I don’t have one.” I had three.

“Put these on and I’ll give you a raise.”

“Really?”

“No,” he said with a chuckle as he re-shelved my skates. “What’s this?
A real record player? Is this closet a time warp?”

“It was my father’s,” I said as he clicked it on and gently put the needle
to the record—Michael Jackson’s “Thriller”. My parents had come down
the past weekend with the last of my things from my room, including my
father’s old turntable—my prized possession, which sat on a solid oak stand



in my large closet next to my other prized possession, my collection of
Converse.

“These are your favorite,” he stated, grabbing my ruby red, canvas high
tops with black laces and “Drive” lyrics written all over them.

“How could you tell?”

“Least worn. The rest are worn.”

“I’ve had them since high school.”

“So, that’s when the little habit started?”

I bit my lips to hide my smile. A true reporter to the bone, Nate left no
stone unturned as he carefully picked through my life, pictures, and cards. I
slapped his hand when he grabbed my high school journal and he gave me a
panty-melting smile. “Anything good in here?”

I shrugged. “Teenage thoughts. I think there’s a passage where I got felt
up for the first time.” Nate cradled it in his arms and eyed the book in my
hand. “I’ll take this one instead.”

“The hell you will,” I said, mortified. “No.”

“It was worth a shot,” he said, placing it back on the wire rack he’d
taken it from.

It was surreal that this beautiful man was in my closet at three in the
morning making the space seem so small. I grabbed my Madame Alexander
doll my mother brought for me and felt the tug of her absence.

I hadn’t realized how much I needed to see their faces until they were at
my front door.

After a lecture from my father about the importance of communication
and a good slap on the forehead from my mother, we spent a day in Austin
together. I showed them around campus before they went to visit Paige. My
mother was furious we still weren’t speaking, but I had stood my ground. In
the end, I was left with a reluctant goodbye group hug from them both.

“Softball,” he said as he grabbed my tiny brass and marble trophy.

“Yeah,” I nodded as Nate invaded my space, like he was anxious to get
to the bottom of things, of me. Satisfied, Nate leaned against the frame of
my closet, his arms crossed. The air around us shifted as I held his book in
one hand, my doll in the other. Hungry eyes trailed over my face, down my
body and then back up.

Michael Jackson sang about Billie Jean. “Good song.”

Swallowing, I replaced the doll and started to straighten the mess he
made. “I love this record so much. My dad taught me how to dance to it.”



“Really?”

“Yeah, and with total abandon. He just let us go spastic, Paige and me.
Gah, I was such a moro—"”

I caught myself staring at Nate, who stood stoically, waiting for what I
said next, and in his eyes nothing was more important than hearing my
story. He was exploring and I was the destination. There were no mixed
signals, nothing to second guess. It was refreshing.

“What?” he asked, his arm propped on the frame. His jacket long gone
and the sleeves of his once crisp shirt rolled up to his forearms.

“Aren’t you tired?”

“Yes, now tell me.”

“I got all dramatic and I—" I shook my head. “You see, we had this
mantle over our fireplace—"

“I think I know where this is headed,” he said, a rumble in his chest.
“Clumsy kid, weren’t you?”

I nodded. “It was his deceased mother’s clock, my grandmother who I'd
never met. She died before I was born. Anyway, the mantle wasn’t exactly
attached to the brick. And I used it as an anchor to do a dramatic dip, I went
all Flashdance and—"

“You went backward with the whole thing,” Nate chuckled.

“So bad. It was so bad. I really don’t know how my parents survived
me,” I said with wide eyes. “I broke the clock.” I let out a sigh. “And you
know what my father did?”

Nate took a step forward. “What, Stella?” He was close, so close, and I
didn’t back away. Instead, I leaned forward. “Nothing. He didn’t yell or get
angry. I saw it, though, the sadness. It was one of the last pieces of her. He
just picked it back up, put it on the shelf, and told me to keep dancing.”

“Sounds like a good man.”

“I felt so bad,” I said as Nate brushed my hair behind my shoulder.

“It was a clock and you were okay.”

“That’s what he said. That’s exactly what he said.” I stared at Nate.

“That’s what I’d be thinking,” he said softly.

I gripped the arm that lingered on my shoulder and leaned in further. We
were close, so close. With the book in my other hand, I stared up into indigo
blue, willing him forward, my eyes closing. Seconds passed, then more.

“Do you like football?”



I jerked away slightly and studied his lips, wondering why they weren’t
on mine.

“Football.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I parroted, staring at the full lips grinning down at me.

“Okay, I’ll pick you up at three,” Nate said as he took the book and
looked down at the cover.

“You’ve read it?”

“Stella,” he said, his whisper touching my lips. “I fucking lived in these
pages for weeks.”

“Oh,” I said, discouraged. “I was hoping to give you something new.”

“You did,” he said without missing a beat before his lips drifted to my
ear. “Tomorrow.”

“Today.”

“Today,” he agreed, taking the offered book anyway and giving me a
sexy wink before disappearing from my view.

“’Night.”

For a few solid minutes, I didn’t feel guilty. Not about the fact that I
didn’t think about Reid when I was with Nate. Or the fact that I offered him
my time, or my lips. They belonged to me.

Reid’s silence told me so.

But there was one thing that had me twisting in my sheets as my mind
followed. I wanted Nate to kiss me.



THIRTY-ONE

Clumsy
Fergie

I woke up late afternoon that Saturday to find Lexi still wasn’t home. I shot

off a quick text to her.

I miss you.

Lexi: Come to the show tonight.

Okay.

Lexi: Really?

Yeah. I’m sorry.

Lexi: Don’t be. I’ll see you tonight.

I struck out early with a long list of to-dos and was halfway through
them when I remembered I’d agreed to a football game with Nate. I glanced
at the clock on my iPod and ran the last three blocks home like I was being
chased.

Behind my front door, I looked at the cheap Roman numeral clock in
our living room.

“SHIT!”

I had ten minutes.

I jumped into the shower and was shaving my legs when I heard the
pound from the door. I wrapped a towel around myself and hustled down
the hall. Nate stood on the other side wearing his game day gear. Sunglasses
propped on his head, he wore a solid gray hoodie with Texas written across
it in burnt orange. I couldn’t concentrate on much else but the chill running
down my spine as his eyes lit fire at the sight of me soaking wet in a towel
with shaving cream running down my legs.

“I’m sorry. I can be ready in ten minutes,” I promised before I pulled
him inside and shut the door. He leaned against it with his arms crossed,
softly knocking his head against the back of it.

“Is that okay?”
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“Oh, that’s fine, Stella,” he said as his jaw ticked. “What’s not fine is
I’'m going to be hard for the next four fucking hours.”

He was brazen and unashamed of his attraction . . . and I loved it.

I took the time to do an assessment of my own and decided I loved the
way he looked in everything. There wasn’t a piece of clothing the man
owned that could tarnish him.

“I brought you a sweatshirt. Had a feeling your wardrobe was lacking
something collegiate.” Without warning, he yanked me toward him. I
gasped as his mouth brushed my cheek before he whispered. “Let’s see if it
fits.” He lifted my arms and my towel fell. He kept his eyes trained on mine
as he bunched the shirt up and slipped it over my head. I pushed my arms
through, fully turned on. I was freezing and the material was uncomfortable
against my wet skin. My hair was dripping and I really wanted to wash off
my legs. But all of that fell away as we stood staring at each other on the
edge of consumption. My center throbbed as he ran his fingers through my
wet hair, untangling it. The sweatshirt hung at my thighs and Nate exhaled
mint-laced breath and let his eyes drift down. His dark blond lashes my
focal point as my chest heaved. “Looks like it’s too big,” he said, his
disappointment muffled by his desire.

“I think it’s perfect,” I whispered as I leaned forward and kissed his
cheek. “Thank you.”

“You’re a cruel woman,” he said in a half groan, his eyes playful.

“I’m sorry.”

Those words hit close to home coming from my mouth, and I stepped
away. “Give me ten minutes.”

“Sure,” he said as I walked toward my bathroom. I looked over my
shoulder to find him standing at the door with his fists clenched, his gaze a
tumultuous ocean. I loved the effect I had. I loved the way I looked on him.
I was covered in his smell—woods and ocean. Behind my bathroom door, I
stared at myself in the mirror. It was one of his sweatshirts, which I found
sexy as hell. He knew it would cover me as soon as I was cloaked in it, and
didn’t get the eyeful he’d so patiently earned. He was trying his best to
temper the attraction between us, while I was playing with blue flames. But
why?

I knew why. He knew why.

In the shower, I scolded myself for being so careless. I’d started such a
screwed up pattern. Reckless with my heart, my emotions. One man to



another . . . and then another. I palmed my face, disgusted.

As much as I wanted to feed the chemistry I felt at my door, I was doing
us both an injustice. I wasn’t ready . . . yet. And we both knew it.

I had to break the cycle; though I was sure I didn’t have it in me to feel
the way I felt about the man I wanted to remember me.

Still, Nate deserved better. I deserved better.

Walking out fully dressed fifteen minutes later, I met Nate at the couch.

“Nate—”

“It’s a good thing your boss is older and has been there.”

A breath of relief.

He pulled me into his lap.

“You look good dressed in me.”

“Nate, it’s not that I don’t want—"

“Shhhh,” he said as he ran his finger through my hair. “Anticipation,
Stella, I’'m game. I’ve already been waiting for months. What’s a few more?
But we’re not stopping this.”

He linked our hands together. “Because I’ll be damned if I let you forget
that I’m waiting. I want you to get used to these hands, these arms, this lap.
We’ll be around a while. If it happens, it will happen naturally, and we’ll
make our own story. If it doesn’t, I’ve got you with me now, and I’m good
with that.”

A solid wall of blue was shattering my resolve, breaking my defenses,
threatening to bypass the lock and snap the chain. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” he asked, leaning in to brush a kiss against my temple.
“I’m the one who pushed for this. Who keeps pushing for this. And I have
good reason, Stella. Reasons I'll tell you if the day ever comes. But I had to
check myself. You and me,” he said softly as he trailed a finger down my
jawline, “we’re good. Let’s leave this conversation here and revisit later,
alright?”

I nodded.




“GO!” I screamed at the top of my Latina lungs, jumping next to Nate, who
was on his feet yelling the same.

“Oh my God, this is so exciting!” I yelled at Nate, who watched me
with gentle eyes. We’d been tailgating all day with a group of his friends,
including Marcus, who I met at the concert. We watched from nosebleed
seats in the sea of burnt orange. I was buzzed from the shared nips of
whiskey and a few beers, and stuffed from the grilled buffet they’d
provided. I got introduced to his smaller circle, which consisted of Gabe
and Marcus, who sat to Nate’s right. They enlightened me on all things
Butler. They told stories that consisted mostly of revealing Nate’s
weaknesses. Nate took it in his stride. I felt like one of the guys, and
Marcus and Gabe were just as driven and direct as Nate. It felt like I had
found my tribe, and oh how I celebrated.

After the Longhorns scored against Kansas State, I shared a fist bump
with Gabe, who was within celebratory distance, then wrapped my arms
around Nate’s stomach and squeezed.

I felt his chest rumble. “So, today you like football? Because last night I
didn’t think you were sure.”

“This. Is. Awesome!” I want to come to every home game,” I stated as |
pulled away.

He gave me his sexy signature wink before he slid his sunglasses over
his eyes and I studied his profile.

We’ll make our own story.

It was the best thing he could have said without a script of “Things to
say to Stella to make her feel unforgettable.” The idea of us drifted through
my head briefly before I sank back into the game, enthralled and screaming
like a banshee.

“I needed this so much,” I yelled toward Nate before I took a fresh beer
Marcus passed down. I pulled ten dollars from my pocket and Marcus
shook his head adamantly.

“Hell no, you pay when you get a real writing gig away from this slob,”
Marcus protested as Nate gave him the finger without so much as looking in
his direction. My teeth were freezing from the perma-smile on my face.

“Thank you!” I took the beer and absorbed my surroundings. I was a
journalism student at the University of Texas. I was working at a city paper.
The Longhorns were my team. Classmates surrounded me and I hadn’t
bothered to interact with a single one.



This is where you move on, Stella.

After the game, Nate carried me over his shoulder as I giggled, completely
giddy and a little drunk.

“I can walk, you know,” I protested as the beer sloshed in my stomach
with Nate’s every step. I smacked his butt with the foam finger I'd
confiscated from Gabe.

“Yeah, well, you were getting a little fucking feisty back there, Stella.”

I laughed. “You don’t like it when I show my Latina.”

“Oh, I promise you,” he slapped back, popping both my ass cheeks as I
let out a squeal, “I like all your sides, but you almost got my ass kicked
back there.”

“He did look like Bushwick Bill from the Geto Boys.”

“Bushwick Bill is a midget, not a four-hundred-pound man with prison
tattoos.”

“In the face, I meant in the face. I don’t know why he found that
offensive. And the correct term is little person.”

“He’s three feet tall with a jacked-up eye, that’s why it was offensive.
Bushwick is a midget.”

His truck beeped and he set me down in front of it. My face was frozen.
I was sure my eyelashes were stuck together and my nose was running. I
wiped it away with the cuff of his shirt.

“That shirt now belongs to you.”

“I was planning on keeping it anyway.”

“Butler!” Gabe said, approaching us. “You leaving, man?”

“Yeah,” he said as he smiled down at me like I was shameless. He was
right. I was warm all over, especially under gentle blue eyes.

Gabe let down his tailgate and cracked a fresh beer from his cooler, and
Marcus appeared out of nowhere, a woman by his side. We barely had time
to meet her before Nate was stuffing me into his truck.

“You ashamed of me?” I prodded Nate as I fought him, standing on the
running boards of his Tahoe to blow a kiss at Gabe before I pointed my



extended foam finger at Marcus. “You the man!”

They laughed as I was stuffed into the seat and Nate managed to strap
me in.

“I’'m perfectly capable of doing this myself. I’'m not inebriated, Butler.
I’'m passionate!” 1 laughed at my own inside joke as he lifted one side of his
mouth and let out a heavy breath.

Rolling down the window, I decided I wasn’t done with my finger or
my farewell. “You kids have fun.” I pointed in their direction. Nate gave
them man hugs and soon we were off. I turned on Nate’s radio and “Just
Dance” by Lady Gaga echoed out the speakers mid-song.

“Oh, she’s good,” I said, shaking my shit in the passenger seat, playing
maestro with my finger.

Nate looked over at me. “You really needed to get out.”

“Right,” I said, pointing our way through the parking lot. I pressed the
tip of my finger into his face. “You’re going to take a left up here.” I barked
out a laugh as Nate turned the heat up, his laugh echoing mine. Nate sped
out of the parking lot in an attempt to miss traffic.

“Why are we in such a hurry?” I asked as he easily navigated us out.

“Didn’t you say you had a show tonight?”

“Not going,” I said, putting my finger on the floor. “I’ve got a better
idea.”

He looked over at me and read my mind. “NO!”

“YES!” I said, settling the matter.

“Hell no. No way in hell. No.”

“YES!”

“No,” he said as he turned into my driveway with a chuckle, his protest
fruitless.

Xanadu.

Hours later, I was jerked from sleep on the couch by Lexi’s shriek as she
burst through our front door. “Stella!”



Slightly hung over, I looked for Nate, who must have slipped out when I
fell asleep. For a second, I got disheartened. It was all lighthearted play; at
least I thought it was. I had forced him to watch Xanadu while T did
commentary. I slapped my own forehead and grimaced.

That nagging awareness I may need to apologize struck fast. The
thickness of my tongue told me it may be the one responsible for his
absence. That heavy feeling hit until I saw I had a note waiting from him on
top of my foam finger with the game schedule printed on the back. It was
the promise of another game. Lexi waited for my attention, and I gave her a
sleepy smile. “What is it?” I asked, rubbing my eyes free from debris. She
wanted my full attention, but I couldn’t shake the awareness of the man
who left me covered in a warm blanket on the couch. He’d even cleaned the
table and put all the Chinese food up. There was nothing about Nate Butler
I didn’t like. Nothing.

Lexi walked over to me and eyed my new sweatshirt as Ben burst
through the door.

“Did you tell her?”

“No,” she answered quickly, throwing him a forced smile. Why was she
faking smiles for Ben?

“Why didn’t you show?” she asked with her arms crossed. She was
irritated, and it took a lot to get her there. Still, I couldn’t miss the
undertone of hurt. She had needed me.

“I’m sorry. I was with Nate,” T said with a whiskey-coated throat. I
needed a toothbrush. “I meant to come but I got too buzzed at the game.”

Lexi looked me over. “You don’t like football.”

“I do now. I’m not missing a game. You have got to come with me to
one of them, so much fun!”

Lexi said something under her breath about a clear schedule, and I
leaned toward her with drawn brows.

“What?”

“They got signed,” Lexi said with an apprehensive smile.

“Signed?” I looked to Ben, who nodded. Suddenly, their world seemed
planets away. “The Sergeants got signed? By who?”

“Sony,” Ben said with the most beautiful smile on his face as he looked
over to me. “One of the scouts for Sony read an article about an up and
coming band. I think we might owe her for part of it.”



I was glad I was sitting. My heart was pounding wildly as I tried to
absorb his words.

“That scout said the girl who wrote it was in love with the band.”

She wasn't the only one.

I could feel Lexi’s heartbreak from feet away. I didn’t even have to look
at her. She would kill me if I acknowledged it in front of him, so I
concentrated on Ben. I sat on the couch in shock. “They read my article in
Speak?”

“That scout came out and saw us a few times. We submitted a demo we
made in March. When he read your article, he drew it out of the pile. You
made this happen, Stella.”

“No,” I said, slowly standing. I felt like my heart would explode. I was
playing off the emotions flying around the room.

“Yes,” Ben said, taking a step forward.

“March?” My attention snapped to Ben, fully focused.

“But that would mean,” my heart began to pound as he slowly nodded.
My lips trembled as I looked over to Lexi. “Reid.”

“He was there tonight,” Lexi said carefully, her concern for me evident
as her heart began to shed. “They all got signed.”

Pushing all selfish thoughts away, I leapt over the couch and pulled Ben
into a hug. “Oh my God, Ben! Oh my God!” He laughed and hugged me
back. “I knew it.”

“You called it,” he said with a laugh as I hugged him tighter. “Stella, if
it wasn’t for that article, fuck knows what would have happened to us.”

“Stop it,” I said with happy tears streaming down my face. “They
signed you because you guys are amazing. It was never a question.”

We both paused, the same thought flickering between us.

“He’s going to be okay,” I whispered hoarsely.

“He’s going to be better than okay. He’s going to rule.” I hugged him to
me again.

“King Crowne,” I whispered as he nodded into my shoulder. “Thank
you.”

“Damn, Stella, what can I say? We owe you. All of us.”
“I may ask for a favor one day,” I said with a laugh. “So, where is he?” I
pulled back and searched Ben’s eyes. “Rye, Adam?”

“They’re back at the club celebrating.”

I didn’t need any words. I had Reid’s.



We were never supposed to happen.

“Okay. It’s okay.”

He was no longer a lingering ghost. He’d just evaporated. My heart
opened the door and swept the rest of the hope out before slamming it shut.

Lexi pulled a chilled bottle of vodka from the fridge and lined up three
shots.

“To Dead Sergeants,” she proposed, and we all threw them back. I
looked pointedly at Ben. “Just don’t forget about the little people.”

“Never,” he said before he poured another set of shots, his eyes resting
on Lexi and hers on the bottle he was holding. “To my girls,” Ben toasted,
as Lexi quickly wiped a tear from her eye just in time for him to miss it.

The space between she and I disintegrated in that moment, as she
watched any future with the man she loved move past her in a one hundred
mile per hour blur. And I hated that she knew what it felt like. But it was
time to return the favor.



THIRTY-

Xanadu
Olivia Newton-John/Electric Light Orchestra

I locked the door behind Sierra when she left the following Tuesday. I felt
ridiculous and time was of the essence. I had only texted Nate once to
apologize, and he insisted I was fine, but I couldn’t help but feel like I had
somehow sabotaged my chances with him. So, I let myself open up to
finally having what I deserved with a man who deserved me. I thanked my
lucky stars it was Halloween as I set up the boom box I left at the front
desk, along with the tabletop disco ball.

“Fuck me,” I said under my breath, my nerves getting the best of me.

“Sierra?” Nate called from his office.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Moving quickly, I hit the light switch and activated my pint-sized disco
ball, setting the room off in reflective light as Olivia rang out through the
office. The atmosphere quickly morphed into my chosen scene as I started
my apology ballet.

Nate’s laughter was instant as he moved from behind his desk, his
emerging face completely expectant as I raced around the office in my
roller skates, white knee socks, and my off the shoulder dress with a slit up
both thighs. Nate stopped at his doorframe, his arms crossed while his
laughter echoed.

Don't trip. The point is to look sexy here, Stella.

“What in the hell are you doing?” Nate said as he shook his head.

“I’'m apologizing,” 1 said as I tried to gracefully disappear around a
corner and appear again, the way Olivia did in the movie. “Magic” started
to play as I finally rolled up in front of him.

“For what?” he asked, looking down at me with softened eyes full of
amusement.

“I drink too much sometimes,” I said, rolling back and forth in front of
him, pushing off his chest only to skate back to him.
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“Stella,” he said as his eyes glittered. “Most people drink too much
sometimes.”

“I just . . .” 1 shrugged as he leaned down and took my chin in his
fingers.

“You just what?” he whispered.

“I just. I’ve been thinking and . . . I think I want to start our story now,”
I whispered back, before I leaned on my bright orange stoppers and
wrapped my hands around his neck. The look on his face was a priceless
mix of emotion and need. Indigo eyes searched mine as he cupped my face.
I will never forget the way he looked at me, like I was the most beautiful
thing he’d ever seen before he slowly fused our lips. His kiss was gentle
until my first moan spilled, and then it became a whirlwind. He had us
reversed in seconds, me against the doorframe, his tongue opening me wide
as we tangled in a kiss that obliterated any doubt.

