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1

SAMUEL




I blink rapidly as the spotlights come on across the stage. It’s a full house tonight, and I have to admit I’m a little nervous. Unlike Axel and Jackson, I get a touch of stage fright. Even Locke, who’s a little quieter and more reserved, doesn’t seem to get nervous before we perform. I guess it’s because I’ve never been super comfortable in crowds, and ever since our first tour, Jack and the Spades has blown up.

Of course, I’m happy and excited, but that excitement has an edge of nervousness that lies heavy at the bottom of my stomach on our second to last performance of our second tour. I had thought that the D.C. concert was big, but the one near Dallas surpasses it completely. There are people standing wall to wall in the venue, a big concert hall instead of a dive bar this time. The bar is upstairs, too, and I’m a little disappointed I didn’t grab a beer like Axel and Locke did.

Jackson, as usual, is sticking to his ginger-ale, and I, for one, am proud of him. Ever since he met his wife, Zoe, who became our stylist, he’s been so much happier and healthier. All of the Spades are tied down now, and they couldn’t be happier about it… all, except me.

I sigh and adjust the strap of my bass guitar and the noise alerts Axel, who raises a dark blond eyebrow at me.

“You good, Sammy?” he asks, and I plaster on a smile and nod.

It’s not like I’m dying to settle down and get married since I’m only twenty-eight, but it kind of sucks that all my bandmates, who are more like brothers, all have a pretty girl cheering them on from the crowd and children waiting at home, and I don’t have anybody.

I’ve been so busy with the tours and helping Axel manage the social media that I haven’t had time for women, and even before, there were only a few flings in high school and several one-night stands after I joined the Spades. The Spades’ groupies are a wonderful bunch, don’t get me wrong, but at the same time, it feels hollow and empty when they’re gone when I wake up, disoriented from the travel and so many hotels.

Usually, I look out into the crowd and pick out one of the girls to sing to, because that’s just how I work. I may get around a little bit when it comes to women, but at the same time, I never juggle more than one at a time. I’m a one-woman man, just like my father. He and my mother have been married for thirty years and he’s never so much as looked at another woman. I guess deep down, that’s what I want. Someone special to come home to.

Gemma’s front and center, holding her ever present filthy martini, and Zoe’s right next to her, linking her arm through her best friend’s and making goo-goo eyes at Jackson. They’re the most recently married and they’re a little disgusting.

I roll my eyes at Jackson cooing and winking at Zoe, but I can’t help smiling.

Locke’s a little more reserved, just grinning at Gemma from behind his drum set. Harley’s backstage waiting for Axel because he’s brought her and their little girl Jazz along for the tour.

I look around for a girl to focus on as Locke begins the percussion, the beginning of the song is just drum and lead guitar, so my part isn’t until about halfway through. I scan the crowd and don’t find anyone interesting on the first pass, so I do it again, and a woman with long, dark hair just curled at the ends, almost down to her waist, is jumping up and down and yelling with excitement and I can’t help my eyes just stay glued to her. Especially when her eyes fly to mine as if sensing my gaze on her.

She visibly gasps when she sees me looking at her, and it makes me grin. The only reason I’m able to have any flings is because I’m with the Spades and I can flirt from afar with Spades groupies. This woman seems to be one of them, wearing one of our T-shirts with a jack of spades embossed on it. She has it tied above her waist, displaying a slim figure, and she’s wearing a pair of blue jean cut-offs that emphasizes her shapely legs.

She’s gorgeous, and I swallow hard, unable to stop from imagining what all that long, dark hair would look like bouncing around her breasts if she were on top of me. Even though I’m not as outgoing as some of my bandmates and I’m younger, I’m still a man. When I see a woman that beautiful, I can’t help my imagination from running wild.

I strum my bass guitar right on beat and wink at her, leaning forward a bit over the stage and she screams, covering her face for a brief moment before looking back at me. I grin and laugh softly, continuing the song and singing backup for Jackson. I don’t care that the venue is the fullest or if it just only a handful of people at the moment. I’m only singing for this stranger in the crowd. It’s the way I usually do things, but this time, I’m really hoping that I’ll catch up to her after the set is over.