“Nate,” I moaned, my nipples drawn tight, pulse racing.

“Jesus Christ, baby, did you lock the door?” he rasped out before he bit
my bare shoulder and trailed the pads of his fingers up my thigh.

“Yes,” I said as he ripped himself away, his breaths coming out fast.

His wheels were turning. He didn’t want to reduce us to an office fling,
but we both knew better. I could see his decision before he said a word.
“Fuck it.” We collided, hot mouths, tasting tongues, my moans and his
groans. I was twisted to face his door, my skirt lifted as he gripped my
throat and turned my lips to his. He slid his hand between us as his tongue
stroked mine in the most thorough of kisses. His fingers dipped below my
panties and he found me slippery. I shuddered as he gently massaged my
clit with a single finger. I was shaking limbs in seconds.

“I'm . . . come,” I said, breaking from his mouth. His blue eyes watched
me as [ burst in his hands, my breaths coming out hard, the wave hitting so
fast he had to keep me from buckling.

“More. You told me to ask. More. Right now.” His eyes pooled as he
grinned down at me, finger dipping low while I recovered my breath.

“You’re so damn beautiful falling apart on my fingers. I need you on my
cock, now.” He flicked his wrist and it was instant. He swallowed my
orgasm as he pinned me to the door. I melted into him, my heart thundering,
my cries muffled by his need to feast.

“Nate,” I said breathlessly, as he ripped me from the door and pulled my
dress—in one sweeping movement—over my head. I stood bare in roller



skates, socks, and white, string-bikini style panties I had worn just in case. |
untied the sides and they fell between my skates.

“I'm officially fucked,” he said as he moved toward me, a skilled
predator, hungry. His mouth found mine, possessive, scalding as he lowered
me to the desk and spread me wide. He practically ripped his tie away
before he unbuttoned his shirt, his eyes blazing a trail from the top to the tip
of me. His etched chest rose and fell as I trailed my eyes down to the V just
above his slacks. Nate was solid muscle, chiseled and pebbled, and after his
shoes came off, his pants and boxers hit the floor. I gasped at the sight of
him pumping his cock as he watched me squirm on the hard surface of the
desk. “Wider, Stella,” he ordered as he fisted himself. His eyes fluttered
briefly before he pulled a condom from his wallet and sheathed himself.
Leaning over, he didn’t hesitate as our eyes locked before he buried himself
in one solid thrust.

“Oh my God.” I reached for anything I could as he sucked my nipple
hard before he withdrew and thrust back in. My back bowed off the desk,
and I fought to lift my legs with the weight of the skates. Nate pulled my
body up easily, his fingertips biting into my flesh as he fucked me like we
were at war. Lust dripped from his eyes as sweat trickled down his chest.
He swiveled his hips, opening me further as I felt the build start to catch.
With one more thrust, I was screaming his name.

“God, goddamn,” he swore as he tore through me, his hips picking up.
He was so deep, all I could do was scratch and tear at his arms as he wasted
us both.

“Stella,” he said reverently, as he buried his forehead between my
breasts and rolled through his orgasm, his body shaking minutes after we
both came. We lay in a sweaty heap while I ran my fingers through his hair.

“That escalated quickly,” I said with a soft laugh.

He looked up at me with a sleepy grin. “I can’t feel my legs.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Think you can roll us home?”

“Doubtful, mine are going numb, too,” I said. “Please take them off.”

Pulling up his boxers, he picked up one skate and placed it on his thigh,
unlacing it before he removed the other.

“This was without a doubt the strangest music to have sex to. You’re
such a weirdo.”

I laughed as the Electric Light Orchestra sang “I’'m Alive”.



“You will love it, eventually.”

“I guess I better get used to it,” he whispered as he massaged my foot
before he gripped my hand, helping me into a sitting position. We had
destroyed his desk and papers were strewn everywhere.

He slid my dress over my arm, leaving hot, tongue-filled kisses on my
breasts and neck before he covered them up. He pulled the dress so it
covered my lap.

“This was not a sex soundtrack. It turned into one because of you, you
horny old man.”

He gently gripped my chin. “I’m going to go clean up.”

K7

“Don’t sit here and think woman thoughts, okay? You’re taking the
right side tonight.”

I bit my lip and nodded with a smile. He went to the bathroom, and I
straightened myself out and refastened my panties. I sorted through the
paperwork and was close to putting it in some sort of order when I felt his
arms slide around me. “That was some first kiss.”

“It was,” I said, turning to face him. It never failed. I always hitched my
breath a little at the sight of him. I hoped that never stopped. “I meant it,
you know. It’s been a crazy year, and I’ve been all over the place, but I’ve
done nothing but think about what you said to me for days.”

“Stella, if you think there’s a fucking chance in hell I’'m letting you get
away after that, you’re crazier than the lady who just roller skated into my
office.”

“Same lady,” I said with a lip twitch. “It was a fantasy of mine. I figured
if you went for it, you’d be worth a shot.”

“Best Halloween ever,” he said with a grin.

“I brought you some candy.”

He swept his lips across mine. “Just keeps getting better.”



THIRTY-THREE
{95}

Trouble
COLDPLAY

New Year’s Eve

“I wish I was there to kiss you,” Nate said, his voice full of regret.

“Yeah, well, you suck,” I teased. “It’s fine, Nate. Paper comes first. It
has to.”

I dug myself deeper into the couch as I watched the ball drop.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six . ..” we said together as we rang in the new
year. He was in Chicago meeting with some ad execs and wanted to get a
head start on introductions before his meetings. He was courting them while
I was left to pine for him on my couch. I hadn’t given him a single ounce of
crap for it. He was taking care of both of his women in some capacity.

“Did you feel that kiss?”

“I’m eating a donut, so no,” I said with a chuckle.

“I’m sorry, baby,” he said. “I wish I could have taken you, but you’d be
trapped in a hotel.”

“Next time. I have to work all day tomorrow. It’s a miracle I got the
night off.”

“I have to get back to the party.”

“Go get ’em.”

“I wish I was inside you.”

“I’ll be sleeping on the right.”

There was that lingering silence, the one where we both wanted to say
more words but waited. I loved that silence. It said so much more than
words ever could.
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“Hurry home.”

“Bye, beautiful.”

More silence. Neither of us wanted off the phone.

“One day we’ll travel together. Oh shit!”

“What?”

“I forgot to put a suitcase outside my door!”

“What?”

“It’s not midnight everywhere yet, right?” I said breathlessly, throwing
the mountain of blankets off of my lap. Texas was a sea of ice and had been
for weeks.

“Stella, I’m so confused,” he said with a chuckle.

“Just a superstition.”

“Ah,” he said with perfect understanding, because he knew me,
sometimes better than I did myself. He was one of those men who studied
my reactions, worked hard for my smiles, and fucked me like it was his job.
I’d never had one of those men before. I fell in love with the promise in his
eyes, his voice, and the comfort of being myself without being judged. His
love was unconditional, though he had yet to utter the words. It was a given.
Being with Nate was the most natural relationship I’d ever been in. He’d
stolen my breath and was doing his best to steal the rest, and it was
working.

“What does this one mean?”

“Leave a suitcase outside your door on New Year’s Eve? It means I'll
be a world traveler one day.”

“Better get it outside,” he said with an amused voice.

“’Night,” I said as I hustled down the hall to my bedroom.

“Night, weirdo,” he said affectionately, the rumble of his laugh cutting
off as I hung up. I was a weirdo, and I loved that he knew that about me and
embraced it. I was even more of a weirdo that night, bundled up like an old
maid with the red muumuu nightgown my mother had gotten me for
Christmas and the green and red stripped socks with a jingle bell attached to
Santa’s hat. Paige and I managed a few civil sentences to make it through
the holiday, though the grudge was still there on both parts. I spent my first
Thanksgiving with Lexi and Ben. I burnt the turkey, Lexi glued the mashed
potatoes with the beaters, and Ben choked it down without a negative word.
Because he loved Lexi the same way Nate loved me.



Nate spent the holidays with his parents and all but begged me to join
him, but I told him it was Lexi and my first year as independents, though
we’d done a shit job of it.

The band wasn’t leaving for California until the first of the year, due to
scheduling issues. At least that’s what Ben had told Lexi, so she’d
practically moved in with him. When Lexi wasn’t at Ben’s, it meant they
were arguing, and I stepped up to do whatever I needed to keep her calm.
She was fighting to keep her insecurities on the back burner, and though I’d
caught a protest or two from Nate, when she needed me, I was there. Ben
was exhausted and it showed when he stood on my doorstep in the late
hours of the morning, his eyes connecting with hers in a plea until she flew
into his arms with a ready apology on her lips.

They were terrified, but Ben remained determined to prove to her that
they weren’t changing, no matter what happened with the band.

Time would tell.

Neither of us believed him, but I kept my opinion out of it. Lexi had
enough riding against her. Sony wasn’t just any label. Things were about to
change drastically for everyone.

Between juggling the shows, writing for the paper, my boyfriend, and
my best friend, I felt like I was living two lives. We never spoke a word
about Reid, and I never asked. It was as if he didn’t exist. And I had to
admit, it was a relief because I’d allowed myself to be happy in my new
relationship. And I was happy. As happy as a girl could be alone on New
Year’s Eve with the promise of a fresh year filled with Nate Butler. He was
everything: kind, considerate, attentive, beautiful, and thrived in the
boyfriend department. He’d spent the last two months exhausting himself at
the paper and then showering me with whatever affection he could muster,
and it was always more than enough.

I rolled my suitcase down the hall, opened the door, and was met with a
gust of freezing air. I set it outside and was just about to close the door
when I smelled smoke.

And where there is smoke . . .

It was like an electric jolt.

I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply before I lifted them to meet the
watchful eyes of Reid Crowne. He’d been standing there for hours judging
by the amount of cigarette butts that lay scattered around my porch.



He crushed his cigarette under his boot as I let my eyes drift up. Shock
resonated as I saw he looked . . . healthier. He’d gained a few pounds. His
hair stuck out underneath a gray beanie that matched his long johns shirt,
and it looked sexy as hell on him. His jaw had filled out, too, and was
covered in thick stubble but trimmed neatly on all sides. I was wordless as
the air spiked with familiar tension. My mouth failed me. Words failed me.
In his eyes, I saw curiosity and relief. And then his lips upturned.

No.

After a silent minute, his eyes flicked to the suitcase I set outside the
door.

“Going somewhere?”

I took a step out in the freezing cold. My socks drenched in the chill the
minute they hit the pavement.

“What are you doing here?”

He smirked and I died inside.

No. Please. No. Don’t smirk. Don’t smile. Don’t look at me!

“That’s a mighty sexy nightie you have on there, Grenade. Will the rest
of the retirement home be joining you tonight?”

“Reid, cut the shit. What are you doing here?”

“Can I come in? It’s fucking freezing out here.” He blew hot air into his
fists.

“No,” I said and shut the door behind me, blocking my apartment.

“Okay,” he said and shoved his hands into his jeans.

I just stared at him in my crazy muumuu, my hair piled on top of my
head in a messy bun.

“I just wanted to talk a minute.”

“I thought we said it all.” My voice had bite. I was bitter. I had Nate. I
had no reason to be bitter.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he said, his voice low.

“Like what?”

“Like I’'m a caged animal. Like you’re afraid of me,” he said, taking a
step forward. I winced.

“Damn it,” he snapped. “It’s me, Stella. I’'m not here to hurt you.”

The tension built in my chest as I tried to tamp down my emotion. It
was bitterness, resentment, and a lot of anger. Anger I hadn’t realized I was
still holding on to.

“Stella,” he said softly. “I’ve wanted to call you so many times.



“But you didn’t,” I said with a sharp nod. “You look great. I’'m glad
you’re doing okay. Congratulations. Happy New Year, Reid.” I slammed the
door behind me, and a second later, it hit my ass with a thud and pushed me
forward.

“Stop,” he snapped, shutting it behind him.

I whirled on him. “You don’t get to tell me to stop! You don’t get to tell
me shit!”

My neighbors’ party was audible between our walls and a collective
ring of laughter sounded through them. I was supposed to go to bed after I
spoke to Nate. I had plans. Reid was screwing up my plans, and I was
tempted to join my neighbors just to get away from him. He stared at me
like he could see through my robe. In a defensive move, I slid my arms
around my stomach and gripped my sides.

All T thought about was fleeing, even though it felt like I waited an
eternity to see him again. I used to pray for the day he would show up to my
door.

“Why are you alone?”

“I’m not alone,” I whispered. “I mean, he’s in Chicago.”

“Okay.” Reid’s jaw pulsed. “You’re with that guy?”

“Yes. Nate. We’re together. Now. I didn’t lie to you about that. I’'m not
like that.”

He slowly nodded. “I know.”

“But you can’t say the same, can you?” I wanted to pull my tongue out.
I didn’t know why I was bringing up old hurts. It wasn’t going to fix
anything. “Forget I asked,” I said before I brushed past him and damn near
hit my knees. That scent of him brought it all back, the smiles he gave to
only me, the taste of him, the warmth that only he could give. I was,
freezing, aching, and dying for just one burn from his fingertips. I felt my
sensibilities start to flee and was grappling for them. And then the panic set
in.

“You should go,” I said as I snatched a glass from my cabinet and stuck
it under my faucet, putting the counter between us. I was at a safe distance.
He watched me as I took a long sip.

“Want some?”

“No thanks.”

“Something stronger, maybe, so, you know, you can call me after you
leave here and tell me why you were on my porch in the first place.”



“Because you’re making it so easy to talk to you now?” Another smirk.

“Stop,” I said, my heart inching itself away, trying to make a leap
around the corner.

“Stop smiling?”

“Yes. Vodka or whiskey?”

“Neither.”

“Egg-fucking-nog?” I asked, exasperated.

He full on laughed as I wilted inside.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered, “so fucking much.” He rounded the
counter, and I put my hand up.

“Well, awesome, send me a postcard from California.”

Another laugh only made me more furious. Fire burned around my
throat and I started to itch. I unzipped my robe, trying to ward of the
unbearable heat.

I downed another glass of water and felt the sweat gather on my
forehead. Ripping at the robe, I pulled it up and over my head and threw it
on the floor, leaving me in boy shorts and a tank top.

“You need to go.”

“Not before I say what I came to say,” he said as he cruised my body,
pausing at all of his favorite stops.

“Okay then, we’re drinking.”

“Nothing for me,” he said sternly. I popped the top off the vodka in my
freezer, and he batted it out of my hand. The bottle bounced into my sink.

“Don’t drink that,” he snapped.

“Why?”

“Just don’t.”

“Cutting down?”

“Yeah, I am, and you’re a lousy drunk,” he said as he closed the space
between us. “I’ve been fucking up a lot, especially when it comes to you.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. And I’m sorry.”

“You said that.”

“Never sober,” he said, drawing my chin from the floor with his
fingertips, so we connected soul to soul. It was like a switch.

“Please don’t touch me,” I said with trembling lips.

He pulled his hand away. “And I’m still on my knees,” he muttered
under his breath, “unbelievable.”



“Just say it, please, whatever you came to say and go.” My whole body
was shaking and I was sure he could see it.

“You’re shaking.”

“I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You did what you had to do,” I said, lowering my eyes.

“I was in rehab, Stella. From the minute I signed that contract until ten
a.m. this morning.”

Of all the reasons I could think of, that was the last. “What?”

“Crazy, right? What musician goes to rehab before his career takes off?”
He took a step back and slid the beanie off his silky dark locks, which
scattered around his face. I drank him in, and for a brief second, we were
back in his apartment, my heart on my sleeve, his eyes tearing into my soul.

“Why?”

“I needed to get my head straight. I was becoming like my parents. I
didn’t want that. I wanted to be better.”

“You are better,” I said in a breathless whisper. “You’ve always been
better.”

“Still my eternal cheerleader?” he asked with another smirk. He took a
step forward and faltered when he saw I wasn’t receptive to any of it.

“You kept your promise, that’s all that matters,” I said truthfully. “And
now, God. Sony, Reid.”

“Crazy,” he said with a small smile before he looked at me point blank.
“And it was you who changed every fucking thing.”

“Don’t. I just wrote about a band I believed in.” Reid took inventory of
my apartment and shook his head. I knew exactly what he was thinking
about: the day I moved in.

“You’ll be okay, you know that, right? Deep down you know exactly
what you want, how you want this to play out. You don’t have to be a
cliché. You don’t have to live that life. The music is what matters most.
Your beautiful music, Reid. You can do this.”

“Yeah,” he said thoughtfully. “Another pep talk,” he said without a
smirk, worry clear in his features.

“Yeah, yeah, look at me,” I said the same way I had months before. Jade
clouds brewed between us. “Believe me.”

“I don’t believe anyone anymore, Stella, but you.” He moved toward me
again, and I flinched, too afraid of myself. Of us.



“Reid, I can’t—"

“Here Without You” by 3 doors down sang out from the TV feet away
as my brain scrambled for some semblance of the woman I was minutes
before he showed up to my door.

“Okay,” he relented, frustration rolling off his shoulders.

“Nate’s a good man. You would really like him. He’s good to me. He
doesn’t make me—"

“Doesn’t make you what?” he said softly as I counted his slow steps
toward me.

“Reid, goddamn you,” I rasped out.

“I am damned,” he whispered between us. “Look at me.” I shook my
head as he gripped the sides of my face. Hot tears pooled and slipped down
my cheeks. I was burning up, on the verge of losing myself. The reinforced
wall I’d built shook down to the foundation. Everything I felt for him came
brimming up to the surface. My heart pounding wildly as he searched for
and saw everything in my eyes. And then the warmth hit, the feeling of it
spread from my chest throughout my limbs.

“Stella,” he whispered before his lips pressed to mine. The agony of
missing him leaked from my every pore. I threw every ounce of pain into
that kiss, all the love that I felt escaped in a sob he captured with his lips.
Softly, he pressed in, and I wrapped my arms around his neck as he slid his
arms around my body, pulling me tightly to him. He kept our mouths sealed
while he held me, our lips pressed together, and I felt his hesitance to let go
when I pulled my lips away. He dropped his forehead to mine.

“Happy New Year, Stella. I'm glad you’re happy. That’s all I came to
see.”

“Happy?” I scoffed. “I guess now you can put that guilty conscience to
rest,” I said in a ruined puddle under the weight of him.

“Hate me if you need to,” he said softly, as he let me go and stuffed his
cap in his jeans.

I hated the way it felt, the distance. I scrambled for words.

“Reid?” I whispered. Shoulders slumped, his eyes found mine. “What in
the hell kind of rehab let’s someone out on New Year’s Eve?”

We laughed. It was our special skill, one we created together when
things couldn’t get any worse. Our smiles faded as he looked me over and
opened the door.



“I’ll see you, Grenade,” he whispered before he closed it behind him. I
went after him and stopped him on the sidewalk.

“I’1l be the one to watch it happen,” I shouted as his back.

Slowly, he turned to face me, his eyes closed with the memory of my
words, his lips twisted. “Say it.”

I smiled through my free-falling tears. “I told you so.”

He gave me one last breath-stealing smile, got into his truck, and left
me without his warmth, once again in the cold.



THIRTY-FOUR
4%y

Ex-Factor
Ms. Lauryn Hill

Three Years Later

“Miss Emerson, I’d like to see you in my office,” Nate sounded through
my newly installed phone in my newly gifted office. I pushed his extension
as I searched my notes on my laptop. “Nate, everyone here knows we have
sex on the regular. You can call me Stella,” I said with a tone that matched
his.

“Miss Emerson, I have Roger Morris in my office for a meeting,” Nate
snapped as laughter echoed out beside him.

I leapt from my desk and stared at the phone.

Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

We would be fighting over this one later. Face flaming, my tail between
my legs, I walked into his office, failing to meet Nate’s eyes and
apologizing profusely to Roger Morris, who was one of the biggest agents
in the music industry. He had a stellar reputation and carried some of the
most sought-after talent under his management company. It took all my
Latina courage to shoot an apologetic glance at Nate.

The scold, colored deep blue, told me it may be a nasty fight. Still, I
couldn’t help the little high I got from knowing he still wanted to be inside
me while simultaneously strangling me. I gave him a sly Love you, honey
smile.

“I’m truly sorry,” I went on to Mr. Morris, a tall man with a New York
complexion and red carpet attire. He had sharp eyes that let you know he
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held the secrets of many but a genuine smile that made him more
approachable. “That was highly unprofessional, and it’s definitely not—"

“Stella, may I call you, Stella, though we’re not having sex on the
regular?” He coughed out a laugh as Nate drilled holes into my skull. We
were at that comfortable stage of our relationship where we bared all and
had no issue arguing, and it wasn’t detrimental to our relationship. We lived
together, worked together. In every aspect of our lives, we were together.
And it was bliss, well, for the most part. Except for when I played my
music too loud while he was writing, or that time I ran over his expensive
golf clubs, or sometimes spoke—case in point, the situation I was
attempting to charm my way out of. At twenty-four, I had finished my
bachelor’s degree and enrolled for my master’s. I had a future at Austin
Speak, not to mention a semi-successful podcast, something I started for
myself despite my focus on the growing paper and the man who owned it.

Life was good, better than good.

“Of course, yes, call me Stella.”

“Truth be told,” he said, addressing Nate, probably to offset my
upcoming ass lashing, “That’s probably the mildest thing I’ve ever heard as
arock ‘n’ roll manager.”

I nodded as Nate’s jawed ticked, probably in contemplation of his words
and my punishment when he got me alone. I was almost giddy with
anticipation. Fighting always lead to epic fucking. Nate and I legitimately
had the best sex on earth. We competed with ourselves. It was our thing. I
mouthed a quick “I love you” which granted me soft eyes as Nate cleared
his throat. “Stella,” he said, laced with a hint of prejudice, because we did
have that epic sex on the regular. “Roger manages that band Dead
Sergeants. It was one of the first articles you published.”

All traces of humor vanished from my face, replaced by a plastic smile.

“I remember. They’ve done well for themselves,” I added, waiting for
the punchline. I’d never told Nate about Reid. And I never had a single
reason to feel guilty about it until that moment. Since the minute Reid left
my apartment three years ago, I never had a reason to tell him. I hadn’t
spoken to Reid. The Sergeants had recorded their first album when they
landed in California and that went double platinum. That success led them
on a yearlong US tour. Speculation that they were recording last fall had
already been confirmed in the press but no release date had been
announced. Fans were chomping at the bit.



“Indeed, they have,” Mr. Morris agreed. “The group would like to give
you an exclusive for both your podcast and for the paper. Both stories could
launch at once, of course.”

“We can make that work,” Nate agreed with a nod. I could practically
see him salivating. Dead Sergeants were well on their way to being the next
stadium rock band.

“Mr. Morris, 1 appreciate the offer, but I’'m afraid I have no time. My
sister is getting married this weekend.”

“What?” Nate snapped as Roger looked at me with a smirk and quick
rebuttal.

“The band is willing to work around your schedule due to the fact that it
was your article that got them signed with Sony.”

“I didn’t know that,” Nate said with probing eyes in my direction.

Hello, guilt, it’s been a while.

I shrugged. “That’s because it’s not true.” I stood, grabbing a cup of
water from Nate’s cooler and resumed my seat across from him sipping
slowly.

Mr. Morris went on, ignoring the building animosity. “The band
disagrees, Miss Emerson. And they have an announcement of an upcoming
overseas tour for their album releasing next month. In addition, one of the
members has recently gotten engaged,” Roger said while I began to choke. I
cleared my throat.

“Which one?”

“Rye,” Roger said with a smile. “Typically, we don’t like to delve too
deep into the relationship status for fear it may hurt the band’s relationship
with the fairer sex, but it seems like more and more the media is seeking
just those kinds of stories to draw readers in.”

That was the truth and one of the reasons my podcast was getting
weekly views. When I was lucky enough to get an exclusive, I asked the
most intrusive questions, and the audience ate it up. With the success of
reality TV, things were getting far more personal in media. And Dead
Sergeants were the last band I wanted to get personal with.

I felt Nate’s expectant and enthusiastic yes across his desk and kept my
eyes on the same expectant gaze of Roger Morris. “It’s appreciated, but I
must regretfully decline. I have last minute fittings and a rehearsal dinner a
few hours away. I’'m sure you can understand how daunting these things can
be.”



“Stella,” Nate hissed. I snapped my gaze to his in warning.

“I’m sure JJ can cover it,” I chimed in with a smile between them, a
quick solution.

“They are insistent that you conduct the interview. The band is at the
hotel now and have freed up their evening for you, so this shouldn’t
interfere with any of your weekend plans.”

“Wonderful,” I said as Roger stood. “I can squeeze it in around five.”

“She’ll be there within the hour,” Nate grit out as he tried to decide
what to do with my body.

Roger’s eyes told me he knew exactly why I was hesitating and he’d
been well prepped.

Ben. I’m going to kill him.

Lexi still wasn’t over their inevitable break up. Though true to his word,
Ben hadn’t been the one to stray. Lexi had. Ben was crushed by it, but the
way he went about his backlash was cruel punishment, not to mention
national news. Some pictures can never be erased, especially with the
newest it girl, a Hollywood starlet half-naked in his lap. Those pictures
circulated for months, slowly stripping the life away from Lexi. Ben was
too blind to see she was too wrapped up in him, too desperate, too lonely. I,
in no way, agreed with her actions, but saw she was human in her love and
her insecurity when it came to him, and their relationship made her sick. I
understood it all too well. Neither one of us got our rock ‘n’ rock fairytale.

I was content.

And proud of Lexi. She was doing her best to bounce back, and it had
nothing to do with men. She’d enrolled in her first year of college. “Better
late than never,” she’d said, and I agreed. She’d also gotten a job on the set
as a stylist for a DIY show that was filmed locally. Lexi had put up videos
on YouTube when it launched and gained a lot of attention. It inspired me to
start my podcasts. I’d run the marathon in Austin as far as the paper was
concerned. I knew every step of city pavement. I no longer served beers at
Maggie Mae’s due to the newly thriving budget of Speak, but it never kept
me from doing the work. I knew every club manager and often got tipped
off when some of the bigger names rolled into town. And in doing that, I
scored exclusives by my reputation. Austin Speak had the most followed
entertainment segments in the city and was getting national recognition
with some of my freelance publications. And this all happened within the
time that Dead Sergeants hit the rock ‘n’ roll lottery with three, number one



billboard singles with their self-titled first album. I watched the guys take
the stage after winning two Grammys for Best New Artist and Song of the
Year. On stage, Reid stood in the back, mute, while the rest of the guys
rambled on. Even with their success, Reid remained tight-lipped and out of
the spotlight. As Roger Morris shut the door after a brief handshake with
Nate and I, I decided I would light Reid Crowne’s ass on fire with questions
if he were the one responsible for dragging me into their hotel.

My plans for revenge were cut short by the sight of Nate, hunched over
his desk, his thick fingers splayed on the top of it. “What in the hell were
you thinking?”

“Be more specific,” I said, sinking back into my seat with a sigh. “And
you know I already regret the phone thing.”

“The phone thing? Oh, you mean when you announced to the entire
building that you and I have sex on the regular?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, I buzzed your office.”

Shit. “Didn’t I?

“You didn’t hear the applause?”

Shit.

“Stella,” he said with his hands in his pockets. “Come on, baby, you
know better. Where is your head lately?”

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m tired, okay? I’m working
my ass off here, school, and my sister is driving me ape-shit about the
difference between two types of green pastels. I don’t have time for an
interview of this proportion. I’'m not prepared.”

“That’s bullshit. You’re always ready,” he said, his arms crossed. He
looked down at me. Nate Butler got better looking with age. It wasn’t a
biased opinion. It was a fact. I still pinched myself mentally every day that
he was mine.

“I'm sorry, okay? I'm sorry. I’'ll send out an apology email.” Nate
nodded, and I looked at him, and my breath hitched. “I love you.”

He walked around and pulled me to stand and into his arms. “Hang in
there, baby. Once we get this issue out, I’ll get us out of here. Anywhere
you want to go.”

“Bed,” I said with a lifted brow.

“Deal.”

He frowned down at me. “This weekend will be over before you know
it, and I’'m having a hard time with the interview issue. You live for



opportunities like this.”

“Please, Nate, let JJ take it. I’'m exhausted.”

He let out an exasperated sigh. “You know we’re only as good as our
last story, Stella. This will boost circulation.”

I looked at the man who had literally done everything in his power to
prove his love and brushed my lips against his. “I’ll do it.”

He chased my lips and kissed me breathless. When he pulled away, his
voice was hoarse.

“I need you to pull down your panties,” he said tightly.

“What?” Nate had never initiated sex at work since the night I roller-
skated my way into his right side. “Give them to me. If I remember
correctly from this morning, they are red lace.”

“Yes,” I said, my body drawing tight at the command of his voice.

“Take them off,” he barked.

Happily meeting his demand, I pulled up my favorite black pencil skirt,
took them off, and swung them in front of his face with my index finger.

“Stella, you helped build this paper. Raise your skirt,” he matter-of-
factly said, as if the words he’d just said didn’t have my pulse racing. I
pulled it up to my waist as he leaned in, intent on keeping my attention
above while he worked me down below. “It wouldn’t be half as successful
without you,” he whispered as my breathing escalated. “I wouldn’t be half
as successful without you,” he said, kneeling down in front of me as he
shed his navy blue blazer. “Hold on, baby,” he whispered to my clit as he
flicked his eyes to mine before he darted his tongue out in one smooth lick.
“I love you.” Lick. Lick. Lick. He added a finger as my breath left my body
and thrust upward as he sucked me greedily. “I think about you coming into
my office, in that fucking T-shirt,” he breathed out as he added another
finger and thrust up while I sank against his door and onto his hungry
mouth. “T wanted to claim you then, and God, if I would have only known
what we would become,” he said as he jackhammered his tongue against
me, “I would have taken you hostage that day.” I burst in his mouth as he
thrust his fingers faster, drawing it out and making it last. “You became
mine the minute you walked in that door, beautiful. I’'m so proud you’re
mine. ’m never letting go.”

I had no idea where this confession was coming from. I felt it from him
every day, but to hear the words coming from his mouth as he worshipped
me was another level sort of thing. I never pressed Nate for more than what



he gave. But I did wonder every once in a while, if he still loved me the
same. If his feelings had been dulled by some of our fights or faded slightly
with our ability to reach out and touch whenever we wanted. I knew
longing and I knew comfort. I had and felt both from and with Nate,
consistently. Still, his words, they reached deep. If he would have asked me
in that moment to be his wife, I would have said yes without hesitation.

He leaned in and soaked his face in my arousal then pulled away,
licking his lips clean. “And I love this sweet pussy so much.”

“God, please, Nate,” I asked as he stood and nailed me to the door, his
forearm on my neck, pressing slightly while his fingers ran through my sex.

“I’ll give your panties back when you’ve earned them, and this,” he
said, putting my hand on his bulging cock, “when you get home from
rehearsal tonight.”

“You aren’t coming?”

“I can’t,” he said slowly, releasing me before the guilt surfaced on his
features. “I have a conference call.”

Shoulders slumping, I narrowed my gaze. “Did you just get me off so I
wouldn’t gripe at you about that?”

“Yes. But I meant every word.”

We shared a smile. “It worked.”

He kissed me deeply and didn’t stop until Sierra knocked on the door.



TRIRTV-FIVE

The Flame
Cheap Trick

It’s amazing what can happen in three years. The man I was on my way to

interview had made my first months in Austin bleak. He’d been a literal
starving artist and I had no choice but to watch him grow as the tabloids
took a special interest in his progress, but with good reason. A master of his
craft, Reid often played gigs with other bands for various charities. Along
with Ben, he’d also recorded songs with a few other high-profile musicians.
Their talent was limitless, and Rye and Adam were praised with their own
accolades. But together, the four of them soared. At least the last time I
checked. And though I told Reid I’d watched it happen, I found myself a
liar. T was still selfish when it came to the band. I listened to their first
album alone in my SUV without interruption and knew the majority of the
songs by heart. It was surreal to hear them again, improved so much in
execution and sound. I’d listen to every beat, every note, and lyric, and tried
in vain to find Reid and me in that album. Lexi was present, and so were the
desperation-laced songs Reid had written in his journal while we were
together. I made peace with the fact that I wasn’t there. In his own words, I
was never supposed to be. But the underlying resentment grew, and I found
myself avoiding any new articles or music that had to do with the Sergeants.
I hadn’t lied when I said I was unprepared. I had done all I could to erase
Reid from my radar.

The visit from him that New Year’s three years ago had devastated me.
I’d been blindsided. But as my relationship grew with Nate, I had to chalk
his visit up to Reid being Reid. A man who was trying to be better and
wanted to apologize for all his mistakes, including me. I was in Reid’s oops
box.

I’d let my emotions win with him and that proved to be a very
dangerous thing. But twenty-four-year-old Stella Emerson was no longer a
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grenade. She was a levelheaded journalist who didn’t let her personal
feelings rule her life and had a gold pathway rolled out before her.

I was irritated more than anything about being dragged into that part of
my past. At least that’s what I told myself as I rode the elevator up to the
top floor.

The penthouse.

I wondered what Reid thought about that. Maybe I would ask him on
my podcast recording. Maybe the most secretive man in rock ‘n’ roll would
finally let his audience know of his trials and triumphs. But I knew better,
he would forever be that guarded man. Jaded in a way that couldn’t be
shaken off even with all of his success.

My cell phone buzzed with an incoming message.

Paige: Did you pick up the cake knife?

Yes.

Paige: When will you be here?

You’re welcome. Seven.

Paige: Be here at six.

I let out a breath of frustration. I couldn’t let her rattle me that close to
an interview.

1l try.

Though Paige and I had made amends, she was quickly nullifying our
truce with her outrageous demands on her maid of honor. The phone rattled
in my purse and I silenced it without looking at the message. I checked my
appearance in the hall mirror. My face was still a little flushed from my
office romp with Nate. I was practically glowing. I had to admit my outfit
was killer, and so were the heels I swore I would never wear. I looked every
bit the part of a serious reporter. My hair was tidy and pulled back into a
double braided bun. The collared, low-cut red blouse I wore accented my
cleavage just enough to be both sexy and business casual. Aside from that,
heavy mascara and deep red lipstick were all I wore. I was as ready as I
would ever be.

I knocked on the door with my equipment bag in hand. And then the
warm needles tickled the skin beneath the nape of my neck and goose
bumps spread up over my scalp.

Look up, Stella.



Mere seconds after that mental whisper, Reid Crowne knocked the wind
out of me.

Reid ushered me inside the penthouse while the rest of me froze at the sight
of him. He’d had his hair cut short to frame his face. It was still thick but
gelled back slightly as if it annoyed him. He was clean-shaven, his
masculine jaw on clear display, and he seemed . . . taller, even as I stood in
heels. I pressed through the door as I processed.

“Look at us, all grown up,” I said as I set my bag down on a table in the
foyer and looked back at him with a grin. He shut the door and leaned
against it, sliding his hands in his pockets. He had on gray slacks. Slacks?
Business slacks, his signature boots, and a black V-neck T-shirt that looked
like it should be paired with jeans, not half of a two thousand dollar suit. I
had to admit, even in the odd pairing, it was sexy as hell.

“Where’s the tie, Crowne? You have a meeting later?” I chuckled.

My smile slipped as his eyes trailed down my face, swept my body in a
caress that had my stomach fluttering and warmth spreading. When he got
to my heels, his gazed flicked to mine in a collision. “Fuck, you’re
beautiful.”

My mouth parted as my heart stopped and then resumed with that
foreign yet familiar beat. I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it,
unsure of what to say. He wasn’t going to make this easy. We stood a foot
away from each other, just . . . staring at the similarities and the differences.
I didn’t know the man in front of me anymore, and I wondered if I ever
truly did. Still, in his eyes I saw the undeniable flame and knew without a
doubt, I had never imagined our pull. I wanted out of that room, deeming
myself an idiot that moment to think space and time had made me a safe
woman.

“Holy shit, is that you, Stella?”

I turned to see Rye coming toward me. Rye had morphed into a hella
man. But even as he whisked me into his arms and twirled me around, my



eyes ventured back toward Reid. He was still watching me, his expression
pained. He let his eyes drift to my hands clasped around Rye’s back.

Rye commanded my attention as he peered down at me with a lopsided
grin. “What happened to you? You look so hot!”

I punched him in the chest. “Are you saying I wasn’t hot?”

“No, you were, just . . . you were hot T-shirt girl and now you’re all
Gucci and shit.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself. And I hear congrats are in order.
Who'’s the lucky girl?”

“Angel, she’ll be by in about an hour. Are you hanging?”

“Not long,” I said as I glanced at Reid while we collectively walked into
the main living room. The penthouse was spacious and modern.

Ben and Adam came out of an adjoining room, sipping Heinekens, and
paused when they saw me.

Have I changed that much?

“Christ, Stella, you’re gorgeous,” Ben said as Adam whistled with his
fingers. I got a bear hug from Adam and Ben swept me off my feet much in
the same way Rye had.

“Hi,” he whispered in my ear as he held me tightly. “I’ve missed you,
woman,” he said sweetly as he put me back on my heels. And though I
wanted to take a testicle and gift wrap it for Lexi, I smiled back.

“Crowne, eat your heart out. You fucked up letting this one go.” I jerked
my eyes to Reid, that all too familiar sentence, the same that came out of his
mouth years before when he showcased me to Dylan. He was thinking of it
too judging by the look on his face. I scolded Ben and turned the fire in his
direction.

“I could say the same to you. You haven’t seen your ex,” 1 declared
boldly, doing whatever I could to take the attention off mine and Reid’s
ancient history. “You’re an asshole for what you did.”

“Let’s talk about that never,” he said with a serious tone.

“How about on camera?” Ben jerked back as if I slapped him and
narrowed his eyes. “Don’t you dare.”

“We will talk about it,” I said with warning in my voice.

“Fine, but later.” He sighed.

“Agreed.” I had to hand it to the guys; Father Time had been more than
kind. Every one of them looked incredible, especially the drummer. Ben
looked me over. “I can’t believe how much you’ve changed.”



“Yeah, we’ve all been doing a lot of living,” I said as Reid stood in my
peripheral. I kept my focus, despite the nagging urge to glance his way.

Before the uncomfortable silence could pass, I broke in, on a mission to
get what I needed and get the hell out. The warmth was getting stifling, its
ever-present threat expanding in my chest with Reid so near. “So, where do
I set up? You guys have a place in mind?”

“Business already?” Rye said with a snort. “Don’t want to have a drink
first?”

“That’s probably not—"

I was interrupted by the sound of ice to my right. Reid poured a healthy
serving of whiskey into a rocks glass and I walked over to him and grabbed
it. “Thanks.” I took a sip, and they all shared grins as Reid poured a second
glass for himself. I stood back, stunned.

“I thought you weren’t drinking anymore?”

“He can handle it,” Ben assured me. “He doesn’t drink much.”

Utterly confused, I glanced in Reid’s direction and Ben intercepted.
“Let’s go out to the patio, see if you think that’s a good spot for the
interview.” Ben gripped my arm, and I had no choice but to follow. Once
cleared of the door, he looked at me conspiratorially. “He went to rehab for
the counseling,” Ben said on a whisper. “He never drank so much he needed
help for that.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Why doesn’t it?” Reid said, making me jump as he lit a cigarette
behind me, his jade gaze on my lips.

“Damn, man, I thought you told her,” Ben said in quick defense.

“I did. She was too busy throwing me out to listen,” he said with a
shrug.

“Okay,” 1 said, feeling the accusation. “Well, it’s none of my business
anyway,” I retorted, the whiplash from his sudden mood swings filtering
through my body, a telltale sign it was a very bad idea to be standing
anywhere with him. “This looks like as good of a place as any.”

“There’s a nice big bedroom down the hall,” Reid said. “I know how
much you love a mattress. Maybe we could all fit, for old time’s sake.”

I reeled on him. “What the hell is your problem?”

He smirked, and I turned my back to him.

“I have a wedding rehearsal in two hours,” I told Ben. “I need to get this
started. I don’t care if we have the interview in the damned bathroom.”



“There’s the cocky little Latina I know and love,” Ben said, looking
between Reid and me with unease. “Don’t start shit, man,” Ben warned.
“We owe her.”

“That’s why she’s here,” Reid reminded him. “My idea,” he murmured,
full of sarcasm as he blew out a puff of smoke and tilted his rocks glass in
my direction. “You’re welcome.”

“I didn’t want to come,” I said with a sigh. “And now I damn sure don’t
want to stay.”

Reid threw out the rest of his drink in a nearby plant, and I moved
toward the door. He stopped me with a hand on my arm, which I jerked
away.

“Ben, let me have her,” Reid said sharply, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Hell no, she’s already pissed. We need this interview done. We’ve held
off the press release for two fucking months so she could announce this
tour!”

“I’ll play nice,” he whispered.

I raised my brow without a clue as to what was going on. And I decided
it was best if I didn’t. “How about we don’t play at all. I’ll be set up in the
living room in ten minutes.” I walked back into the penthouse and gave
Adam and Rye a wary glance.

“Oh shit.”

I didn’t know which one it came from and I didn’t care. I mentally
rehearsed a list of questions for both my podcast and Speak while I ignored
the rattle. My questions for the podcast were far more personal, and I had
no intentions of holding back. It’s like the boys said. They owed me.

“Stella,” Reid whispered at my back, making me jump as I tightened the
lock on my tripod.

“It’s fine, Reid, save your apology. Let’s just get this over with.”

“You didn’t want to come?”

I let out a heavy breath, refusing to look his direction. “No.”

I felt the tightness start in my chest as I turned to face him and nearly
slammed into his chest. All at once, I was surrounded by nicotine, the hint
of whiskey on his breath, and the fucking Irish Spring that seemed to dance
off his skin, putting me on high alert.

“You’re filthy rich, you think you would switch from cheap soap.”

“They make body wash now.” He chuckled.

Whiplash. Or maybe I’d just forgotten how volatile he was.



“Why are you still working at Speak?”

“I’m happy there,” I said, taken off guard.

“But that’s not what you wanted,” he pressed.

“I’m getting there,” I said. “These things take time.”

“Bullshit. You were supposed to be traveling and writing. That was your
dream.”

“Dreams change,” I said with a shrug. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

He eyed me as if every word I spoke was a lie.

His next words were as dry as my throat. “Way to burn out, Stella.”

The sting of them hit deep. I hadn’t planned on doing anything more
than finishing school and traveling to shows, living in the circuit in hopes of
getting a break at one of the more reputable magazines. I shared those
hopes with him. But that wasn’t all he was insinuating. I wasn’t doing
anything that scared me and hadn’t since the minute I fell in love with him.
The fact that he had the nerve to call me out on it after three years of being
absent had me livid. I had to slow my breathing as the fear set in. The man
knew me, I had made sure of it.

“Did you bring me here to shove your success in my face?”

He pressed his brows together. “Of course not, I got you here to do an
interview for the band.”

I set my camera on the tripod. “That’s what I’'m doing, your highness.”

As I’d suspected, the journalists had done a little word play on Reid’s
name. He’d been deemed King Crowne.

“I don’t buy into that shit,” he said with a passive wave of his hand.
“This is coming out all wrong. Can we start over? After the interview?”

“I’m going to Paige’s rehearsal.”

“Great, see you there.”

“You aren’t invited,” I called after him. “It’s a family thing.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.”

I managed to pull myself together enough for the interview. And after a
shot of whiskey and a few uncomfortable minutes, it began to flow. After an
hour of steady questioning, Reid being the most evasive with his answers, I
had enough to make journalists everywhere envious.

The guys and I laughed through old memories as Reid stood idly by and
watched me. With a quick look at the clock, I grabbed my bag and said my
goodbyes. Ben dodged me sheepishly when I looked pointedly at him. “You
call her and you make things right.”