I try to keep my eye on her throughout our set, but some of the newer songs that we’ve come out with are a little more bass heavy, and I’m getting distracted. Unfortunately, at some point, I lose sight of her, and I feel bitterly disappointed, but hope fills me that maybe I’ll see her upstairs at the bar. I definitely can use a drink for some liquid courage to actually go up to her.

It’s not that I don’t want to flirt with women, but I’m just painfully shy at times. Even awkward. Gemma is the only woman I don’t feel nervous around, and that’s because she’s been like a little sister to all of us, not just Jackson. So, usually, I stick to the Spades groupies, because it’s safer. Less likely that I’ll get rejected, and they all find my shy personality adorable. It’s just not the same as meeting someone that really wants to date me, though, and it’s been a long time since I actually sat down and actually chatted with a woman other than the guys’ wives.

What it all boils down to is that I’m lonely. That seems odd to say since I’m surrounded by my found family, but they all go back to their hotel rooms with their wives and I go to mine alone. There’s something different about having a partner that you can rely on. Twenty-eight is still young, sure, but I feel like I’m missing out and I’m getting old. Because the truth is, I’ve never had a steady girlfriend.

The closest I came was with Theresa. We split up a few months ago, and it was sad at first, but then we realized that we were just better off friends. It was fun, sure, but it was never true love, or even any other kind of romantic feeling. We’re close friends now and I usually call her after every show. She worries about me on tour.

Our set goes well but I’ve still lost Mystery Girl in the crowd, so I immediately hop down from the stage and start upstairs.

“What’s put a fire under your ass, Sam?” Jackson asks, looking at me with a discerning eye and blowing his long hair out of his eyes.

Jackson has his demons from the past, including a bad relationship with alcohol, so I know he’s just worried about me. It can get annoying how they all treat me like a baby sometimes, but I know it comes from a place of love.

I huff out a breath. “Just want a beer, that okay with you, Dad?”

I laugh a little as I say it to show him that I’m not being serious, and Jackson chuckles, shaking his head.

“You’re right. Having a little boy has really made me a lot more protective,” he admits.

Jackson’s son and Locke and Gemma’s toddler are staying with family, and I know they must miss them. I know I do. I’ve gotten close with Cain, Elijah, and baby Jazz, and I love playing with them and letting them climb all over me. I’ve always liked kids, and I want some of my own someday.

At least I’ll get to say hello to Jazz in the morning. She always wakes up bright-eyed every day on tour, as if she’s excited to be in a new place. Most kids get cranky while traveling, but not Jazz. She loves it, just like her daddy.

Jackson stays downstairs and Axel is already backstage with Harley, but I run into Gemma on the way to the bar and she grins at me with glassy green eyes.

“Hey, drunkie,” I tease her, and Gemma laughs, loud and open.

“I deserve my martinis after putting up with all of you all tour,” she defends herself.

“You do,” I agree, patting her on the head. She wrinkles her nose but she’s still smiling. She knows that my sense of humor can be a little dry and we’ve always gotten along well.

“I’m gonna go find my husband, see if I can talk him into a quickie in the bathroom,” she says, and I make a face.

“Ew.” It’s not like I don’t know that Locke and Gemma had gotten together during our first tour and probably had sex in several different venues and hotels, but they’re like my siblings. “Don’t make me have to bleach my brain.”

Gemma giggles. “Sorry. Lose my filter after a couple of these.”

“Not that you had much to begin with,” I say, but she’s already holding on to the railing and going down the stairs. I shake my head, smiling after her, and then make my way to the bar.

I squeeze in between a blonde and a redhead and they both look up at me from under their eyelashes but they don’t introduce themselves. I order a pitcher of beer, figuring I’ll share it with Locke, but by the time I get back downstairs, they’re nowhere to be found. I figure I know what they’re doing but not where, and I’d rather not know.

Well, shit. Now I have a whole pitcher to drink by myself. Maybe one of those Spades groupies will come over and introduce themselves. I’m not good at approaching women unless I’m on stage. I look around for the cute brunette that I’d seen while we were performing, but all I find is more Spades groupies who are staring at me but not coming over.

I sigh and then the sound of quiet sobbing startles me. I look around and see a small woman in a pair of cut-offs from behind, her shoulders shaking as she cries.

I make a sympathetic noise in the back of my throat and can’t help but walk over to where she’s standing in the hallway near the bathrooms. I clear my throat and gently put my hand on her shoulder.

“Are you okay?” I ask, and when she turns around, my brain lags behind for a couple of seconds before I realize that it’s the girl I was flirting with onstage. She’s even more beautiful up close, with her blue eyes wet and streaming with tears. My heart clenches in my chest.

“Oh my God,” she says, her face turning from upset to horrified as she sees me, and she wipes hurriedly at her eyes. “This is so embarrassing; I’m such a big fan.”

I smile. “Thank you, but you shouldn’t be embarrassed. I just wanted to come over and check on you. You’re crying pretty hard.”

I rub at the back of my neck, feeling awkward. This is why I usually let women come to me. I hardly ever know what to say or figure my words will come out too blunt. Like Gemma, I don’t always have much of a filter.

The small woman groans. She’s a foot or so shorter than me and I bend over a little to hear her over the music that the venue had started up for after the concert.

“This isn’t the way I wanted to meet a member of Jack and the Spades,” she mutters.

I look toward the table I’d grabbed where my pitcher of beer and two glasses still sat on. “Um, I’ve got some extra beer and a table, if you’re interested in talking about it. Unless you’d rather just stand over here and sob.”

I wince, thinking that last part is probably a little much, but she barks out a laugh.

“I think I’ll take the first option,” she says dryly, sniffling, and finally stops crying, and I stress for about ten seconds over whether I should take her hand before she takes mine, looking up at me. My hand engulfs hers and her palm is so warm. I lead her over to the table and pull out the chair for her.

She plops down as if exhausted and I sit across from her, pouring each of us a beer.

“So, do you want to tell me your name or should I just keep thinking of you as Hot Mystery Girl?” I ask, hoping that my flirting isn’t as awkward as it feels. I swear, it’s like what I think doesn’t come out of my mouth the way I think it will.

“Brooklyn Green,” she says, and I snort, nearly spitting out my beer.

“Like the city?” I ask.

“I know, it’s dumb,” she sighs. “But my parents met in Brooklyn, so here I am.”

“I’m Samuel Hansen,” I say dumbly, and she gestures down to her T-shirt.

“I know,” she replies with a smile. “You’re actually my favorite Spade.”

I mock-gasp. “The others will be devastated.”

Brooklyn laughs. “Somehow, I think they’ve got their hands full. I love watching Gemma’s TikTok’s with Cain.”

We don’t exactly hide that most of the Spades are taken, but I guess with the age of social media, everyone pretty much knows. I guess that means everyone probably knows that I’m the only one not attached, but I want Brooklyn to know for sure that I’m single.

“I don’t have my hands full. In fact, I have very empty hands.” I show them to her and inwardly groan at myself.

Brooklyn grins. “Somehow, I think that’s by choice rather than necessity with the way you look.”

I shrug. “I have a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease, so don’t give me too much credit.”

“I wouldn’t guess.” She sips her beer, taking a deep breath. “Thank you for the beer and conversation. I feel a little better.”

I watch her for a moment. “Do you want to talk about what happened? If it was an ex-boyfriend or something, I have some big friends and we can jump him,” I joke.

She shakes her head. “Nothing like that. I just moved and I met some new people that were excited about the concert. Since I was too, I kind of went on an impromptu road trip.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Wow. You’re one of those types that doesn’t look before you leap, huh?”

“Story of my life,” she agrees. “But things haven’t been working for me lately. I moved to New Mexico on a whim for a new job I was really excited about, but unfortunately, it didn’t work out, so now I’m a recent transplant and unemployed. This trip was to get my mind off of things for a bit, except my so-called new friends ditched me.” She rifled in her purse and pulled out her phone, which had a shattered screen. “And the cherry on top? I dropped my phone during the concert and now it’s dead.”

“Wow.” I pour her another beer. “You need this pitcher more than I do.”

Her blue eyes start to well with tears again and I can barely stand it. “I’m not sure what to do,” she sniffles.

“You said you live in New Mexico?” I ask, and she nods.

I bite my lip, thinking. We’re on our way home for our last show, and it’s not like the tour bus isn’t big enough for someone so small.