Ben’s jaw ticked. “I’m not the one who fucked up.” There was no
forgiveness in his voice. Not an ounce of pity. But I heard the hurt and it ran
deep.

“Talk to her,” I said, pressing in. “You might be surprised at what she
has to say.”

“It’s been over,” Ben said. “There’s nothing to say.”

“You’re here, and that probably won’t happen again for some time.”

“I’1l think about it,” he said as he kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Stella.”

“Of course, thanks for the interview, hot shit.”

“You could have a little patience with him,” Ben said as he eyed Reid,
who waited for me by the door.

“We aren’t like you and Lexi. This is different.”

He guffawed and shook his head. “Bye, baby.”

I met Reid at the door. “Let me drive you,” he offered in a whisper.

“I’ve got a trunk full of wedding crap, but thanks,” I said as I opened
the door. “Reid—"

“I’ll see you there.”



THIRTY-SIX

In too Deep
Genesis

“What a fucking day,” Nate said through the speakers in my SUV as I

drove through the gates of the country club.

“You can say that again.”

“What a fucking day,” he repeated, and I let out a chuckle.

“How did it go?”

“I think my editor will be happy.” I looked back to see a limousine pull
up right behind me. My shameless family spilled out the door of the large
club with inquiring faces. My twin cousins, Noel and Noah, attacked Reid
the second he stepped out of the car.

I couldn’t help my grin. “Hope you’re happy, asshole,” 1 said in a
whisper, which Nate heard.

“Stella, I know I’ve been working a lot and it’s getting in the way of us,
but I promise I won’t let it go on much longer.”

“No, babe, I wasn’t referring to you. I was talking about . . . Paige. Her
wedding is a circus.”

“Stella,” he warned. “She may be doing this for you someday.”

“Well, I’m sure as hell not going to let her get off easy. And I'll make
damn sure she has to make 3 a.m. trips to Wal-Mart for a week to see if they
got more cheap plastic bubble wands.”

“Play nice, and then come get dirty with me,” he said. “I can still taste
you.”

“Deal,” T said as I watched the mob swarm Reid. It was his worst
nightmare, but oddly, he seemed comfortable enough with them as she
signed my Aunt Vesta’s purse. Shameless.

“Deal, huh? That’s all I get? You okay?”

No.

“Yes,” I said out of breath as I grabbed a few boxes out of my trunk.
Reid spotted me struggling from the front door and came my way, holding
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his hands up to my cousins to let them know he would be back.

“You need help?” he asked as he stood at my trunk.

“Babe,” 1 spoke to Nate in an attempt to wave Reid away, “I have to go.
I have my arms full.”

“He doesn’t know about me,” Reid said with a wicked gleam in his eye.

Nate spoke as heat flashed through my face. “Okay, see you later. Wake
me up,” he said with a sexy lift in his voice.

“Can you?” I asked Reid, my head locked between my cheek and
shoulder.

Reid raised a brow. “Hang up on your boyfriend? Gladly,” he took the
phone and pressed end, then stuck it in my purse before taking the boxes
from my hand.

“You better pray he hung up first. If I have to explain that later, you’re a
dead man.”

“I can give you my room number,” he whispered in my ear, making me
jump, “if that will make it easier for you to find me.”

“That’s just tacky,” I said as I grabbed three lead bags full of
embroidered crap. “I’m not your groupie, Crowne.”

“No,” he said softly. “You’re not.”

My mother spotted us from the entrance and rushed our way. Reid
smiled as she approached in a glittery black dress suited for a Diana Ross
concert. “Looks like I finally get to meet the parents.”

“Mija! I’'m so happy you’re here. Finally!” She gave me a kiss on the
cheek. “Your sister is driving me crazy!”

“I live in the same city, Mom. Be thankful you get to go back to
Dallas.”

Reid smiled down at her, my mother a full foot shorter than him. He
was noting the similarities. I had to admit the older I got, the more alike we
looked. However, while I was trying to work on my subtlety, my mother
was set in her ways. She scrutinized Reid. “Who are you?”

“I’m Reid,” he said with an apprehensive smile. “Nice to meet you,
Mrs. Emerson.” He easily handled the boxes to offer his hand, which she
frowned at. “Where is Nate?” I couldn’t help my smile. My parents adored
Nate and rock star status meant shit to my mother. Still, I had to scorn her.
“Momma, don’t be rude, this is one of Paige’s old friends.”

“Oh,” she said, trailing her eyes down Reid’s attempt at business casual.
“From where does she know you?” My mother gave him the third degree as



he set the boxes down on a bell cart one of the bridesmaids wheeled out.

“We used to work together,” he answered, indulging her with the same
amusement he did me when we met.

“Reid,” she said, trying to place the name. And then her eyes narrowed.

Oh, shit.

I saw her palm go up and cringed as Reid took two forehead slaps to the
head. She dug right in. “You think I’'m so old I forget that you took my
daughter? That you have my daughters fighting for months?”

Reid stood stunned as he looked to me for help. “Family affair,” I piped
as I left him there to fend for himself. “Welcome to the party, rock star.”

I walked inside the bustling club and was greeted by at least a dozen
aunts, uncles, and cousins. I searched the large lobby for Neil and found
him standing in the corner, watching, paralyzed with fear as his new
extended family marched in like ants. I fled to him and dropped the bags at
his feet before I threw my arms around him. “Hey, brother.”

He smiled when I pulled away. Neil and I had gotten close over the last
few years. I could talk to him about anything. It was a strange dynamic, but
it worked with us. I’d definitely gained a brother. We talked a lot, especially
in the last few months when he needed advice on how to handle the family.

“You can still back out of this,” I said, nudging his shoulder.

“This is just the rehearsal,” he said as he watched the crowd thicken
behind me. “My dad’s side isn’t even here,” I said with a laugh as Neil
paled. “It will be fine,” I assured him with a little shake in my voice as Reid
appeared with my mother’s arm wrapped around him.

Traitor.

He must have talked some major shit to get in her good graces, and by
the way she stared up at him, I could tell that’s exactly what he did. His
eyes found mine as I watched his lips twist up in a smirk. And the rattle was
back.

Neil lit up beside me when he caught sight of him. “Damn, man, are
you a sight for sore eyes!” They did the man hug, back clap thing, and I saw
that as my chance to find my sister. Reid’s hand shot out as I attempted to
make my escape.

He leaned in to whisper, “Now or later, it’s up to you.”

“I’m going to find Paige.”

“Later, then.”

I was dizzy and the rehearsal hadn’t even started yet.



“Stella!” My favorite cousin Tangie greeted me in the doorway of the small
room where the rehearsal was being held. “God, did you see Reid Crowne?
I thought I was going to die when he got out of that limo. We thought it was
Uncle Georgie being all flashy, but no, a fucking rock star pops out!”

I laughed, and she gripped my hip, pulling me close while we walked.
“You look hot! It’s been too long cousin. I need to get my ass here more
often to see you.”

“Anytime, Tangie, I meant that. You know I don’t like these other
fools.”

“I heard that,” My cousin Ramon—the oldest of all the cousins—
chimed in as he joined us. “God, Stella you grew up fast.”

“Don’t let the suit fool you,” I said with a wink. Pretty soon I had a
posse in pursuit of my sister and was about to send out a search party when
I spotted her in a private bar in the back of the club, pointing to her empty
shot glass. “Just one more,” she said with a slur.

Oh shit.

“No more,” I snapped as she held up the tequila shot and smiled at me. I
took the glass from her and warmed my insides with its contents.

“Paige, we have to get going,” I said as I gripped her to me, trying to
decipher her clarity through inspection, and then glared at the bartender. He
looked me over with appreciative eyes. “Really?” I deadpanned. “Get real,”
I snapped as Reid walked through the door.

“Oh, my God,” Paige said looking between us. “You made it!” She
sprang from me into Reid’s waiting arms, and they hugged each other in
greeting. Paige was leaking in a sappy puddle, a mix of tequila and jitters,
but I saw it. The genuine love between the two of them, the friendship they
missed on both parts. Guilt weighed me down as Reid looked over at me as
Paige gushed. “It feels like it’s been longer,” she said, dabbing at her tears
as if she were a silly woman. And she was, but it amazed me the gravity of
the situation. It all came back to our decisions: mine to kiss him, our
decision to be together, and how it had affected all of us in some way.



He stared at me with drawn brows, trying to read my thoughts as I
looked on at Paige, who was truly happy to see the friend she had before
her sister drove a wedge between them and rock ‘n’ roll ate up the rest of
his time, and his attention.

Reid being Reid bent down to whisper to her, making her smile.

“So, are you staying for dinner?”

“Yeah,” he said as he looked over at me. “If that’s okay.”

“Of course it is!”

I looked at the bartender. “Line them up.”

Thirty minutes later, the four of us, Neil, Paige, Reid, and I were
laughing hysterically at Paige, who was doing a spot-on impression of our
mother, which even Reid could appreciate. I had the bartender substitute
Paige’s shots for water, and she didn’t seem to notice. We knew we were
supposed to be somewhere, but for a brief moment in time, we captured a
glimpse of the old days, and we weren’t ready to let go. I caught Reid’s
eyes on mine, and it was probably because I was watching him just as hard.

“You okay, sis?” Paige asked as I swallowed down another shot. I was
done drinking due to my shitty attention span and wiped my hands after
sucking on a lime and tossing it in the glass. I learned my limit years ago
and rarely strayed.

“I think the better question is, are you? I’m not the one who’s about to
get married.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Reid muttered, just for me to hear. I cut my eyes
his way.

“I don’t want you stressing,” Paige said. I cut her off fast.

“I’m fine.”

“I know I made it hard on you,” she said softly. “I’'m sorry.”

I grinned at her. “You’re a bride.”

“I’m getting married.” She hugged me close as we sat on the bar stools,
while Neil and Reid stood talking behind us. “He keeps staring at you,” she
said bluntly.

I saw Reid’s eyes drop to the floor and he grinned. He was busted
because Paige wasn’t talking quietly at all, and I couldn’t convey it quickly
enough.

“Paige,” I said with big eyes. “They can hear you.”

“Do you still love him?”



Reid’s gaze landed on mine as Neil rattled on about their honeymoon
trip to Jamaica

Paige rattled on, too, as if we were speaking about the weather. “I know
it was only like two minutes y’all were together, but if this upsets you—"

“Paige,” I whisper-yelled as she continued to talk out of her drunk ass.

“Noooo,” she said with a confident grin. “You’re happy with Nate. And
who wouldn’t be. The man is beautiful.” Reid’s jaw ticked, and I nodded to
Paige.

“There you are!” my mother yelled, and all four of us jumped.

“We have rehearsal right now,” she said, motioning us with her hands in
her ridiculous dress. She looked slightly frazzled as she spied the empty
glasses on the bar.

“Bear?” my father asked, appearing behind her. “Who do we have in
here?” he asked as he took a step forward.

Heat burned my face, and I began to panic while Reid took a step
forward to introduce himself.

“Reid Crowne sir, it’s nice to meet you.”

My father cringed and stared at Reid’s hand as if he were going to take
it off after he claimed his head.

I jumped from my stool. “Daddy, it’s cool.”

“This Reid,” my mother said with a clueless smile in his direction. “I
like him, honey. He going to gift Paige the limo for tomorrow.” She grabbed
Neil in her clutches as Reid tried to work his magic yet failed.

“I think you should leave,” my father snapped, his eyes glaciers
shooting right at Reid. “Right now.”

Reid stood stunned as I pushed my Dad a few feet back. “Daddy, don’t.
I’m begging you. Don’t.”

“What’s he doing here?” he asked, flicking a silver-gray gaze—the
color of mine—back at me as if I’d physically hurt him.

“I invited him, Daddy,” Paige said in a slur that had me wincing.

Shit was about to get real, really real.

Scurrying to clean up the mess, I began to usher my father out of the
door.

Reid tried to interject. “Sir, I know—"

“You need to leave,” he stated again, his angry eyes fixed, his voice
unwavering. I looked back to Reid, my hand on my Dad’s heaving chest.
“Don’t worry about it. Okay?”



“Daddy, don’t be rude. This is my wedding!” Paige was hopeless as she
tried to straighten her titled green tiara with Mexican flag colored tulle
hanging from it.

All we needed was a parade of Chihuahuas and a pifiata to keep it hood.

“Paige,” my father whisper-snapped, “are you drunk?”

“No, Daddy,” she said as she lowered her head slightly. My mother
looked between all of us, her suspicions on high alert before she went full
rant. “Are you serious with me right now, Paige?” My mother never had
fully perfected her English.

“Yes, I’m serious with you,” Paige said, poking the bear.

My mother wasn’t having it. She put her hands on her hips, a telltale
sign shit was officially real. “I’ve had enough of your shit, young lady. You
will act like a bride. You have people waiting. Get your ass out there now,
Altos Paige Ornita Emerson.” Paige ducked her head with each sharp
syllable of her name. “I don’t have the patience to tell our preacher, who
christened you, you have no respect for Jesus.”

Paige burst out laughing as I cowered behind my sister from my dad’s
accusatory stare.

“I respect Jesus,” Paige said, kissing my mother on the cheek. She
walked over to Reid. “Ignore Daddy. I want you here. Please stay.”

And as if on cue, as if she was preparing for that moment her whole life,
Paige turned to her groom and held out her hand. “Come on, baby, let’s do
this.” Neil shook his head with a laugh and took her hand, looking back at
Reid. “Hang out, man. It’s cool,” he assured as Reid stared at him without
answering. My father, who was graying by the day in his fitted dress suit,
looked between Reid and me as my mother followed the groom out.

“Come on, Stella,” he said with an anger-cloaked voice. “I don’t want
you upset.”

Reid looked over to me with clear confusion. “It’s okay,” I assured him.
“Just wait in here, or whatever.”

He nodded and watched as my father took my hand and led me out of
the room.

“You are the maid of honor. It’s time to rehearse,” he said sternly.

I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Reid’s resolve. He wasn’t
going to leave it alone. He had questions and wasn’t leaving without
answers. Answers I would do everything in my power to keep from him.



After the rehearsal and an incessant amount of catch up kisses, I was
touching up my lipstick in the bathroom when I heard a click behind me.

A surge of nervous energy circulated as Reid’s eyes found mine in the
mirror. He was leaning against the door, studying me. I couldn’t get over
the change in him. Eyes no longer hidden by hair, they were more haunting
than ever as they watched me line my lips.

“Please,” I said, tracing the bow of my top lip. “I’m seriously close to
losing my shit on the DJ. He’s passing out liquor to my fifteen-year-old
cousins. I caught them trying to steal a golf cart. This is the crap I’'m
dealing with. And you saw Paige,” I reminded him, pressing the gloss over
my bottom lip.

“You’re punishing me.”

“What?”

“For leaving, for letting you go, for the concert. You’re punishing me
for all of it.”

“I’m in love with my boyfriend, Reid,” I said, zipping my purse.

His eyes flared. “That may be the truth, but you’re in love with me,
too.”

“Don’t do this,” I snapped as I turned to face him head-on. “Just don’t.”
“Why?”

“Because it’s too late,” I said as my heart sounded off a warning. “I
don’t want to fight with you, Reid.”

“I’'m fighting for you, Stella,” he said, taking a step forward. “I keep
waiting for you to end it with this guy. You tell me he’s a good man, fine. I
say I can be the better man. I’m putting my hat in the ring. Right. Fucking.
Now.”

“You’re insane,” I said, gesturing for him to open the door. He crossed
his arms, refusing to budge.

I took a steadying breath. “I have to go.”

“I’m right. You’re punishing me. You’ve been punishing me. And won’t
even give me the time of day.”

“I’ve been living my life. You’ve been busy yourself.”



“And you never answered a single phone call.”

“You’ve called once a year,” I said accusingly.

“On our birthday. It was a good excuse.”

“For what?” I snapped.

“To show you I was still waiting!”

“Oh, this is ridiculous.”

“No, what’s ridiculous is you won’t even listen to what I have to say.
You refuse to try to see how hard I’ve fucking worked to get straight. I went
to counseling. I kept my promise to you, and I’ve sat back and respected
your wishes when it comes to him, but no more. You belong with me.”

I guffawed. “Practicing abstinence, too, Crowne?”

“Fuck no,” he said. “But say the word, Stella, and I’m yours, and you’re
mine, and we end this fucking charade.”

“My life is not a charade.”

“Where is he when it’s important, like tonight?”

“Don’t you dare judge him, ever. He’s the best man I know. And who in
hell are you to talk? When it’s important? Are you serious? He’s been there
for the last three years. Where were you?”

“In here,” he said, pressing his fingers to my temple before placing his
burning hand to my chest, “and in here.” His palm seared me. “And
working my ass off to get to this moment. To this. Right now.”

“I love him.”

“You love me, too, and I’ve been robbed long enough.”

“Oh? Have you now? You’re finally ready for Stella?” I scoffed. “Ship
has sailed, Reid. Get out of my way.”

In a flash, I was pinned to the door, his hands holding my wrists, his
eyes unforgiving. “I love you.”

“No.” It was a throaty whisper.

“I love you. And I miss you, Stella. And that’s not going to change.”

“Stop it,” I said, fighting his hold on my wrists.

“I miss hearing your dreams when you wake up. I miss spending nights
just talking in our bed. Simple shit I would never take for granted again, as
long as I got to do it with you. You’re all I think about. I haven’t slept a full
night since you left my bed. Everything I’ve done since the minute I left
Austin has been about getting back to you a better man. A man more
capable of giving you what you deserve. I’m there. I’ve been there for a
while, and it’s time you knew. And today and every day after is about



getting you back. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t wait anymore. I don’t
want to, Stella. It’s our time.”

I bit my trembling lips.

“Stella, you haven’t forgotten. I see everything by just looking at you.”

“I’m with Nate.”

“Be with me,” he pressed. “You got me off my knees, Stella. Living
with you, even in that shitty apartment, was the best time of my life. I don’t
want to sleep another night without you.”

“Reid—"

His jaw ticked. “He’s going to ask you to marry him, if he’s smart.
Don’t say yes.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Worse.”

“What is worse?”

“In love.” He dipped to kiss me, and I moved my lips away. He cursed
and bit his lip, staring down at me, his frustration palpable. Exasperated, he
took a step back. “Fine, I’ll play fair, but I’'m playing. I want you back. I
want you in my life.”

“You’re about to tour the world, Crowne. Just how do you propose to
make that happen?”

Reid looked at me stunned, as if he’d just remembered he was about to
play on five other continents. “Fuck!”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, there is that small rock ‘n’ roll thing.”

“Come with me,” he said softly. “Stella, I’'ll give anything for seven
more minutes. But I want all of them. You said I could have them all.”

“This was your plan? To drag me into an interview and then lure me
into your life with an I love you?”

“It’s been three years and you haven’t chosen him.”

“I have,” I said with a leaden voice.

“No, you want to, but you cant. There’s a reason, Stella, and it’s me.”

“We have a life together. I’'m happy with Nate.”

“But something’s missing,” he said, forcing me to look his way. “You
wonder what it would be like if we were together, if we had gone further.
You still want the fairytale, but it’s mine to give you, and I can’t give it to
you if you’re with the wrong fucking prince.”

“I’m not,” I said breathlessly.

“Stella, we aren’t finished and you know it. You’ve always known it.”



“Why are you doing this? We don’t know each other anymore.”

“I know you aren’t yourself, not the version you want to be. This
housewives shit is only going to take you so far, and then what?”

“I grew up, my dreams changed.”

“To match his,” he retorted confidently. “Don’t marry him, Stella. You
don’t belong to him. I scare you and that’s good. Do it scared, remember?
You were always so quick to believe in me without reason. I’ll give you as
many as you need. I’m right here, Stella.”

His words struck deep as I gasped out his name. “Please, don’t.”

“I love you,” he said, releasing me before he slid his thumb across my
bottom lip. “I think about you every time I play. Every single day, I take
you with me wherever I go.”

Anger and hurt surged through me as I shook my head. “You don’t get
to do this. You don’t get to come here after years—”

“I couldn’t make promises then, Stella. I had nothing—Iess than nothing
—and inside I felt like I was constantly on the spin cycle. I couldn’t stop
spiraling. I couldn’t tell you this then. You were scared enough just starting
out, and I was so damn desperate.”

It was the truth. He had been in no position to offer me anything but the
day we lived in. He had been hanging on by a thread then. It was one of the
reasons I could never fully hate him for leaving. Probably one of the
reasons why I never stopped loving him.

“I remember.”

He leaned in on a whisper. “That first night you came over and washed
my hair? Do you remember that?”

“Yes,” I said as hot tears streaked my cheeks.

He thumbed them away, his hands cupping my face, and waited for my
eyes. “I was about to end it.”

He leaned in slowly, so slowly, and brushed his lips against mine. “You
saved my life that night just by showing up.”

I burst into tears beneath the weight of his confession before he pulled
me into his arms.

“It’s okay, Stella,” he whispered with warm breath in my ear. “I had to
get straight. And no matter how hard you tried, you couldn’t fix it.”

“I was so worried,” 1 said against his chest. “Every single day I worried.
Especially when you left.”



“I know,” he said regretfully, “and I’'m sorry you went through that.
Stella,” he said in a breathy whisper, “you thought you weren’t enough, but
that was just it. You were enough to make me want to try to figure it out.
You were enough to make me want to get better, feel better, and eventually
want more. You saved every part of me. The parts I thought were empty,
you filled up. The parts I thought were lost, you brought them back to me.”

I lay my head over his heart as he gripped my arms.

“I can make those promises now, Stella. All of them. Any you need to
hear.”

“Reid,” I said as I shook in his hold. Green eyes of fire searched mine.
“Just once, say everything you want to say to me. Just this once.”

“I can’t do this,” I said truthfully. “I can’t. It was never a choice.”

“It is now,” he said, resolute.

“That’s not fair.”

He released me and clenched his fists. “Don’t tell me about fair when I
have to stand back while some other man touches you, fucks you, sleeps
with you, holds you. Don’t tell me about fair, Stella. I had to get my shit
together. I’ve done the work. I deserve you, too, goddammit,” he said
through clenched teeth. “I deserve to be as happy as the next guy. It took me
a while to realize I deserve you. Too long, but it’s not too late.” He leaned
in on a heated whisper, my body firing off in response. “I want you. I want
inside of you Stella, where I belong. Do you remember how it felt? How I
felt?”