“How do you feel about being packed on a tour bus like sardines?” I ask, trying to make it sound lighthearted so she doesn’t think I’m being creepy.

Her blue eyes widen. “Wh-what?”

“We’re going back home for our last show anyway, first thing in the morning. We can give you a ride.”

I actually would have to run this by Gemma, but she isn’t the kind of person to abandon someone having a hard time, so I think it’ll be fine.

“Really?” Her eyes brighten and it makes my throat feel tight with how beautiful they are.

I nod dumbly, unable to think of any words while I’m looking into those eyes of hers. They seem to take up half her face as she leans forward and takes my hands in hers, smiling at me gratefully.

“That would be wonderful, Samuel,” she says. “Kind of like my dream come true, really. The others won’t mind?”

I’m looking down at our joined hands and I don’t really care what the others say, I’ll rent a car and take this beautiful woman named after the city her parents met in home myself if I have to.

“Not at all.”
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BROOKLYN




I cannot believe this is happening. It’s like a plot out from one of those romcoms I used to watch secretly on cable television at my grandma’s when she was napping. My favorite rockstar has offered me a ride home when I needed it most, and I’m going to be on a tour bus with him and the rest of my favorite band.

This kind of thing doesn’t happen in real life, does it? Am I actually dreaming? I want to pinch myself but that would be embarrassing in front of my idol. I can’t believe I even met him, much less am sitting here talking to him like this and drinking beer with him.

Speaking of beer, I’m steadily getting too tipsy so I push it away. I’d already drank a fair amount with the group that dumped me in an unfamiliar town and ghosted me without a ride or a phone. Samuel is right. I tend to leap before I look. And regardless of how things turned up, it’s gotten me this far and if I hadn’t moved to New Mexico, I would have probably never gotten tickets for this Dallas show and met him. I think I’m going to stick to my leaping before looking policy for a while longer.

All my life, I’ve always been like this, acting first and then dealing with the consequences of my actions. My life has been an interesting one and I met a lot of interesting people. This is the life I want. I’m not cut out to be stuck in an office somewhere. I want to be free to roam, meet the world, go where the wind takes me. I really love my work and I want to start working as a freelance.

But deep down, what I really want is to have someone to do this with. My parents are the real live example of what I want my life to be. A real love story. A beautiful family. The American dream.

Unfortunately, I learned that not all people can be trusted, especially handsome men.

And yet, Samuel seems like a trust-worthy guy. He has been so nice.

And god, he’s so handsome, with his new haircut which is just starting to grow out. It’s almost a rockabilly style. He’s dressed in a leather jacket over a white T-shirt and ripped jeans, and he’s tall and lanky–just my type.

Axel and Jackson are all out there, front and center, and of course they’re attractive, and Locke, too, but Samuel’s quiet confidence playing the bass guitar has always appealed to me, ever since I became a fan of the Spades last year.

I quickly started to keep up with their social media and downloading all their music, but I’d never actually been to a concert until I met Sylvia at a bar in Edgewood, a small city near Albuquerque. She’d seemed so nice and she immediately invited me to see The Spades because she had an extra ticket, and I’d been so excited.

When we arrived here, though, she immediately ditched me. I figured that she and her boyfriend, who drove us here, were somewhere making out, so I didn’t worry. Then Samuel had picked me out of the crowd and seemed to be flirting just with me, and it wasn’t until after the concert that I realized Sylvia’s boyfriend’s truck was missing from the parking lot.

I normally would just call my best friend, Robin. She had moved to New Mexico after college and that was one of the reasons I planned to take the job there. Of course, it fell through, just like everything else.

“Are you staying close?” Samuel asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I look down, embarrassed. “I, um, haven’t actually booked a hotel room yet,” I admit.

Samuel chokes on his beer. “You really fly by the seat of your pants, don’t you?”

I pout a little. “Is that a problem?”

A very sexy half grin spreads across his face. “Not for me,” he says easily. “Just means you can stay in my room.”

My eyes widen and I swallow hard, having not expected him to say that. Samuel isn’t on social media that much, and everyone says he’s shy, but he’s been chatting with me and making me feel better all night. I thought maybe he’s just sweet and he felt bad for me. I never imagined he’d actually been flirting with me for real instead of just onstage.