His breath tickled my neck as he pressed his body to mine.

“How we fit?”

White-hot heat slid between my legs. “Stop,” 1 said, my pulse
skyrocketing as I hissed out a needy breath. “Don’t.”

“Please end this shit. Stop punishing me.”

“I’'m not punishing you.” I pushed at his chest, giving myself some
distance. We were too close to not being able to take it back.

I crossed my arms and gripped my sides. “I hurt him, I hurt me. You
don’t know what you’re asking.”

“Tell me you don’t love me,” he whispered. “Say it, Stella,” he dared as
I blinked out a fresh set of tears. When I stayed mute, he shoved his hands
back into his slacks. “I thought so.”

But he wasn’t done, and the charged air between us said he might never
be.



“Come with me,” he beckoned, and I shook my head. “I can’t.”
He cursed as he ran a hand through his hair.
“You can’t expect me to leave my life for you, Crowne. Last time you

»

His eyes snapped to mine. “I what, Stella?”

“You forgot me,” I whispered. “You showed up at that concert with
another girl. Did you forget?”

“I was so hell-bent on trying to get you out of my head, Stella. It meant
nothing. Nothing to me.”

“But it meant everything to me, Reid. You—" I swallowed. “It doesn’t
matter. It can’t. I’'m with Nate.”

“Stop saying his goddamn name!” Reid hissed as he looked at the floor
between us, taking rapid breaths before he slowly brought his gaze to mine.
“I’ll keep waiting.” He leveled me with the sincerity in his voice and leaned
in to kiss my temple. “I never forgot you, Stella. Not you, not us, not any of
it.”

He pulled back, leaving me spent completely by his smell, his words,
and his eyes trailing down my body. “It’s not too late.” He opened the door
behind him and slipped out, taking his warmth away.



THIRTY-SEVEN

Burn
Usher

I walked toward the private bar to avoid the eyes of everyone at the party. I

needed a minute to get my head together. Tumbling from his words, the
faint press of his lips against mine, his promises, I stumbled blindly into the
room and was stopped short by the sight of my sister, Neil, and Reid
drinking at the bar.

Paige saw me and stopped my retreat. “Stella.”

“Hey,” I said, approaching her.

“We’re hiding. Uncle Moto is trying to DJ now.”

Reid piped in, “How many uncles do you have?”

“A million,” my sister and I said in unison.

Paige was three sheets to something as she sat a shot of tequila down in
front of me. I looked back at Reid as the blood rushed to my face. It was
there, the heat, the burn, his words pulverizing all reasons to stay away
from him. He loved me, and I was helpless against the pull. I needed to get
away before the flames licked me and the rest of him consumed me.

“You okay?” Paige said, looking over her shoulder. “What’s going on?”
she asked between Reid and me.

“Nothing,” I murmured.

Paige looked accusingly at Reid. “I thought this was over.”

“It is,” I snapped.

She turned in her seat, surveying us both. “Clearly it isn’t.”

“Paige,” I protested, realizing my sister was the most intuitive drunk in
the history of mankind.

“Bullshit,” she snapped. “I could sense it then and I can sense it now.”

She glared at Reid. “She has a boyfriend, you know.”

“Stop it,” I barked.

Reid nodded with an, “I know,” his eyes burning a hole through us both.
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“Paige, I'm fine,” I said, trying to keep the angry, tequila-filled Latina at
bay. Seemed I wasn’t the only one with some unspoken resentment.

“You can’t get upset, Stella. I can’t ever see you like that again!”

I jerked her to face me. “Stop!”

She pulled away from my grip to face Reid head on. “No. Not this time.
He needs to know.”

“Please, Paige. Please,” I pleaded.

“Know what?” Reid asked, his jaw turning to granite. Neil took a step
forward. “Paige.”

“He needs to know you had a stroke the last time he left your door.”

All animation fell from Reid’s face.

“Yeah,” Paige continued. “After you decided to drop by that New
Year’s Eve and pay her a visit. She had a stroke in her sleep.”

Reid stumbled back as if she’d just struck him. “What the fuck?”

Neil gauged Reid’s shock and interjected. “Paige!” he scorned, trying to
do damage control, “Reid, chill out, man,” he said, backing him away from
the both of us.

“It’s true,” she snapped at Neil before she looked back to Reid. “Loving
you damn near killed her. She went down hard, Reid. Proud of yourself?
Because you hurt her, my baby sister! She had to put medical tape on her
eye to keep it closed for months so she could sleep normally.

I skipped right from horror to humiliation.

Tequila. Is. The. Fucking. Devil.

Or Paige was. I couldn’t definitively decide at that moment.

That was the most embarrassing fact about my stroke, aside from my
slightly lazy eye, which everyone swears is barely even noticeable. I was
over the theatrics of the whole episode, which was ironic because that’s
what got me in the hospital in the first place. Waking up with my motor
skills on the fritz was terrifying, but I recovered quickly. Still, my family
made too much out of it. I wasn’t dying. I didn’t have a condition. I’d had a
reaction. And Reid was feeding into it.

He was throwing Neil’s arms off as he tried to get to me. “Stella.” His
face fell as his eyes swam with unshed tears while he tried to push past
Neil, who was doing his best to try to keep him from confronting me. I
remained calm because I had to. My heart was threatening to start that odd
beat. As much as I wanted to push past all the debris between us, I was



helpless against it. My family, my new life with Nate, even my own damn
heart refused to let him past it.

“Is it true?” he asked with a haunted voice. He was so breathtakingly
beautiful in that moment, vulnerable and susceptible to the cruelty of
whatever venom that came at him. Larger than life, he had conquered the
world, only to be spat at by the ones who set him off to do it.

Paige would never forgive herself when she sobered up.

“Reid, it’s not your fault,” I swore to him as he shattered like I knew he
would.

“Goddammit, Neil,” he said, pushing at him to get to me, “just let me
talk to her!”

“Stop, please,” I begged them both as I turned to glare at Paige. “Why?
Why hurt him like that?”

She threw her shoulders back. “He can’t hurt you anymore, Stella. He
won’t.” She looked back at Reid. “Just leave her alone. If you care about
her, just leave. Her. Alone.”

Reid stopped fighting as her words hit him like blows. He jerked
himself away from Neil’s clutches before he cleared the bar of every piece
of visible glass.

Paige shrieked as I took a step toward him. “Reid.”

His breath sounded in gasps as he hung his head, broken. I reeled on my
sister, rage boiling over. “Damn you, Paige!” I turned to Neil with a shriek.
“Get her out of here!”

Paige looked between us with wide eyes and hesitation, but let Neil
usher her out of the room.

I steadied my breathing in an attempt to calm his.

“Stella.” His voice was a whisper as he turned to me. A tear fell from
his eyes, pain twisting his face.

“I had my first stroke when I was fifteen,” I told him. “It was not your
fault.”

I saw him visibly crack in front of me with his question. “And when I
left?”

I shook my head. “It was so mild, Reid. I didn’t even feel it. It happened
in my sleep. The doctors think it was because I overheated and then stood in
the cold.”

“For how long?”

“Long enough,” I said, hating myself for it.



“How long were you out there after I left?” he asked.

“Too long.”

“It’s not my fault, huh?” He looked me over skeptically. “Then why did
you overheat?”

I shrugged. “I’ve always been emotional. Like I said, the same thing
happened when I was fifteen. I was fighting with Paige, of all people, so
easy for her to point the finger. That had nothing to do with you.”

“Please don’t lie to me,” he said softly. “Please, Stella.”

“This isn’t life-threatening.” Okay, that was a small lie. “I have to try to
stay cool, calm. It’s not a big deal. I just can’t do extreme weather, and I
can’t go postal. I’'ll live a long life.” That was the truth.

“Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“Because that night was supposed to be goodbye,” I said. “Because I
had Nate, Reid. I have Nate, and he takes care of me.”

Reid swallowed hard as he looked at the mess of glass on the floor.

“How the hell did we get here?”

“I was just thinking that,” I said softly. “I was thinking, if I had never
asked you to kiss me, would we both be better off? And then I remembered
all the good that came from it.”

“Baby,” he croaked, shaking his head as if to ward it off, “you had a
stroke?” His eyes fogged, and then I saw more emotion run down his cheek.
I felt it then, the ruin. The same pain I saw all those years ago when we
parted.

“I did,” I said as my eyes filled. “But it’s not your fault, Reid. I don’t
blame you, and if I weren’t so whacked out after, I never would have told
Paige you were there the night before. She told my dad but my mother
doesn’t know. That’s why you’re still alive. You should probably save
yourself.”

“Damn it, Stella,” he said as he pulled me into him. I sighed, letting
myself sink into his arms. We rested silently in each other, our hearts
beating the same with too much between us. I had to snap myself out of it.
Free us both.

“Fucking tequila,” I chuckled. “It’s just not a good look on us, Reid.”

“I ate the worm,” he murmured with his own chuckle.

“We’re like an atom bomb every time we get together,” I said as I noted
the fresh weariness in his eyes that I put there.



“You finally went off, huh, Grenade? And I pulled the pin.” We both
laughed inappropriately. Because that’s what we did.

“I should go,” he said, releasing me.

“Paige didn’t mean it.” I gripped his hand. “She loves you, Reid.”

“It’s so crazy,” he said. “I can sell out stadiums all over the planet, but I
still can’t get your sister’s approval.” He shrugged. “Money used to be the
whole fucking problem, and now it can’t solve any damn thing.”

“That was never a problem,” I said.

“God.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I just made a fucking fool
out of myself.”

He sighed as he pulled some money out of his pocket and threw a wad
of it on the bar to replace the glasses.

I shook my head. “You have to make a fool of yourself, Reid. In my
experience, it’s the best way to show you care.”

“Didn’t make a damn bit of difference, did it?” he asked before he
grabbed the bottle of tequila off the bar, not waiting for my answer. “I didn’t
come here to hurt you,” he said softly. “I just thought—fuck, Stella, I just
hoped—”

“Reid?” Paige said with tear-filled eyes from the doorway. “Can I please
talk to you?”

I looked between them and sighed. “I’ll leave you two alone.”



THIRTY-EIGHT

She’s Everything
Brad Paisley

Dancing. That’s where the real relief came that night. The party was in full
swing at the country club, and I could see the wait staff was terrified, and
with good reason. Aside from hanging from the chandeliers, the party was
out of control. Paige and I were partnered up, dancing our asses off while
the accordions rang out through the speakers my cousin Junior rented just
for the party, stating the sound system at the club “Didn’t have enough
bass.”

“God, I feel awful,” Paige said.

“Hey, at least you caused the drama at your own wedding,” I chided,
twisting my hips.

She glanced Reid’s way. “He’s been quiet all night.”

“You really are terrible,” I said as she hung her head. “Paige, he’s here
for you. Go talk to him. He’ll be leaving soon.”

“I did. But I know he’s still mad at me.”

Curiosity got the best of me.

“Has he been calling you?”

“Yeah, ever since he left Austin. He called from rehab.”

I let go of her hands. She read my anger. She came quickly to her
defense.

“He didn’t let on that he wanted anything more with you. Was I
supposed to tell you as much? Twist the knife in for good measure, Stella?
He only called once every few months.”

“And asked about me?”

“Yes, and us. He was our friend, you know.”

Standing in the middle of the dance floor, I couldn’t help but to finally
clear the air.

“Why can’t you just accept the fact that I love him?”

She crossed her arms. “Love him?”
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“Loved him,” I said, playing it off. “And we were together, and it
wasn’t some crush on my part or some fling on his. We loved each other,
Paige.”

She moved to walk away.

“Oh no, you don’t get to open that can of worms and walk away!” 1
jerked her to the side of the dance floor and she fought me with guilt written
all over her face.

“That’s it, Paige. Do you hear me? God, I’'m done paying for it! I loved
him! I loved him enough to gamble with our relationship, and I’ve already
paid the price. When are you going to let it go?”

“Paige,” Neil said gently, approaching us both.

I ignored him, gutted inside with Reid’s confession of what could have
been and the longing I still felt and resented because it made me feel like a
liar. It twisted all logic and put me in the position to defend my relationship.
My life with Nate. “I wish you knew how it felt to have your chest ripped
out like that. You got lucky with Neil!”

“Paige,” Neil interrupted again.

“What?” We both turned to him, our argument permeating the air. Half
of the party was staring at us. I looked over to Reid, who was oblivious,
talking to a table full of my cousins, a sincere laugh coming out of him. My
heart squeezed at the sound. He’d stayed against his better judgment, for
Paige, and managed to blend in pretty nicely.

“It’s our song,” Neil said softly to Paige, pulling her ring finger to his
lips before he kissed it. Neil’s disappointment trumped my anger. Paige’s
tearful eyes ended our argument.

“I’m sorry, Neil. Take your bride.”

Paige turned to me, exhausted. Her emotions had run rampant for once
and mirrored mine. I couldn’t fault her for it. “I’m sorry, Stella.”

I nodded. “Just stop trying to protect me from him. I don’t need your
protection. I can handle myself.”

I loved her, as much of a drunken idiot as she’d been. And so did her
fiancé, who was trying his best to salvage their night.

“I trust you enough to give you away to the man you chose, and I expect
you to do the same for me. Trust my judgment. Trust me, Paige.”

With her hand still tied to Neil’s, she leaned in and threw an arm around
me. “I will. I promise. Please just don’t let him hurt you again.”



“I won’t,” I said as I hugged her and then drew back to double tap her
forehead. She rolled her tear-filled eyes.

“Enough, sister dearest, go dance with your groom.”

“Okay,” she said as he gave me a worried look over her shoulder.
“You’re going to show up tomorrow, right?”

“Only for him,” I said as I winked at Neil.

Neil chuckled and pulled his bride to the floor as Brad Paisley sang
“She’s Everything”.

Country was my least favorite genre of music, but as I listened to the
lyrics while they swayed on the dance floor, my heart tipped in favor of the
declaration of love from Neil to his bride. My eyes drifted back to Reid,
who was watching me closely. He was listening, too. I mustered up my best
smile, but he didn’t return it, his face solemn.

It was a dream to hear those words come from him. Everything. That’s
what he’d said. Everything. That’s what he’d promised to give to me.

We’d missed so much time.

There was so much I wanted to know.

I didn’t know where he lived, what his life was like. I just assumed he
was living the dream of every rock star, but he’d told me different. As much
as I wanted to discredit his words, to throw his notion of us away because
of the way he hurt me, I felt a glimmer of hope long forgotten. He was right
there, waiting for me. Swallowing hard, I began to move toward him. My
father was quick to grab my hand before I got to the edge of the floor.

“Stella, what are you doing?”

My father swept me into his arms as I kept eye contact over his
shoulder.

“Dancing with you, Daddy,” I said as he led us around the floor. My
eyes stayed fixed to the rock star sitting in the middle of the room.

“Where is Nate?” my father asked, jerking me out of my haze, and out
of Reid’s view.

“He’s probably at home now. He was working late. He says he’ll be
slowing down soon.”

“Good,” my father said thoughtfully.

“Daddy, I’'m not doing anything wrong. He’s here because Paige invited
him. Don’t worry.”

He stiffened. “You watch your daughter lying in a hospital bed because
some guy broke her heart and see if that doesn’t scare the shit out of you.”



“It was the change in temperature and you know it. It happened when I
was younger, t00.”

He scoffed, his sarcasm in full play as he spoke. “Because you were
fighting with Paige before you went outside in the snow. It’s your emotions
and the temperature change, Stella.”

“Daddy, I’ve got those under control. I won’t let them control me
anymore. Reid and I are just friends,” I assured him, though my soul was
screaming for the man just feet away. My father rocked me as I twisted my
neck to watch him where he sat.

He loves me.

I can't give it to you if you’re with the wrong fucking prince.

“Boo,” he said pointedly. “It’s as plain as the nose on your face. Your
mother saw it, too. Anyone here can see it.”

“I haven’t seen him in years.”

“Bear, listen,” he whispered. “It’s not a good idea that he’s here.”

“Daddy, I love Nate.”

Thousands of needles pricked my chest as green eyes held me captive.

You love me, too.

“And it would mean the world to me if you would walk over there and
apologize to him, because he’s an important man to both of your daughters.
He’s had a really rough life and he doesn’t need to feel guilty about this.”

“Are you lecturing me?”

“I guess so,” I said with a swallow. My father narrowed his eyes.

“Sorry, Daddy, you have to admit you’re wrong. This one is on you.”

“Damn you and your memory. Do you listen to everything I say?”

“Yes,” I reported proudly.

“Fine—" he sighed “—but only after I dance with my boo bear.” I gave
him a kiss on the cheek. Seeking different eyes, I noticed Reid was no
longer in his chair. Desperately searching for him, I spotted him at the side
entrance, his tentative stare on me dancing with my father, his hands on the
metal bar at the door. I could see it all there: the regret, the apology, the
decision, and the resignation.

Brad sang about laying down his life for the woman he loved as Reid
dropped his gaze and pressed through the door.

I clung to my dad’s shoulders as he walked out on me for the second
time.

Heart seizing, I slumped in my father’s arms my head on his shoulder.



“Boo?”
“Dance, Daddy, just dance,” I said as I cried softly into his jacket.

At our condo hours later, I watched Nate from the rocking chair we picked
out together as he slept on the couch. His dark, strawberry blond hair was
an utter mess from a day of running his hands through it. He was still in his
work slacks and undershirt. The incredible man I loved slept soundly, his
breathing even. Behind him sat three pictures of us. The first was at a UT
game. | was sitting in his lap with my hands clasped around his neck. We
were smiling like lunatics. The second was on Gabe’s boat. I’d just caught a
huge large-mouthed bass and was holding it up proudly to the camera. Nate
was behind me with his arms wrapped securely around me. The last was on
New Year’s Eve just weeks ago. Nate was kissing me in a room full of
people. It was a candid and it was my favorite. I sniffed as I pushed away
the budding tears and felt the guilt start to gnaw at me. I knew without a
doubt I'd cheated on him. The kiss on New Years that Reid left me with
was nothing compared to the deceit in my heart. I loved Nate Butler.
Enough to marry him and keep the life we’d built, the story we started.

And I loved Reid Crowne with a passion very few people experience in
their lifetime.

There was zero contest in my heart. I’d lived without one for so long,
I’d forsaken him for the other. I never felt cheated, or like I was missing
anything because the choice was never mine.

Until that night.

And Reid had just flipped it upside down.

I’m right here, Stella.

I clamped my hands over my mouth as I fought the sobs. It was all
wrong, so wrong. I’d kept them separate for so long, I didn’t know how to
face the fact that the woman on the dance floor, ready to flee with Reid, was
the same woman sitting in the chair staring at Nate.

I had sat in my SUV for a solid hour trying to muster up the courage to
drive, because I wasn’t sure where I would end up.



Torn.

In love with two worthy kings, and I was queen of the damned.

“Hey,” Nate said, a lazy, sexy smile covering his face. “Baby, what you
doing in that chair so far away?”

I knew if I spoke, he would hear it in my voice. I gave myself a second
to breathe.

“Stella?”

“Hi,” I said through a throat full of emotion. I was so fucked.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I wanted to write for the big rags, Nate.”

He sat up and looked down at the floor between us. “I know.”

“I wanted to travel when I graduated.”

“We will.”

“When?” I hated myself in that moment for thinking that I wasn’t the
least bit satisfied with our life, because I was. But I could not ignore Reid’s
accusations. “The paper is only going to get bigger.”

“Come here.”

I shook my head. “Am I being put on hold?”

“Hold?” he asked, running his hands through his hair.

“Yeah, until you figure out your future?”

“My future—" He squinted at me and thrust his head forward, as if he
wasn’t sure what he heard. “Stella, where is this coming from?”

“I just want to know if I’'m making the right decisions.”

He stood and walked over to me. “Why are you crying?”

I wiped them away with the back of my hand. “Answer me, Nate.”

His nostrils flared as he towered above me. “Is this about Paige getting
married? You want a ring? If so, this is a fucked up way of asking for one.”

I rolled my eyes. “This is not about a ring. I don’t want a ring.”

“No?” Nate said sharply. “Good to know.” He walked toward the
bedroom and I followed.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Well, do you mind getting to the point? Because I’m fucking confused
as to why I woke up to a crying girlfriend giving me the third degree. What
happened between when you left the office and now?”

“You took a meeting,” 1 said rubbing my eyes.

“Jesus, Stella, I apologized. I wanted to be there.”



“You could have come after your meeting. Paige is only getting married
once.” I hope. “Why didn’t you?”

He ripped the decorative pillows he hated off the bed and eyed me.
“What the hell are you doing? What is this?”

I tore at my blouse, ripping it off my body and hanging my head in
shame. It was me playing into Reid’s words, trying to find flaws that didn’t
exist. I stripped, realizing I didn’t have panties on. They were still in Nate’s
pocket. And I was still wet from Reid being so close. I was the worst
woman alive. “This is poor form. I'm sorry.” In the bathroom, I threw a
bath bomb in our garden tub and sank into the scalding water.

Minutes later, Nate sat at the edge of my bath, staring at me. His
sculpted chest my focal point. I couldn’t meet his eyes.

“Stella, are you unhappy?” My tears came out fast and he sighed. “You
are.”

“No,” T croaked. “No, I swear, Nate, you make me so happy. I’m so
sorry. Just ignore me, I’'m just . . . tired.”

Three years of I love yous, of smiles, of nights twisted in the sheets.
Three years of sharing dinner off our forks, sharing papers, being his right
side. Every one of them happy, our biggest fights over the remote. Three
years flashed like shiny spilled pennies all over the floor between us.

“I love you,” I whispered.

You love me, too.

I cringed, terrified Nate would see. I looked up reluctantly.

Nate’s eyes penetrated mine. “Tell me.”

“It’s been the longest day of my life.”