“Please ignore that,” he mutters, his face flushing. “Blame the beer. It came out wrong, I meant to offer you a place to sleep. I wouldn’t take advantage of you. You’re vulnerable⁠—”

He is really sweet and I can tell he wasn’t being a sleazeball. He makes me feel so good. I want to take this opportunity to get to know him better. It’s not like I’ll have another shot at being with him. Ever. And I know I’m impulsive, but I never do what I’m about to do now.

I lean forward, doing my best to look sultry up at him from under my eyelashes. “I’d love to stay in your room.”

Samuel’s face relaxes and he smiles that half-smile of his again. “Good,” he says low in his throat, and a shiver spreads throughout my body.

As I just stare at him, awed by what’s just transpired, Gemma Arden sits down at the table, clearly tipsy, her auburn hair a little mussed. I’ve seen her all over their social media and she’s even more gorgeous in person. I still feel like I might be dreaming, but I smile at her.

“Who’s the pretty girl, Sammy?” she asks, smiling back, and I stick out my hand for her to shake.

“Brooklyn,” I say, and she shakes my hand firmly.

“Great,” she says with a grin. “I like a girl who doesn’t wait to be introduced.”

Samuel clears his throat. “Uh, I was wondering if we can give her a ride back⁠—”

Gemma raises an eyebrow before he finishes. “To the hotel?”

Samuel laughs and it sounds nervous. “To New Mexico.”

“Well, this is moving fast,” Gemma says dryly, and I shake my head, laughing.

“It’s not like that,” I say. “Samuel was just kind enough to offer me a ride home since I got ditched by my friends.”

Gemma frowns. “Those aren’t your friends, honey, if they ditched you in Dallas when you live in New Mexico.”

I nod, liking her kind nature. And I know she’s right. She seems like a really great person. It’s lovely to meet your idols and have them actually be people that you’d like to hang out with. And I’m going to get to ride all the way back home with them.

And I’m also going to Samuel Hansen’s hotel room. I’m definitely dreaming, but I don’t want to wake up.

“I think it’s time to get out of here. Jackson’s driving,” Gemma says, and Samuel groans.

“What’s wrong with Jackson’s driving?” I ask curiously.

“Nothing, if you like being terrified for your life,” Samuel says with a sigh.

Gemma giggles. “I’m not much better.”

“Yeah, but you don’t get so distracted. He’s always chatting with Zoe or Locke and he almost runs off the road,” Samuel complains as he gets up to go and pay the bar tab. We haven’t finished the pitcher, but I don’t want to be too drunk to remember this awful and then amazing night.

Gemma leans over closer to me. “So, Brooklyn, what are your intentions with our Samuel?” she asks, like she’s his mom instead of younger than him.

I laugh but her face is serious. “I mean, he’s lovely and I’d love to get to know him better,” I say honestly. I don’t mention that I’m spending the night in his room or that I’m hoping he’ll try to seduce me. I’m not one to throw myself at men or sleep around—in fact, I’ve never slept with anyone, ever. Of course, there is no way I’m telling Samuel that—but there is something about Samuel that makes me almost take a chance.

Gemma nods and sits back in her chair, seemingly satisfied. “Good. He’s a great guy, and more than just a one-night stand.”

I look at her curiously. “Are you telling me he doesn’t do one-night stands?”

Gemma shakes her head. “Oh, no, he definitely does. I just think he’s more of a one-woman guy than he appears.”

“That’s unusual. In my experience, guys who look like Samuel are definitely not one-woman men, but we can never really tell, can we? Sometimes people surprise us.”

Gemma nods. “Yeah, our group is a bunch of loyal, sweet guys. You’ll see.” She smiles at me and gets up, bracing herself on the table. “I’m off to find my husband and fall asleep on the tour bus,” she says with a yawn.

“Lovely to meet you, Gemma,” I say, and she waves at me as she walks away carefully.

I stand up when Samuel comes back to the table and link my arm through his, grabbing on to his bicep, feeling bold from the beer and my conversation with Gemma.

Samuel stands up a little straighter as we make our way outside, and when we arrive at the tour bus, I see Axel and his wife getting into a Beetle. I think his TikToks with his wife and little girl are so sweet and I smile a little.