He ripped the towel off the rack behind him and held it out. “Come on,”
he said. I cupped some water over my face and shook my head. “Just ignore
me. Nate, okay? Bad day. Bad everything.”

“Bad everything? Please, Stella, I’'m panicking here.”

At his insistence, my chest raw and full of doubts that until that night
didn’t exist, I stepped out of the tub and was in his arms, straddling his lap
and soaking his suit pants.

“I can’t help you if you won’t talk to me,” he whispered into my hair.

“I just want to leave my mark, you know?”

“Baby, you are. Your audience is growing, you have a fan base, and it’s
just a matter of time. Stella,” he said, his voice guttural. “Are you saying
you want out?”



Blue eyes struck me, plucking every string in my chest, reminding me
of our story.

“No, God, no, Nate.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, soaking him
in my past. A past I never wanted to touch him.

“Stella,” he ground out, his cock hardening beneath me, “despite the
fact this may make me seem insensitive or a selfish prick, I need to fuck
you, right now.”

“Yes,” 1 hissed, his lips crushing mine, punishing me for making him
doubt us. Nate stumbled backward blindly with me latched to him.

“What are you doing to me?” he rasped out as he gripped my ass and
spread me over his bared stomach, his back flat on our bed. Pulling his cock
out, I gripped it tight in my fist while he looked up at me with deep blue
soul. His eyes closed with a groan as I sank down on top of him.

“Tell me what to do,” he said, his eyes flaring as I slowly moved up and
down his thick dick. My soaking wet hair dropped water over his thighs. He
grunted as I squeezed him between my legs, my heart pounding, my need
for him spurring me to the brink.

“Nate,” I cried, as the tears flooded my eyes and I ripped at his chest in
an attempt to get in.

His voice cracked as he flipped us and nailed me to the bed. “Am I
losing you?”

“Please, Nate,” I begged, opening my legs wider, and he sank until we
clicked.

“Answer me.” He pressed me down and began to move, grinding into
me as he fisted my hair. “Stella,” he demanded.

“I love you,” I replied as he picked up his pace. I clung to him,
desperate, desire coursing through my body, the past and the present
colliding for the first time. And still, it was Nate I made love to. Nate, I
wrapped myself around. Nate’s name that I moaned out when I came. He
hooked my leg over his shoulder, sinking deeper, fusing my clit to his cock
as I came undone, once, twice, his eyes pinning me with his accusation until
he came unhinged, pumping his release while he bit the flesh of my breast.

We lay in a pile of sedation as I ran my fingernails through his hair.

“Tell me what to do,” he said softly.

I cringed at the anger in his voice. He had every right to be angry. “I
love you.” It was the truth and my only answer. And we drifted off to sleep
for the first time as strangers. But I was determined to leave the woman he



wasn’t familiar with behind, just as I had before, to give him the woman he
deserved. “I love you,” I whispered again into the dark room as he slept.
But jade colored words kept me awake.

You love me, too.



TRHIRTY-NINE
()

Drive
The Deftones

Eight Months Later

I typed furiously on my keyboard as I glanced at the notes I had taken at the

show. There was a new band circling Austin that I knew without a doubt
had potential to go far. I hadn’t been that passionate about any up and
coming groups since the Sergeants, and I was busting my ass to do them
justice. I was hoping for the same outcome and success the Sergeants had. I
ignored the flicker of memories that tried to surface at the comparison of
the two bands. They had a similar feel, charismatic but with a different
sound. But it was there, the fire, the need to spread the word.

“So fucking beautiful,” Nate whispered as I smiled at my keyboard.

“I’m almost done,” I promised. I took a look at the clock. It was close to
midnight.

“Liar,” he said sweetly as he took the seat opposite me. I glanced over
my monitor and my breath hitched. His gaze was filled with what his words
relayed. “Sometimes I look at you and I can’t believe how close I was to
giving up.”

I paused my fingers. “Giving up?”

He waved his hand. “In the beginning. You were so young and I didn’t
for one second think you would stay here.”

“New York called this morning,” I said with a wink, “want me to return
it?”

“Only if you agree to shoot me first,” he said before he bit his lip in
thought.
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“I’ve never been to New York,” I said.

“You would eat it alive,” he said with confidence. He walked around to
where I still pounded out my admiration for the lead singer, who played
keyboard, guitar, and had recently mastered the band’s first demo. Nate
scanned through my article.

“That good, huh?”

“Yes, Nate, I think I may call Roger Morris. You think he would listen
to me?”

Nate ran his fingers through my hair. “Baby, your opinion matters.”

I paused my fingers on the keys. I had waited five years to hear him say
those words.

I looked up to him. “You’re an authority now. That’s why LA called,
Chicago called, and New York called. They want music’s new literary
voice.”

My lips trembled as he leaned down. “It’s the truth. It’s not because I
love you, or you’re the most beautiful woman in the world, or you make a
mean pan of enchiladas, or you have a Midas pussy.” He grinned wickedly
at his crassness. “It’s because you earned it. Your opinion matters—yours,
Stella Emerson.”

“Midas pussy?” I laughed as happy tears flooded my eyes.

“Yes, shall we demonstrate its effects?” He glanced over his shoulder at
the empty newsroom that housed over thirty employees.

I looked at the empty room behind him. “Did you ever think it would be
this big?”

“God, I hoped,” he said, arms crossed as he stared at the room with a
dreamy smile. “I think it’s time I gave it a rest.”

“Hubh, that’ll be the day,” I said and cringed at the small amount of bite
in my words.

“Well then, I guess you better get packed, because that day is
tomorrow.” He laid two plane tickets on my desk. I picked them up and saw
our destination.

“OH MY GOD, NATE!”

“Seven days in Mexico, you, me, and Midas.”

All the promises he’d broken were swept away with this one grand
gesture. I understood his drive, I let the needy girlfriend take a backseat to
both our ambitions, but the paper was thriving and there was enough middle
management to finally and safely escape.



I gripped him to me. “Thank you!”

“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Yes!” I said, beaming.

“We don’t leave until six tomorrow night, so let’s go have some fun. Jon
Jon has us covered.”

“Where?” I asked, saving my article and throwing it into my flash drive.

“This week is all about Stella,” he said, his arms around my waist as he
grabbed my blazer and held it while I slipped my arms through. I had on
heels, slacks, and a blouse. I felt sophisticated and sexy, and it reflected in
the eyes of my companion. “Let’s do a Stella thing.”

Hand in hand with my man, we walked toward the packed bar. “You’re an
old man. I’ll understand if you don’t want to stay all night.”

“I got your old man right here,” he said wickedly as he brought our
linked hands briefly and discreetly to his crotch.

“How crude,” I mocked shock.

“You know you love it,” he said without expecting an answer, which I
didn’t have to give.

I walked past the long line and nodded to the doorman, Gerry, who
waved us in.

Nate whispered into my hair. “My woman is such a bad ass.”

“Damn right,” I said. “I’ve been sweating my ass off for years, earning
shit pay for this privilege.”

Nate furrowed his brows, but his twitching lips gave him away. “I paid
you decently.”

“It was enough to buy toilet paper, you cheap bastard. A trip to Mexico
is a good way to start making it up to me.”

“I could have pulled intern on you,” he said with a sigh.

“You wanted this too much,” I said, waving a dramatic hand over my
face and body.

“I want it right now, so what do you say we skip this club and go
home?”



“This place is packed,” I said, ignoring him and peeking over shoulders,
only to see more shoulders. “I love this song.”

“What is it?”

“‘Talk Tonight’ by Oasis.”

I listened as the guy singing nailed the vocals, his voice soulful and
raspy. I began to try to squeeze my way through the crowd.

Emo’s was about twice beyond capacity. Nate nodded. “He’s good. I'm
getting a beer. Baby, what do you want?”

“Nothing for now. I’'m still full from dinner.”

“Go.” Nate nodded toward the stage neither of us could see. “I’ll find
you, but don’t get started on a story, woman. Mexico, tomorrow.”

“Hey, lady!” Casey, one of the managers of the club, came up to me.
“Where the hell have you been? It’s been like two months!”

“Busy. I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a shit. I haven’t been able to answer
all my emails in months. So I finally decided to take you up on one of those
beers you promised.”

“It’s the least I can do for you writing that piece about the renovation. I
still can’t believe how you twisted it. Made this place look a national
treasure.”

“Looks like business is doing well,” I said, looking around the
expansive club. It was almost unrecognizable from my first years in Austin.
Still, in its walls held memories no paint or shiny new metal could erase. I
cleared my throat.

“Hey, what’s going on here?”

“It’s awesome, right?” Casey said, looking toward the stage.

I swallowed hard as awareness pricked my skin and the crowd began to
part.

Look up, Stella.

Static filled my lungs as I finally got a clear view of the stage. My
stomach flipping, as Ben led the audience into a steady clap while Reid
belted out the lyrics, his soul echoing through the club, uncompromisingly
raw. My world tilted as I drew a breath and then another in an attempt to
stave off the emotion that accompanied my utter shock.

Casey leaned in. “They just came in and said they wanted to borrow the
stage. Can you fucking imagine? I guess they were feeling nostalgic.
Word’s spreading quickly, we’ve upped security and the line outside isn’t
going to make it in.”



Casey’s words splintered into background noise while I nodded. “Crazy
thing is they’ve been playing covers all night. None of their own songs.”

With my heart fumbling over itself in rapid succession, I gripped the
side of a cocktail table as I watched Dead Sergeants play like the world-
class band they’d become. I hadn’t seen them live since before they got
signed.

That shock was enhanced by the voice that sounded like a broken angel
and it belonged to none other than Reid Crowne.

Reid Crowne was singing.

I sputtered something to Casey in agreement as I shook violently in my
skin. Reid was shirtless, his T-shirt tucked into his back pocket. A new wall
of tattoos covered his right side from his pec and spread over the rest of his
chiseled frame. Inescapably beautiful, he pushed his rhythm, his eyes
closed, while sweat dripped from his temple. He sang the story about a girl
who fed him, about a girl he wanted to talk to from miles away, which he
only spent a moment with, a girl who saved his life. He landed his beats
expertly on the drums, the drums I won him, as he gouged my heart with his
beautiful voice. I jumped as Nate slipped his hand into mine, intertwining
our fingers. I gripped his fist tight as the song finished. The audience roared
as the guys grinned back at Reid and Ben addressed the room. “Thank you.
We’re just here to pay our respects to this great place that helped give us
our start,” Ben toasted, a beer in hand with a nod toward the bar. Jon, who
was still behind it years later, lifted his chin and raised his beer to
reciprocate. “We promise never to fucking forget where we came from,
Austin.” The patrons roared in praise as we watched on and Nate leaned
over to Casey. “The Sergeants, right? Holy shit, you’ll be steady for the
next six months.”

“I know, right?” They shared a smile as Nate gripped me tightly in his
hold while the rest of me fell to pieces.

I was still reeling as Ben charmed them with his reverie. “Remember to
tip them, folks. They aren’t here because you fucking smell good, because I
can smell you from here and I promise you don’t.” Laughter and anarchy
rang out back at the stage as he looked out amongst us. I could see the
satisfaction in his eyes, the collective memories circling over the band’s
heads. I felt immediate pride that I had been there to witness their
beginning. They’d been on tour for the last eight months to sold-out
stadiums. Their tour had cemented them as rock gods. Realizing their



dreams must have made them reflective, and in doing that, it must have
seemed fitting for them to finish the tour where it all started. Home. And
Emo’s was home.

“Tonight’s about giving thanks and taking it back. So, here’s a little
something we brewed up for you.” He nodded at Reid who held his sticks
loosely as the room went dark. The bass sounded first before the echo of the
snare, and I damn near fell forward in recognition. Adam and Rye joined in
on the acoustic as Reid’s snare echoed in a dark tap, reverberating
throughout the building. The thud of the bass shook me mercilessly,
refusing to let up until it penetrated deep and to a place that had only been
touched . . . by one.

“Oh God,” I said weakly as the spotlight hovered on a keyboard and
Ben started pressing out the melody that I’d followed my whole life. My
heart thudded as unsteadily as my breathing when Reid opened his mouth
and began to ask me questions.

Jaw shaking, eyes flooded, I took a step forward, and then another, and
then another as Reid’s edgy voice broke over the mic, raw and full of
emotion.

In a sea full of strangers, Reid sang to me.

My favorite song, covered by his favorite band, the Deftones.

“Drive”.

A sunbeam of warmth spread throughout my body, a reflection of the
elation in my heart as I pressed forward, ignoring the mob, overflowing,
consumed. Tears multiplied as he repeatedly asked who was going to take
care of me, touch me, console me. Question after question of who would be
there for me, who would hold me accountable for myself, for my dreams. It
was all there, in every lyric. The questions for him to ask as he confronted
me with his heart and demanded my truth, his truth, the truth of us. His
voice flowed like whiskey through the club, drawing me further and further
into him, his soul cracking under the weight of our loss. Rye transitioned
the song and ran away with the guitar solo while Reid rocked back and
forth on his beat, his head shaking subtly from side to side, eyes closed,
sticks blurring, immersed in the beats that rocked my soul. His voice was
like an angry moan that hooked and swept me to the edge of the stage. Bass
and rhythm, melody and words that rang truer than any I'd ever known.
Seized without warning, I closed my eyes and streamlined into the past. The
first lingering glance he gave me in the back of Paige’s car, the slow lift of



his lips the first time he smiled at me. I relived the explosion of our first
kiss, and the night we clutched each other lifeless on his mattress after
giving our heart away to the other. His voice echoed in a rapid demand as
the bass dropped and the stage went dark in pause, right before they picked
back up and the crowd exploded behind me. Reid ignored their recognition,
diving deeper, pushing his voice, asking me, begging me to answer before
he brought me back to a slow descent into reality with the last note. The
club was in an uproar of praise while the drummer pressed his lips together
and let out a pained breath, his eyes cast down. I hiccupped a sob as I
watched him hurt, for me.

“Santeria in the house,” Ben said as he spotted me at his feet. Jerked
back into the noise, I realized I was sobbing next to the stage, when Reid’s
eyes shot up at that moment and found mine. My face twisted as I broke for
him the way he had for me. I let him see the twenty-year-old girl who
surrounded herself in the dark because he refused to let her into his own
abyss. His face twisted with emotion as he leapt from his chair and I raced
past the curtain at the side of the stage and hit him in a collision. We were
arms and exasperated words, and then his lips took mine. His kiss shattered
me as I dove for all I could take, clutching the T-shirt at his back in an
attempt to tear through it. We were fire and warmth as his tongue tasted and
seized, burning through the years between us. Reid owned me with his kiss.
Only when we were breathless did he pull away.

“Baby, are you really here?”

“Reid,” I sobbed into his mouth as he clutched me like he was never
letting go. And I didn’t want him to.

“Reid,” was all I managed as I crumbled in his arms, in his hold while
the crowd roared and chanted behind us, demanding their drummer. But he
wasn’t theirs. He was mine and had done everything in his power to prove
to me what I had already known.

“Stella, baby, don’t cry.” Ignoring him, I pulled him tighter to me. He
held me back just as hard as he whispered to my temple. “I never forgot
you. I can’t. You know this thing between us won’t just fade away. Don’t
cry. I’'m right here,” he whispered. “I always will be,” he promised.

“That was so beautiful,” I said tearfully, as he pulled my face from his
chest and looked down at me. My cheeks in his hands, my hands on his, he
murmured, “You’re beautiful. God, every time I see you—"



And then his smile was gone, replaced with a flash of something I’d
never seen. I followed his eyes to the ring on my finger.

And then reality came crashing down around us.

He ripped his hands away from me, accusation clear in his features, all
the warmth leaving him. Incredulous, he stared at me before he shook his
head. “I should have known.” His voice cut me a thousand times over when
he spoke again. “The funny thing is, [ never felt you leave me,” he said with
a voice full of irony. “I never felt you leave me, Stella.”

I was gasping at the loss of him, grasping again for the man I missed as
he slipped through my fingers. “Reid—"

“Reid,” Ben repeated behind me. “Hey, Stella.” I looked to see Ben eye
me wearily. Apparently, I was a sore subject when it came to the Sergeants.
“They’re rioting man,” he said, looking between us and reading the tension
before he shook his head and walked away.

I couldn’t say anything. I was too far gone. Doused in gasoline with no
match in sight, the aching, the longing, and the burning all there. I looked to
Reid, who took a retreating step back from me. “Maybe you were never
there.”

“Oh, I was there,” I assured him, taking a step forward as he put up his
hand, a wall between us. “I was there, Reid. And I felt every goddamned
thing.”

“You sure?” he said, eyeing me spitefully as he glanced at my hand like
it disgusted him. “Because I’m pretty sure the girl I fell in love with is lost.”

“Reid—"

“Better get on home now, Stella,” he said, his eyes glowing green and
piercing me. “Your future husband awaits.”

Nate. I hung my head as I thought of the man waiting out in the bar for
me with my promise of forever. I wiped my face of the debris and looked
up at Reid, who was as inconsolable in his anger as I was in my aching.

One song. One fucking song.

Dread coursed through me as I realized within the seconds of that song I
had lost them both.

As I stared at the man in front of me, all I could do was wait for the
inevitable.

“I wish we would have never happened.”

I gasped at his cruelty.




“I swear to God I do. Because at least broke and alone I wouldn’t know
what it felt like to lose this,” he muttered before he began to brush past me
and stopped when we were a shoulder-width apart. I managed to look him
in the eyes. There I saw his decision before he spoke it. “I’m done waiting.”



FORTY

Poison & Wine
The Civil Wars

I walked through our condo door, both relieved and terrified to see Nate’s
Tahoe in the drive. He left me at the club, and I had no idea what he saw,
but I knew I was headed into a second living hell. I noted the eerie quiet of
the house. And then I heard his voice. Reid’s voice.

Pulse racing, I walked into the living room to see the interview I’d done
with the Sergeants months ago playing on Nate’s laptop on the coffee table.
He was hunched over in front of it and turned the volume up when I
directed some questions to Reid.

“For the most part, you’ve stayed tight-lipped about your personal life.
Is there anything you want your fans to know?”

Reid looked directly at me. “I like to keep my private life, private.”

I could see my fake smile on the screen from the edge of the living
room.

“You do realize that makes you more of a mystery, and some women
find that appealing.”

“I don’t think about it, or the attention,” he said, blowing out smoke, his
eyes intent on mine. He was so obvious.

“Any addictions, skeletons, Reid Crowne?”

“I kicked all my bad habits a few years ago. I still dance with my
skeletons and tuck them in bed at night. They don’t talk much,” he said with
a straight face.

I remembered sitting in that room, tension swirling in the air between
us. As an afterthought, Reid pulled on his cigarette. “Addictions are
dangerous,” he said pointedly, his eyes covering me in want. “I know
what’s good for me.”

Nate paused the interview and sat back, his head in his hands, rubbing
furiously.
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“I always wondered why you didn’t air that podcast. I’'m such a fucking
idiot. I pushed you right into him, didn’t I?

“No,” I choked out.

“I was so intent on the story, I didn’t read between the lines. You were
scared that day. You didn’t want to do it, and I pushed you. I fed you to
him.”

“Nate.”

His eyes met mine. They were bloodshot. He’d been drinking. “You let
go of my hand. The minute he started to sing, you let go of my hand.” I felt
the rip in his heart. The betrayal.

“I’m sorry. Nate, please believe I didn’t realize I would react like that. I
love you.”

“Give it up, Stella! He knows you love him. Fuck, I feel sick,” he said
as he paled. “He’s a goddamn rock star and you didn’t think to tell me
anything?”

“He wasn’t when I met him.”

“God, it just dawned on me. He’s the waiter. Isn’t he? The one with the
broken arm. You were with Reid fucking Crowne before me. It was him.”
His voice was filled with dread.

I nodded slowly.

He stood and walked over to me. “So, did you go with him tonight? Is it
my turn now?” His eyes glittered with anger and disgust. “No thanks.” He
pushed past me to our bedroom.

“Nate, please don’t do this.”

He whirled on me in the hallway. “I saw it. I saw you! You love him!
You fucking love him!”

I felt my heart sink. “I love you.”

“I know,” he snapped as he turned toward the bedroom. “I know,
Stella.”

He grabbed a suitcase from the closet and flashed a look my way. “Did
you fuck him?”

“No. I kissed him. I got swept up in the moment, and there’s no excuse,
so I won’t give you one. I can’t explain it.” Desperation leaked out of me as
I watched him pack. “Don’t leave.”

The anger in his eyes told me I didn’t have a chance in hell of winning
this fight. I crumbled then, and he caught me. “Stella, stop it. You can’t get
upset like that.”



“Fuck it,” I said with conviction. “If you leave, I’ll be ruined anyway,” 1
said, my heart bared. “I said yes because I wanted to marry you, Nate. You
are acting like I slept with him, like I had some sort of affair.”

“It’s the same damn thing if you’re in love with him!”

I knew he was right. I knew he was, but it didn’t stop me from fighting.

“Nate, we barely started, Reid and I, and we ended so long ago.”

“Lies. You’re not a liar, Stella! I deserve you! Where has this greedy
fuck been? Where is he now? Waiting for you on a jet? Damn you both.”
He jerked some clothes from our closet and began packing.

I had no right to argue, but the half of me that belonged to Nate Butler
was not going down without a fight. “Never in all our time together did you
not feel me with you, Nate Butler. You can accuse me of a lot right now, but
not of being absent! You were the one who was absent!”

He stopped packing his bag and shook his head slowly. “You don’t
fucking get to throw that in now when it’s convenient.”

“It never was convenient, was it?”

“Oh, that’s some fucked logic, Stella!”

I shrugged. “It didn’t matter. And do you know why? I wanted us. 1
would never have taken this ring if I didn’t think I would be happy as your
wife and could make you happy.”

“Stella,” he said, his voice cracking as his eyes swam. “I saw it. I will
never be able to erase that image from my head. Ever.”

He picked up a picture of us—a shot of us the night we got engaged, the
night he got down on both knees and asked me for forever—and smashed it
into the wall behind me.

“Nate.” I cringed at his outburst. He was seething.

He paced in front of me, his eyes blue fire.

“Tell me everything. Right now, Stella.”

“He was my first love. It just stunned me. That’s all.”

“You aren’t going to lie your way out of this. I want the truth. Right
now. I deserve it.”

“I don’t even know him anymore,” I said, but even that felt wrong. I
was defenseless after an ambush. I never felt like I wouldn’t be happy
where I was. Nate was enough, that’s what my heart told me, and I believed
it.

Reid was the goddamn grenade.



“Well, he knows you. That whole set was for you! Admit it,” he said,
taking a dangerous step toward me. “Stella,” he snapped, as my eyes
begged him to let it go. He lifted his chin, ready for the blow, and I
delivered.

“I love you both,” T cried as he towered over me. “And he was never
supposed to come back for me.”

“But he did,” he said as angry tears fell down his cheeks.

I would never forgive myself for hurting him.

“After the interview, he showed up to Paige’s wedding and told me he
wanted me back. I told him I was with you, that I was happy.”

“And you came home and fucked me,” he scoffed.

“And the day after that and the day after. I’ve made myself clear to you
both!” T pulled his suitcase off the bed and threw it on the floor. “It’s your
ring that I’'m wearing, your name that I’m taking.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head.

“No?” I said, walking toward him as my world stopped for the second
time that night.

“Maybe you choose me now, at this moment, but regret that decision
later, resent me. You already told me months ago you wanted more. And
I’m not going to walk around like a fucking zombie waiting for my wife to
leave me!”

He pulled my arms away from him, and I sank onto our bed as the
gravity of losing him hit repeatedly.

“Nate, you mean so much to me. You’re my best friend. I love you,” I
croaked. “Please don’t go.”

Nate stood with his heart cracking, his eyes full of emotion. I’d never
seen him so distraught, so ruined.

“I deserved to know the truth,” he said, pulling me to stand. It was
there, between us, all the adoration, the years of knowing each other so
intimately, and so much unfinished love to be made. I gripped him tight and
pressed my mouth to his, fighting, begging for him to kiss me back. His lips
bruised me as he fought back, his tongue dueling with mine. I whimpered in
his hold until he shook me away.

“No, Stella. Last night, it was honest between you and me. Tonight, it
would be a lie. Don’t touch me. I’'m crazy jealous right now in a way that
scares me.” His eyes flicked to mine. “I want to hurt you both.”



I gasped as he pushed past me, leaving his clothes, our life, me.
Emotions ruled me that moment as I begged him to forgive me, begged him
to stay with me, begged for him without right, because I did let go of his
hand, and he wasn’t the only man I loved.

I wouldn’t forgive me, either.

“Take your time, but take everything,” he said coldly. “I love you,” he
whispered as more tears fell before he walked out on me.

He shut the door on us, and I slapped it with my palms and then hit the
floor.

“Wow,” Lexi said with wide eyes as she surveyed the broken glass in my
bedroom. “Who would have thought Nate had it in him.” Lexi had shown
up minutes after Nate left. He’d called her because he was worried I would
have another episode.

Nate.

There was no going back. He’d never looked at me like that. Everything
about what happened between us looped in my head and out of my mouth
as I told Lexi the story.

“This is some serious soap opera shit right here.” She pulled a joint
from her purse pocket and lit it.

“This is what you say to me?” I glared at her. She had grown her hair
long and was working harder than ever. In her sweater dress, she was
practically glowing in her success. It was hard to get Lexi down those days.
Such a different woman than the one who lived in the dark a year ago. I
envied her. She walked around the glass in her knee-high boots and
bounced over it, holding the weed out to me.

“I’m sorry, Stella,” she said, blowing smoke out and gesturing to me
with the joint.

I shook my head. “You know I don’t smoke.”

“No, you stroke,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m going to make sure that
doesn’t happen.”



“If you’re just going to laugh at me, you can get the hell out,” I ordered.
She slowly sat down next to me against the headboard and pulled my head
to rest in her arm.

“Take it, Stella. You know Nate will be back. He loves you more than
anything.”

“No, Lexi, he won’t. This isn’t some argument over petty shit. You
didn’t see him. He’s done. I felt it,” I said, pushing the endless tears away
from my eyes. “God, I fucked up.”

She looked at me with solemn eyes. “What about Reid?”

“What about him?” I said, relenting when she pushed the joint in my
direction. I grabbed it and studied it, anger racing through me. “He’s angry
that he walked out on me twice and then I decided to oh, get engaged to my
longtime boyfriend. He’s not innocent. He barged in eight months ago,
making demands, and then walked right back out, as if he hadn’t just set my
world on fire. Seriously, I’'m supposed to be the one to run to him? I’m not
going to up and leave my life for him.”

“Seems like your life just up and left you, Stella, because you love Reid.
You’'re the one that’s delusional. Your connection with him just ended your
relationship.”

I inhaled the weed and began choking, on the truth.

“Nate has every right to be angry that I didn’t tell him about Reid. I
should have told him the night of the wedding.”

“And made him suspect you at every turn? It wasn’t your fault Reid
came on so strong. Right now, Nate, he’s just protecting himself. He got a
rude wake-up call about the competition he didn’t know he had, that’s
probably what freaked him out the most,” she said calmly. I felt the
sensation hit me and my nerves began to ease, my limbs settling into a dull
ache. My heart forever fucked by dual goodbyes.

“I lost them both,” I said, curling into a ball and grabbing Nate’s pillow.
His scent hit me: ocean and woods. I burst into tears. “I can’t handle this,” I
said as I looked at her helplessly. “Nate was perfect.”

“No, he’s not. And you know that, and you’ve known it. I watched you
situate yourself around him and that damned paper and that was fine as long
as you were happy. But, Stella, as much as you loved him, as many of your
own dreams as you were planning to sacrifice to be with him, you would
have hated that decision eventually, and Nate realized that tonight.”

“No.”



“Yes. And then there’s Reid who you are clearly still in love with.”

“I’ll never forgive him.”

“For what? Playing in a club he started in? He was on a nostalgia kick,
and you and your fiancé got caught in the crossfire. He didn’t do anything
wrong. He’s just not willing to waste his life in denial.”

“Like I am?” I snapped, taking another heavy hit.

“You want me to hold your hand and lie to you?”

I shrugged. “No.”

She eyed me as she licked her finger and rubbed it on the side of the
joint to keep it from running. “Then here’s the way I see it. You love them
both. You would’ve been happy with either one. Maybe if tonight hadn’t
happened, you and Nate would have had a happy marriage. But it did, so
now you have to figure shit out without the two of them. Love has its place
and you’ve put yourself on pause long enough. It’s time to get off your ass
and do Stella.”

“You never liked Nate for me,” I accused, grappling for anything
residual of my own version of the truth.

“Bullshit. He was a beautiful person and good to you. There was
nothing not to like.”

“Jesus, I feel so ripped,” I said as I looked down at my ring and saw
Nate on his knees, his rehearsed words, our matching smiles and tears, the
look in his eyes when for a split second he wasn’t sure of the answer I gave.

“There’s something about Reid you’ll never let go of, and it’s not for
nothing, Stella. He’s changed his whole life to make a place for you in it.”

“He had no right to come back like that.”

“He had every right. He worked his ass off to deserve you, and you
deserved to know he loved you as much.”

“And you knew this?” I said, staring her down.

“Not really, not until you told me what he said tonight. And it was only
then I remembered Ben would say something from time to time that stuck
with me.”

“Like?”

She sighed. “Not necessarily about you . . .just how he would duck out
after shows and go back to the hotel instead of parties. How they had to
reschedule some things so Reid could get his head straight. He’s been
fighting his demons for a long time, for himself and for you.”



The look on Reid’s face crippled me from more anger. I wanted so
much to go to him. Guilt struck hard then as I sat in Nate’s bed, our bed,
trying to make sense of it all. “God, Lexi, you should have seen him on that
stage. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“I believe you.”

“All this time, he’s felt that about me. I don’t know why he held on. I
gave him every reason not to.”

She eyed me carefully. “Because he knew he hurt you. He knew you
weren’t being honest. Just like Nate did. It’s okay that you love them both
because you truly do love them both.”

“Well, excuse me if I disagree with you. I hate myself for it. I don’t
know what to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I want tonight to have never happened,” I said as I shuddered with a
sob. “I want my life back.”

“Then take it.”

“He’s done with me Lexi, he was so h-h-hurt.” I hiccupped.

“Don’t think about Reid or Nate. Think about Stella. What does she
want for herself?”

I pushed my hair away from my face and bit my lip.

“It’s me,” she pushed gently. “Say it.”

“I want my career. I want to make my podcast successful. I want to be
taken seriously. I want to be the Barbara Walters of the music world.”

“Then that’s what you do,” she said simply. “For the next year, you
concentrate on Stella.”

“Is that what you did?”

“Damn right it’s what I did,” she said as she lay on her pillow next to
mine. “Living for a man is the quickest way to get lost. And the reality of
coming up empty-handed when it doesn’t work out. Fuck that. It’s a
nightmare. I learned my lesson. There’s a time for everything. I lost my
damn mind over Ben.”

“Lexi,” I said softly.

“He came to see me last night,” she said staring up at the ceiling.

Normally Lexi would have called and told me right away. It would have
been huge news. She hadn’t so much as texted me. Maybe she really was
okay. Maybe she’d found the strength in herself to not let her emotions rule
her. The way I mistakenly thought avoiding mine would work for me.



“What did he say?”

She shrugged. “Later, this isn’t about Ben and me.” She turned to me. “I
still love that asshole. But every day I live for me and that’s the best
decision I’ve ever made. We’re supposed to be smarter than this, Stella.”

“We fucked that up really quick, all our plans. We lived together for ten
minutes.”

“We never got our chance,” she reminded me.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too, but I wouldn’t trade my time with him for anything,
would you?”

“No, not with either of them,” I said honestly. “Even though the
avalanche started because I just had to know what it was like to kiss Reid
Crowne.”

“You could have missed it,” she reminded me. “And then where would
you both be?”

“So what?” I sniffed. “I just accept Nate’s decision and move on?”

“No, he was angry, hurt, out of his mind jealous. I don’t think he’s
really made his decision yet. And it’s your choice to wait him out. We’re
just getting started, Stella.” she said with a sly smile. “It’s not too late.”

Reid’s same sentiments echoed.

“Come on. Let’s give Nate his space to realize what a jealous idiot he’s
being. Come stay with me.”

“Lexi,” I said as I looked around our bedroom full of memories. “I
messed up by letting go of his hand. I didn’t even realize I’d let go, didn’t
even think about him.” I cringed. “All I could see, feel, was Reid.”

She pulled me to stand. “You’ve been fighting your feelings for Reid for
so long. Maybe it was just your way of finally admitting it, giving yourself
permission to love them both. But you won’t be good for either of them if
you don’t realize what you want and make it happen. And the only way to
do that is to take you out of both equations. Let it be.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” I said, staring at the picture on the
floor. Nate’s smile was covered in shards of broken glass.

I picked it up and emptied them on the dresser, and turned it over to see
that the picture was ruined.

“I chose him,” T said, staring at the black and white photo.

“Because he’s who you truly wanted or because you didn’t know what
life with Reid would be like and you were too chicken shit to find out?”



I could never forget the way I felt when Reid sang for me. When he
bared his soul in a room full of people without knowing I was watching.
Had he always been that transparent with his feelings for me? Looking
back, it was clear.

Yes, he had. And I had punished him.

They were both right.



FORTY-ONE
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Colorful
The Verve Pipe

Five Months Later

I walked through the double doors of the bakery with a few shopping bags
in my hand. I had woken up early to get a jump on the heat. I had absolutely
no patience for Texas’s scorching temperatures in the month of July, or any
other month for that matter. My phone buzzed, and I smiled at the screen
before I answered.

“Woman, that man called again,” Lexi said.

“What man?” I asked as I approached the counter.

“The one about the job,” she said carefully. “I almost told him you
died.”

I laughed. “Don’t do that.”

“Don’t move out,” she pleaded.

“You’re never there,” I said loudly, as the lady at the counter with
resting bitch face asked if she could help me. Stepping aside, I held my
hand up as the door rang behind me.

“Lexi, we’ve been over this.” T sighed. “And you’re the one who told
me to do me. This is me doing me.”

“Fine,” she sighed. “Your fancy master’s degree came in the mail this
morning. I framed it in Hello Kitty.”

I laughed as she cooed over the phone. “I’m so proud of you.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said sincerely.

“Yeah, well, someone had to take the donut box away, turn off the sappy
movies, and get you to school. What are you doing?”
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I ducked under the weight of that question. “Nothing.”

“You are totally getting donuts, aren’t you?”

“Rough night.” The day before had been my twenty-fifth birthday,
Reid’s thirtieth. I kept my ringer on all day in hopes of getting that phone
call. I watched the home movie my parents made about twenty times and
paced my apartment, dodging the invites of friends and my current boss,
Adrian, who I worked for as a personal assistant. The hours were
reasonable until I could find something else. Desperation struck at 11:11
last night, and all I wished for was that call from Reid. I let myself have a
healthy cry when the clock struck midnight. He stopped waiting. And I
didn’t blame him. But I knew without a shadow of a doubt that if he did
call, I would answer.

What I would say was a different story. Nate hadn’t dialed my number,
either, despite my few attempts to reach him. I hated the way we ended. I
still loved him every day. I remained faithful to them both, though I had
nothing to hold onto from either one. Part of me believed I was paying
penance for my divided heart. But the truth was, I loved them both with all
of it. And Lexi was right. I had to take a step away from Nate in order to
see the truth. It didn’t make it any easier on me.

Lexi’s logic had saved me, even though it wasn’t entirely correct. I
loved my life with Nate Butler, that much I knew. And it didn’t feel like I
was giving up anything to be with him, because being with him became a
new dream. The only thing I had to give up being with Nate was Reid.

I walked the streets those first few months apart, praying to run into
him, as I had so many times before. With every defeated step without a
trace of him, I felt his decision. And I had to respect it because, in all
honesty, I was selfish. Love was selfish. But no matter how much of our
story was unfinished, I was thankful for every minute I had with him.

Taking a look at my life and my choices was the hardest thing I had ever
done. I owned my involvement with Reid. I apologized to my sister
wholeheartedly a few months ago. She just shook her head as I stood at her
door with tears in my eyes. She smiled, took my hand, and led me back into
my rightful place in her life. She made apologies of her own, and for the
first time since that night all those years ago, when I chose my selfish heart,
I felt like I had her back.

I graduated with my master’s, but just barely. I didn’t play immune to
my heartbreak, and it cost me. I let myself dig through a shoebox of



emotions and came out on the other side, both enlightened and numb. My
stroke had scared me into a position of living completely afraid of taking
chances. Life wasn’t a gamble, but it seemed I needed to accept the
“passionate” part of me in order to fully bloom. And bloom I did. I ate my
way out of my wardrobe. I was twenty pounds heavier, and I felt it
everywhere.

Miraculously a new me?

Not a chance.

That isn’t the way things worked for new Stella. I was a work in
progress. I had a ways to go to get that Lexi glow. So, I let myself feel, and
I did it afraid.

I let it hurt.

But I never let go. I couldn’t.

Lexi pulled me from my saliva-dripping stalking of a silk chocolate pie.

“Hey, I’m sorry I missed your birthday. Hurry home, okay? I want to
make it up to you.”

“I hope you’re not making it up to me with cake. I have that covered,” I
said sheepishly.

“Bitch, get those donuts. Your ass looks amazing,” she chuckled.
“I really wish I gave a shit. I’'m starting to jiggle, and you’re enabling
me.”

“You traded in dudes for donuts,” she said with a sigh. “I wish I would
have thought of it first. Hurry home, bitch.” She hung up as I stared at the
case full of fried sugar.

I stood at the counter as the woman, who had seen me often in the past
few months, looked at me with apprehension, like I would clear out her
case. She was judging, but I could see the envy in her eyes. She was
starving.

“Big box?”

I nodded as I fired off my grocery list. “Okay, two cream cheese stuffed
Danishes, two of those bear claws. Four chocolate, two glazed.”

“Is that all?” the woman asked impatiently.

“No,” I said, matching her dead stare before I smiled with big eyes just
to scare her. “One with the sprinkles.”

I heard the familiar chuckle behind me and my heart plummeted.

Of course, we would run into each other this way. Sighing in defeat, I
turned to see Nate standing behind me. He was impeccably dressed, a slow



grin spreading on his face.

It was my worst nightmare. I was in my last pair of jeans that would
button and a dirty T-shirt that read Spank Me with a grown man in a diaper
on it. Slumming wasn’t the word. It was more like slobbing. My hair was
piled in a disgusting bun on top of my head, and I didn’t have on a stich of
makeup.

“Hi,” Nate said as he looked me over.

“Can you just pretend I’'m in that jumper you love with heels and look
incredible?”

His eyes softened as he took a step forward and threw a twenty on top
of the glass case. “Her sprinkles are on me.” The woman behind the counter
took one look at Nate and I saw the change in her demeanor. She was
hungry and needed sex with Nate Butler. And I felt her pain. He always had
that effect on women and had never once given me reason to worry. I
managed to stifle the threatening tears, but my voice shook when I spoke.

“How are you?”

Nate turned back to me after placing his order while I moved to the end
of the counter and gripped my box. “Thank you for these.”

“Happy belated,” he said, avoiding my question. “I got a call from a guy
named Gary yesterday. I gave him my recommendation.”

“Thank you,” I said as he joined me at the counter. Butterflies collided
in my chest and sank to my stomach.

“I guess congratulations are in order.”

“Not yet. I haven’t been offered the job.”

“It’s yours, Stella,” he said, his blue eyes scouring my face. I nodded, in
no way interested in talking about my possible job.

“Will you take it?”

“I don’t know,” I said, carefully reading him to see if the idea sat well
with him. “My future’s kind of wide open at this point.”

“Want to go sit down?” he asked.

“Only if you want to,” I said honestly. Please want to.

The lady brought his box, and he added two coffees. He ordered mine
from memory, just the way I liked it, and that’s when my eyes watered. I
couldn’t hide it. “Maybe I should just go.”

“Stella, let’s sit.”

I nodded and followed him to a table. He took off his jacket, something
I’d seen him do a hundred times before, but somehow it hurt to watch.



“I read last week’s print. Really good stuff,” I said as I took a sip of my
coffee, my appetite diminished.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said with a smile. “But far be it from me to judge, being the
girl with the inappropriate T-shirt and whose opinion isn’t relevant.”

Nate smirked. “You know that’s bullshit. I told you so . . .” He trailed
off, and I wanted to forehead tap myself. He told me the night we broke up.
Nate cleared his throat. “Anyway, I think we both know that you became a
bit more relevant since you published in Rolling Stone.”

I gaped at him. “You saw it?”

“I did. T wanted to call you.” He slipped and we both shifted
uncomfortably. “I was so proud of you.”

I smiled as a tear I couldn’t win with fell down my cheek. “That means
a lot to me.”

“Don’t do that,” he whispered. “I’m not used to seeing that. I fucking
hate it.”

“It’s my new therapy,” I said as heat crept up my face. “That and
donuts.” I squirmed under the weight of his stare.

“Stella, I saw you walk in here, and I thought I was going to lose my
shit, okay? My heart fucking stopped. You’re more beautiful than ever.
Whatever flaws you’re trying to point out to me, I can’t see. Now let’s
squash this elephant because I want to talk to you.” His voice turned heavy,
hoarse, and raw. “I miss my best friend.”

More tears emerged as I tried to clear my throat. “You don’t hate me?”

“Never. God, I could never hate you,” he assured as he leaned over and
wiped the tears away.

“You never made me cry,” I said with the longing I felt. I gripped his
hand and held it to my face. “Never. I miss you, too, Nate. So much.”

“Stella, I was hoping—”

My phone rang, rattling us both, and we collectively looked down to see
Reid’s name across the front.

Nate sighed and sat back.

Heart pounding, I fisted my hands in my lap with a quick explanation to
Nate. “This is a total coincidence. We aren’t—"

“The sad part is, I believe you,” he said as his own phone rang. “Take
that.” He nodded toward my phone. I picked up just before it went to
voicemail as he walked out the door.



“Reid,” I said as warm tears flowed.

This is not happening.

“I’m so damn sorry,” he said breathlessly. “Stella, I was stuck in a
rainstorm in the middle of the fucking jungle. I can’t believe you
answered.”

I laughed with relief as Nate paced outside the store, glancing my way
on occasion. “The jungle?”

“Practically,” he said, out of breath.

“Where are you?”

“We’re in Indonesia. Adam is in some soul-searching phase, the
tortured artist bullshit. He wants to be enlightened and thinks we should do
it together as a band. So, where am I? In the seventh circle of hell, but I
swear to Christ, I didn’t do that to hurt you. I mean, to not call. More than
that. All of it. Stella, I’'m sorry about what I said. That night. The position I
put you in. It wasn’t fair. I just can’t help it. When I see you, I just can’t

“Reid?”

“I want you to know I respect your decision. I hate being the bigger
man because that means I . . .” He exhaled. “Lose you. But you have to
know I never wanted to see those tears. I’m done hurting you.”

“I know.”

“I love you, always, no matter what. You need to know that.”

“I do, Reid. I promise.”

“You’re not mad at me?”

“No.” Another hot tear fell as I wiped my face in utter disbelief. Not a
word from either of them in months only to be forced into the most
impossible situation imaginable. Reid sighed on the phone. “What are you
doing?”

“Getting donuts, getting fat.”

“This I would love to see,” he said with a chuckle.

“If I keep it up, you’ll have no problem seeing me.”

“You’re so goddamn beautiful. That’s all I’ve ever seen.”

“So are you,” I said sincerely. “I’m so proud of you. I don’t think I ever
told you that.”

“Of me? You’re the one who made Rolling Stone,” he said proudly. “I
read it, Stella. I bought a thousand copies. I sent them to Paige.”

“You did?” I said as my heart threatened to leap out of my chest.



“I figured you could mail them to your family. Is a thousand enough?”
He laughed again, the sound enough to finish me.