Samuel frowns. “I thought you said I was your favorite,” he whispers to me, and I giggle and don’t answer him as we climb onto the bus. Gemma is already snoozing in the back on a little cot and Locke is curled up next to her, barely fitting on the bed because of his tall, big frame.

Jackson grins at us when we board and whistles.

“Way to go, Sammy,” he says, and Samuel blushes and glares at him as we go to sit down.

“Shut up,” Samuel mutters, and I sit next to him, my thigh pressed against his.

Samuel slowly puts an arm around me as the bus takes off and I grin. I can’t wait to get back to the hotel and spend more time with my favorite rockstar.
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SAMUEL




Jackson, Zoe, Gemma, and Locke are all on the elevator with us and I’m antsy, wanting to be alone with Brooklyn. I can’t believe I met such a pretty girl at the Dallas show, of all things, and I can’t wait to get better acquainted physically. I enjoyed chatting with her at the bar, but at the same time, I want more.

The two couples aren’t paying any attention to me and Brooklyn in the back, so I put my arm around her, low on her waist, my fingers almost brushing the curve of her ass. She doesn’t move away, and I’m encouraged to spread my hand across one of her cheeks.

Brooklyn gasps and looks up at me, mouthing the word “naughty,” but she leans against me and I grin, pulling her closer. When we finally get to our floor, Jackson whoops and I put a hand on my face, annoyed. Locke’s too drunk and sleepy to join in, thank God, but I’d hear about it as soon as they got me alone.

Brooklyn just laughs and I’m glad she’s such a good sport. I stride quickly to my room and she all but runs to keep up with me.

“You’re in a hurry,” she says, and I feel my cheeks flush.

“Want to get you alone,” I say honestly, and Brooklyn licks her lips. They’re full and stained red from lipstick and I wonder what she tastes like. I’ve been wondering that all night, but the urge to kiss her is stronger now.

Brooklyn follows me into the hotel room, and as soon as the door closes, I give in to temptation. I lean down and kiss her, hard and hungry.

She moans into my mouth and leans up on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around my neck. My hands go around her waist, pulling her to me by her lower back. I need to feel her closer to me.

I grunt, frustrated, when she’s still too short for me to kiss her thoroughly, and lift her up. I moan against her mouth as I get a better angle, sucking on her tongue. She kisses me back just as hungrily and then breaks apart from my mouth, gasping.

“God, I didn’t imagine you to kiss like a porn star,” she says, and I give her a half smile. She gives me a wicked smile back, showing her small, white teeth. With heavy eyelids, she looks me in the eye as she whispers, “Do you fuck like one, too?”

A jolt of pleasure slides through my body, my erection growing in my tight jeans to the point that it’s uncomfortable.

“I don’t fuck like a porn star,” I tell her, lowering my voice and murmuring right next to her ear. “I fuck like a rockstar.”

Brooklyn’s blue eyes widen and her pouty mouth opens. “That’s a tall order, Samuel Hansen. Is that all just talk?”

“Don’t worry, I plan to step up. Besides, my mouth will be too busy to talk much. I can’t wait to show you a few of my tricks,” I drawl, and Brooklyn huffs out a breath.

“I’m waiting, big talker,” she teases, and I deposit her on the bed.

She unbuttons her shorts and I work them off her, sliding them down her slim legs.

“You’re so small,” I marvel, and she pouts.

“Been trying to put on weight since high school. Just have a high metabolism,” she confesses.

“Me too,” I admit, tugging off my shirt. I don’t feel embarrassed about my body, but my chest isn’t as broad as Locke’s, my abs not as defined as Jackson’s, and my arms are not as bulky as Axel’s. When I was younger, it gave me a bit of a complex–it didn’t help that their talent in music was much superior to mine.

As we grew together as a group, though, they all helped me get past that and were proud of my progress.

“You have nothing to worry about,” she says huskily, sitting up on her elbows expectantly, and I lick my lips. I can see the peaks of her nipples through the white T-shirt, and I kind of love the way it looks on her, but I want to see more.

“Take off your shirt,” I order, and she scrambles to do it, throwing it on the floor, and lying there bare. She spreads her legs slightly and I can see her glistening and it makes my mouth water.