“Damn you, life,” I whispered.

“Stella, I have to go. My phone’s dying. And I’'m not sure about this
backup cell that looks like it came straight off the set of Jurassic Park. Can I
... can I call you sometime? I mean, I know it’s probably going to piss him
off, but Stella—"

“Yes. Please, yes,” I said low so he couldn’t hear the shake in my voice.
“Call me anytime. I mean that. Happy birthday to you, too.”

“Okay, well,” he lingered.

“Reid,” I said, my voice cracking with my truth. “I love you.”

Silence. His ragged breath was the only indication that he was still
there.

“Reid?”
“You never said it,” he whispered. “You never actually said the words to
me.”

“But you knew,” I said as I began to bleed, yet again, for the man who
stared at me from outside the window and the man I spoke to on the phone.
“You always knew.”

“I hoped I was right, but now? Still?” he asked.

“Now. Still.”

“Say it again, Stella. Say it again and I’ll leap across these continents
back to you.”

I glanced out at Nate, who was watching me carefully through the
window. “Reid—"

“That’s enough, Stella. I promise. I’'m going to go wrestle a fucking
tiger or some shit,” he said, “now that I’m invincible.” I felt his smile over
the phone.

“Reid?”

“Yes, Grenade?” It was another blow to the chest, but I could still feel
his smile.

“Tell me that life magically starts to happen.”

“One minute past desperation, baby. I promise. I'm living proof.
Believe me, Stella.”

“Okay.”

“I love you,” he whispered before he hung up.

Nate walked through the door, and I took a deep breath.
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I pulled over to a rest stop at the state line, focused on the storm clouds in
the distance. I turned my key and let the windows down to air out the cabin.
I stretched my legs, the wind whipping through my hair, the boom of
thunder in the distance.

I would go to my grave thinking closure was bullshit. I knew better.
There was only letting go. And I knew better than anyone that letting go
was more of a feat than making peace with a goodbye, which is all closure
was. I could never make peace with goodbye. Goodbyes hurt, but letting go
felt amazing. And somewhere between the hotel I left twenty-four hours
ago and the road I traveled now, I felt a large part of me had already let go.
The sting of that phone call was enough to send me on a soul-searching
journey, but all it had done was bring me to the same conclusion. Even in
hindsight, with all of your mistakes disappearing in the distance, the things
you got right are there alongside them.

I’d made the mistake of only looking for the hurt.

Because why do we have to be perfect?

Give me a human with ovaries that makes all the right decisions when it
comes to the opposite sex and I’ll give you the most uneventful love story
ever. Perfection is boring. It makes life boring, and love even more so. With
me, it didn’t end up being only about the destination; it was about my ride.
It was always the ride that made it so much sweeter, and at times
bittersweet, like on days like yesterday. I grieved like the wound was new,
but that’s me being me, Stella doing Stella. That’s how I was built.

My mistakes, my false certainties, all the things that moved me through
trial and error kept things exciting, kept me on my toes, kept me growing in
the right direction within reach of someone growing the same way. I let my
emotions run my life, or in the case of Reid and Nate, overrun my life, and I
forgot about the one thing that eased my temperament, the one thing that
made me, me.



Music.

I was still in control most of the time, but sometimes I lost it.

And still, I loved the emotional woman I’d become.

And the more I looked in the rearview, the closer I got to the truth. It
was okay to love them both, to give my heart a chance to explore, but I had
already let go. I was reminiscing about the life I lived, and maybe that was
my imperfection. Maybe that’s where I still let my emotions run away and
rule at times. It made me imperfect and emotional, but I was good with that
and pretty fucking done apologizing for it. And with the man who loved
me, I didn’t have to. So, with only a few hundred miles to go, my eyes no
longer searched behind but focused forward. It was time to get home.
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Wasted Time
Eagles

Three Months Later

“Are you getting it?” Lexi asked as I held my iPhone up on the side of the
stage.

“Yep,” I said as I zoomed in on the drummer, the video ticking, my
heart hammering with excitement. I was in complete awe.

“God, this is awesome,” Lexi said at my side. “I can’t believe we got
back here!”

“I know,” I said, glancing her way. “We’ve come a long way, baby!”

Lexi and I were like pigs in shit as we watched the show from the side
of the stage.

I ended the video and sent it to my father, who messaged me back
something resembling an impressed text. He was just starting to learn and
was getting there. Though I wasn’t sure he knew what LOL meant.

“I fucking love you,” Lexi yelled as she rocked out next to me, full on
fangirl. I gave her a lopsided smile.

“Hmm, with all the prejudice you had, you finally giving in?”

“They are awesome!”

“Yeah, well, I’ve always been right about them!” I yelled with an elbow
nudge.

“You are,” she said, looking down at her phone with pressed brows. She
glanced at me and her shoulders sagged.

“You have to go,” I said as she slowly nodded, her devastation evident
on her features. We shared a tear-filled smile.
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“Go,” I said, hugging her tight.

“I’ll call you all the time, I promise.”

“You better,” I warned playfully as she picked up her backpack. “How
did I get here?” she asked with an incredulous face.

Tears threatening, I faced my best friend, who had been there through
damn near every song of my life. She had been my rock, my comfort, and I
hoped briefly that I had been half as much to her. “You got here because
you are hot shit and the world was smart enough to notice. I love you.”

We hugged again as she looked down at my fresh Converse. “Nice
choice.”

Twisting my foot, I displayed my fresh white chucks that I’d scribbled
“Don’t Worry Be Happy” on just hours before the concert.

“I think so, too. Fitting, right?”

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she gave me one last hug and
whispered, “This isn’t goodbye, you know.”

“I know,” I said, though my heart was already missing her. And though
I knew we would always be close, it felt like the end of our independence
together. We both were chasing big dreams that were leading us down
different roads.

“Proud of you,” we both said at the same time before we shared a
watery smile. She broke away from me and readjusted her grip on her
backpack, hesitating before she eyed me over her shoulder.

“Go,” I shooed her away. “I don’t want to cry.”

We were crying anyway as she saluted me before she disappeared. I
turned my eyes back to the drummer.

My heart stuttered as the opening piano keys filtered through the air and
into the screaming crowd. My eyes drifted back to the man behind the drum
set, my hero, and my favorite storyteller, Don Henley.

Don opened his mouth and poured out the opening lines to my favorite
Eagles’ song, “Wasted Time”. He sang of a broken-hearted woman trying to
find her footing, a woman going through the pieces of her love story and
wondering where it went wrong.

Oh, the irony.

It was always the music that reminded me where I’d been and where I
was going. Aching from the truth of the lyrics, sweet relief came in the
form of the beautiful man who appeared on the other side of the stage. He
was desperately searching for someone, for me. I stood waiting, as different



tears— tears I’d sworn I didn’t have left—swam in my eyes. And his search
stopped when he spotted me, his deep blue gaze found mine. I saw him
visibly relax and for a minute all was right with the world. I expected him
to bridge the gap, to come to me. Instead, he leaned against the side of the
stage and slid his hands into his suit pockets, his eyes never leaving mine.
No matter how much water was under the bridge beneath us, the man gave
me as many of my dreams as he could, even after I broke us with my selfish
heart. In the end, he gave the greatest gift he could ever give me. Nate gave
me music.

In that moment, I let my love show and my tears fall freely as Don’s
raspy voice conveyed more to him than I ever could. Because our love was
real. It was truth. And I would never take what we had for granted.

I lifted my duffle bag from the floor and threw it over my shoulder as
the last notes of our song played and our story ended on that stage. I took
one last look at him, memorizing his details while I pressed my hand to my
heart.

I love you, Nate Butler. Thank you for loving me.

11

My seat belt sounded as I hastily unbuckled it after seeing my husband
standing in the driveway waiting . . . for me. His hands stuffed in his
pockets, eyes searching for mine. Tears blurred my vision as I hiccupped
through my sobs with a grateful heart. Because no matter how far I strayed
from him, he waited.

Barely able to shove the car in park, my heart thundered as his soul
spoke to mine across the distance. Through the beams of my headlights and
the drizzle pinging on my skin, I launched myself into his waiting arms. “I
love you so damn much,” I cried as he gripped me tightly to him, relief
evident and seeping between us as I sobbed in his hold. My heart home, my



life wrapped around me. Because I was safe, just like he told me I was all
those years ago.

“Hey,” he said, holding me like I was his life force. “Hey, hey, baby,
what happened?”

I answered with a feverish kiss as it began to rain around us. I tasted
him, breathed him in, his scent, and his warmth filling me to the brink and
spilling over.

“I missed you,” I murmured, placing reverent kisses all over his face,
his jaw, and his soft lips.

“Stella, what happened?”

I pulled back and gave a knowing smile. “We happened. We happened,
Reid. And I’m so fucking glad I asked you to kiss me.”

He fisted my hair in a possessive grip, his beautiful green gaze flitting
over my face. “I promise you won’t have to ask for that again, Mrs.
Crowne.” He pressed hungry lips to mine, his tongue sweeping gently
before our flames touched and we ignited, hot and burning bright blue, high
enough for the stars to notice. When he pulled away, I saw our past the
same way I saw our future when we collided back into each other’s present.

The music had led me back to him, solidifying us, and I would forever
follow. He was my song, my soul, my everything, and his love had
propelled me forward into the woman I wanted to be. And that woman
would burn out with the man who was made to keep her warm.

He wiped the tears away as I stared up at him. “How did you know I
was almost home?”

“The way I’ve always known when you’re close,” he said, delving deep
into my mouth and leaving me breathless. He pulled away after a lingering
peck on my lips. “I felt it.” He watched my face closely.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Never better, never,” I said, gripping his face in my hands, longing for
more. Even only inches away, with our bodies aligned and pressed close, I
would never get close enough.

“Welcome home,” he murmured warmly, ignoring the rain before he
dipped his head and devoured me, a hungry man who was done waiting,
reclaiming me with his heart as the lock reinforced in mine, with us safely
inside.

When he pulled away, I had only one request. “Take me inside and
waste me, Mr. Rock Star.”



“Gladly, Grenade.”



EPILOGUE
(44 )

Pink
Who Knew

Two Years Ago

I took the job.

And I left Nate at the donut shop that day with a tearful “I’'m sorry”
before I slipped the ring—that I hadn’t taken off since our break up—in his
suit pocket. The press pass I’d returned after I left Speak appeared in the
mail a few months later with the Austin City Limits tickets and a note from
Nate that said I’d earned it. It was a surprise gift from him, along with his
unexpected presence at the concert. The wordless love in his eyes that
shined across the space of that stage told me we were good, that we would
always be good, and that our story had meant as much to him as it had me.
Because, despite the way we ended, there would forever be love between
us. Always.

Austin Speak’s presence had been requested at Austin City Limits that
year, along with the rest of the reputable rags. I couldn’t help but feel like I
had something to do with that. And when I saw the Eagles were headlining,
I knew it was fate telling me I had come full circle.

Nate and I could never go back to what we were. And though, when I
got on that plane to Seattle, I mourned for the future we would never have,
the bigger part of me knew I needed to focus on my road. My plans had sat
idle long enough.

Reid and I had spoken once before I decided to take the job. He was in
London recording a new album. That conversation lasted two days. And
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though it was on the edge of my tongue, I chose not to tell him about ending
my relationship with Nate until I had some time for myself without the
burden of my emotions in play. I kept it clean, knowing that any sway in
conversation might ruin our newly rekindled friendship and lead to
expectation I wasn’t sure I was ready for. We had years of separation
between us, and I couldn’t help but be amazed at the man Reid had become.
We talked about the band, our mutual love of music, my podcast and plans
for it. He told me road stories of the people he met, and I couldn’t help but
be envious, albeit slightly resentful that I hadn’t been a part of it all. But I
couldn’t, not for one single second regret my time with Nate. He was a huge
part of my journey, not a detour, and I knew that to be the truth in my heart.
Reid and I left our conversation open-ended, the way our relationship had
always been, and with wholeheartedly exchanged I love yous. He was a
globally-known popular rock star with a bright future, and I finally had a
chance to execute my dreams the way I'd always hoped. Our middle
ground, as always was our love, admiration, respect, friendship, and above
all, the music he promised me he would continue to make.

I fell in love with Seattle.

A few months into my new residence in Washington, and at the urging
of my sixth sense, I decided to plant roots.

I spent my days working as an editor for a city paper called Seattle
Waves—a job I’d been trained to do and do well—and my nights working
on my podcast. My rhythm came naturally. Within those few months, I had
cemented myself in my new surroundings, stomping the sidewalks with
purpose, doing the legwork, and working off the twenty pounds and then
some I'd gained taking the long routes. I spent some of my nights
familiarizing myself with the clubs. I went organic, back to the groundwork
of watching shows of the up and coming to keep a fresh perspective, while
simultaneously interviewing veterans for my podcast. I set the bar high and
kept competing with myself, coming out on the other side a better journalist
for it. I was climbing mountains in my profession, but breathing easy while
doing it. My footing was exact, and with my heart in the right place, my
obstacles were few. It was both expected and surreal to be on top of my
game, and on my own terms.

I knew Nate was watching. He told me so in a few emails. I had
surprised us both, but in his last email, he made a roundabout comment that
I had made the right decision. And though it stung, I agreed with him.



I kept my eyes down as I typed myself into my new life. I loved Seattle
for several reasons, not to mention the introduction to my new best friend:
fall. Real fall, where the weather changed with the dates, the leaves turned
in color, and the Seattle landscape took my breath away. Though I missed
my family and my friends, Seattle felt like home.

Despite my dreams to be a nomad, and the fact that I still put my
suitcase outside my door every New Year’s Eve in hopes of an eventual
passport stamp, I decided to buy my first house. With the small amount of
success through my podcast, and getting a few ads from local vendors as
well as a large, nationally recognized brand, I managed to scrape up enough
money for a down payment. I spent weeks looking for the right place,
working with a realtor, and searching online. And at 11:11 p.m., two
months to the day that I had moved into my teacup-sized apartment, I got
the notion to look for the latest listings.

Because no matter how hard I tried to steer life my way, life decided to
reveal its own plans.

And they were nothing short of miraculous.

It was on that night that I found my house, a large A-frame that looked
like something out of a Thomas Kinkaid painting. A cottage-style dream
with multicolored pavers that led up to a house with enough bedrooms for
the seven dwarves. I jumped on it. Taking the morning off at my paper, I
made a beeline for it. Everything inside me told me it was mine.

I was full of daydreams about working the massive backyard as I raced
through the streets to claim it. It was a little out of my price range, but I was
determined to make it my own.

You can’t put a price on your dreams, and I learned over the years that
sometimes dreams have a way of paying for themselves. Excited for my
new adventure, I floored the pedal up and down the steep roads that led to
the small town outside the city. And as I neared, my nerves began
thrumming up a familiar rhythm as my heart thudded with certainty. The
minute I hit the private drive, my sixth sense kicked in, telling me I was
right to follow the beat. A tidal wave of goose bumps covered me as the
awareness hit.

Look up, Stella.

And I did.



Yy

Turning Page
Sleeping At Last

Reid walked me through our front door, his lips fused with mine, his hands
in all the right places as I moaned in approval. He liked me vocal . . . most
of the time. “I still can’t believe you were standing there!”

“Again?” he groaned as he pushed my T-shirt over my head. “You want
to hear this again?”

“Every day. Every day,” I said, sucking on his bottom lip. “Forever.”

“It was Rye who was looking at the house,” he said as his lips took mine
to silence me. I pulled away with wide eyes.

“You were just . . . there!”

“I told you to believe me.”

“Yeah, but you were right there! That’s not a coincidence, Reid. You
were supposed to be in London!”

“It’s a small world with us in it, baby.” He grinned at me, his fingers
working the button on my jeans. “So, let me get this straight. The Sergeants
getting signed by Sony or the fact that you won those drums, or any of the
other crazy shit that happened didn’t give you a clue?”

In front of the house, the other half of me, my future, was standing on
the lawn, peering up at the expansive cottage with Rye’s three-month-old
daughter next to him in a car seat. It only took seconds before his spine
pricked with the same awareness and he turned to find me standing outside
of my SUV, keys in hand and my jaw on the cobblestone walkway. His
expression was priceless: a mix of shock and relief. Though he continually
said he always knew, neither of us could have prepared for that moment.

“I almost had another stroke when I saw that baby in the car seat on the
grass next to you,” I whispered.

“So you’ve told me a million times. Naked. Wife. Now,” he ordered.
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“Still, you were standing at my house!” 1 said with breathless
anticipation as he spread me out on the bed.

“Our house, and you started a bidding war. This fucking thing cost us
twice the price, thanks to Rye.”

“Reid,” I groaned in frustration, “it was a miracle!”

“No, the miracle was that I didn’t strangle you the minute I found out
you were no longer engaged and still hadn’t come back to me.”

The hurt was still there. A flicker in his eyes that had faded over time
and lay limp, unthreatening, beneath the promise of always and the years of
new memories we shared.

“I was working my way back to me, back to you,” I murmured. “I was
giving myself some time.”

He hovered above me, naked and hungry. “Time’s up, wife,” he spread
me beneath him and kissed a hot trail from my knee to my thigh.

“You bought it out from underneath me.”

“Just to get a proper first date,” he said, looking up at me while his
tongue traced my sensitive flesh. “I had to make sure you didn’t run off
again.”

“Leverage,” I said, tapping his forehead. “I was so mad.”

“Doesn’t suck to have money,” he said with a chuckle. “Are you going
to let me fuck you tonight, wife?”

“Of course,” I pushed out, as he worked me into a puddle under soft lips
and skilled fingers. I gripped his silky hair. “Once the story is over,” I
taunted, as he blazed a trail to my center over my pulsing middle. He had
me right where he wanted me, right where I belonged, with him, his. He
explored me with precision, darting his wicked tongue to hasten the ache
before he looked up at me with a smug grin. “We had sex on our first date,
the end.”

“Reid, please,” I gasped, tugging his hair, asking for both our story and
more of the heat in his eyes. I never wanted an ending to either.

He let out a sigh as I writhed, just as anxious but unwilling to let it go,
needing the greedy satisfaction of heart and body. “On our first date, I put a
mattress on the living room floor, and we had Ramen. And you talked a
lot.”

“And?”

Butterflies swirled around as I gripped his jaw. He kissed his way up my
stomach and then hovered. “I opened every window to the house and lit it



»

up.

“Thousands of candles,” I said dreamily.

“Hundreds,” he corrected sucking my peaked nipple.

“And then?”

He leaned down and nipped my neck as I locked my legs around him.
“And then we argued,” he said biting my lip as his stiff cock nudged my
entrance. “And it was the best fucking argument of my life, literally.”

“And . . . then?” I asked, out of breath as he sucked my neck then nailed
me with his hungry, jade gaze.

“And then . ..”

He pushed inside me and filled me so full, I broke. And he was there to
burn through every piece, molding the ones we missed together, and
soothing the burn between us.

“I asked you not to let go,” he whispered as he thrust hard, drowning
out my gasp with his groan.

“Never,” I whispered as he sucked at my nipple, teething it and drawing
me tight around him. I trembled in his wake as he peppered kisses over
every inch of flesh his lips could reach before he licked at my parted mouth,
commanding my tongue, and stroked me deeply, rattling my core.

“Goddamn, Stella,” he rasped out, his touch worship, a promise in his
eyes he would never leave me cold again. Swiveling his hips, he rolled his
body, and without warning, I hit my crescendo, my fevered body igniting.

“Reid,” I whimpered as he slammed into me, on fire, his mouth parting
when he felt my warmth spread over him. I was sheathed in his heat,
glowing.

In his warmth, I was forgiven, desperately in love with the love that was
embedded before I knew the meaning. The love that waited for me; the love
that showed me the way home.

Complete.

“I love calling you my wife,” he murmured as he stroked my skin with lazy
fingertips right before his breathing evened out, his hair tickling my chin



while he lay on my chest. I ran my hands through his tousled dark locks as I
peered at the bookshelf across from our bed. And on that shelf sat the last
few years of memories. A picture of my parents knee-deep in the freezing
Pacific with matching smiles, Neil and Paige standing on the edge of the
sound, hand in hand, looking over their shoulder at me right before I hit the
shutter button, and Lexi and her beautiful little boy, a replica of his father,
holding matching starfishes in their hands.

Lexi and Ben made Benji on our wedding night, but remained apart,
their story still unfinished. But I had faith. The sleeping man in my arms
gave me enough to believe they would find their way back to each other,
just as miraculously as Reid and I found ours.

Our black and white wedding photo, my favorite, stood proudly on the
middle shelf. Reid was kissing me for the first time as his wife, and I"d
never in my life been kissed that way. I didn’t have a second thought that
day. I didn’t think of Nate or the wedding we would have had. Nor did I
hesitate when I walked down the aisle on my father’s arm to the man who
looked at me with a reverence so powerful he had six hundred guests
tearing up. It was a moment I would relive for the rest of my life.

I used to think I was cursed for having fallen in love with two men. But,
in hindsight, I realized what a gift it was. They were my lovers, my
teachers, my best friends, and I would love them both until I took my last
breath.

While I had also given Nate my heart, Reid had stolen the other half of
my soul and refused to give it back. He was selfish with it, and never gave
up on me, reciprocating my faith in him, reminding me he was there,
always there, waiting for the day I would come back to claim it. He kept it
safe and away from anyone who threatened to take it. And he did it by
keeping his promise to me. A promise that I used to think had little to do
with me, but I later realized was the start of him becoming the man he
wanted to be. And in turn, we finished each other’s dream. A singular
dream of a life full of love and music.

I glanced at the clock next to the photo—11:10 p.m.—and waited for
the digital flip.

Make a wish, Stella.

This time I wished for Nate. I wished him the same unbelievable
happiness with his new bride that I’d found. I hoped he felt the same kind
of completion with the other half of his soul. I hope she kept his dreams



safe, his heart guarded, and never let him forget what an incredible man he
was. I hoped his life resembled his own idea of a fairytale.
Because my rock ‘n’ roll fairytale had just begun.

THE END
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