My erection is becoming downright painful in these tight jeans Zoe styled us in, though, so I’ll have to wait to show her that my mouth can do more than talking. I fumble with my button, staring at her small, perky breasts, the very slight pouch of her lower stomach. She’s gorgeous, small and petite but perfect.

Brooklyn sits up and helps me tug down my tight jeans, and I flush a little with embarrassment.

“Zoe practically paints these on us,” I mutter irritably, and Brooklyn lets out a peal of laughter.

“Makes your ass look good,” she says, digging her nails into my glutes and making me gasp with the sting of it.

I’m not wearing underwear (who could in these jeans?) and so my dick bobs up against my stomach, close to her face.

She opens her mouth and I look down at her in awe, watching as she puts her mouth just at the head, sucking slightly. A jolt of pleasure shoots through me and I grit my teeth, taking her long dark hair in my hand and wrapping it around my fist to pull her off.

“Not yet,” I rasp. “Want to know what you feel like around me.”

Brooklyn pouts but lies back, spreading her legs further, invitingly, and I cover her body with my own. It takes me a moment to get the right angle given our height difference, but when I slowly slide inside of her, she feels like heaven, clenching around me. So fucking tight.

“Oh, fuck,” she curses.

“Oh, fuck, indeed,” I reply and kiss her for a moment before I start to move my hips, my pelvis bumping against hers, my hands planted on either side of her, bracing me as I move.

She tries to lean up and kiss me but fails, pouting, and I chuckle and lean down. She nips my lower lip with her teeth and I groan low in the back of my throat as it sends an insistent pulse up my dick. I’m already close, despite how I’m trying to think of anything else but how she’s clenching around me.

“I’m so close, keep doing that,” she gasps, rocking her hips below me, making her breasts bounce, and I lick my lips, watching. I can’t wait to get my mouth around one of her nipples, but the height difference makes it difficult. I’ll have plenty of time later, though.

Part of me (well, a lot of me), hopes that after we get back to New Mexico, we can stay in touch, but Brooklyn seems like the type of girl that might be a little flighty, so we’ll see.

Right now, I just focus on the moment, try not to overthink it, let my body take over and fuck her in long, deep strokes. I can tell by her face that she loves it, the way her eyes squeeze shut, how she holds her breath.

When she releases her breath, she’s coming, I can feel her like a vice around me and I moan and fuck her through it. It only takes me a few more strokes before I spill inside her and I gasp in a breath, my chest heaving.

“Oh my God,” she breathes. “Please tell me we can do that again.”

I laugh. “As often as you want to, kid.”

She scrunches up her nose. “How did you know I was younger than you?”

I blink. “I didn’t. You’re just so small.”

Brooklyn pouts and sticks out her tongue. “I’m fun-sized.”

“Very fun,” I agree, pulling out of her with a wince and lying down next to her. She snuggles up against me. “How old are you, anyway?”

“Twenty-one,” she says, and I relax. At least she’s not eighteen or something. It wouldn’t exactly be predatory, but I’d feel weird about dating someone right out of high school.

“A kid for sure,” I tease, and she bites my bicep gently before nuzzling against me.

I usually don’t have the easiest time falling asleep with a stranger in my bed, but with Brooklyn in my arms, I drift off easily.
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I’m hoping that Samuel and I can go for round two when I wake up, feeling his morning wood press against my ass. I murmur his name and then I wince a little, feeling sore between my legs. I hadn’t told Samuel that this had been my first time, but it hadn’t hurt much at all during the act. I’m only a little sore now, so I guess round two is off the table.

It’s disappointing, but I’m hoping that once we get back home, Samuel and I can continue to talk to each other. I can’t wait to stop somewhere and get a new phone so that I can call Robin and tell her everything…

Well, maybe not everything. I’ll tell her that I met a guy, tell her about my first time, but I’m definitely not telling her that I went to a concert with people I barely knew and got stuck out of state. Robin is always telling me that I don’t think enough, and I guess she’s right. I mostly just act, and so it’s not surprising my first time was with Samuel. It felt right even if he is someone I don’t know that well.

Back in my freshman year of beauty school, a guy named Greg had wooed me for six months and we’d made out plenty, but I told him I wasn’t ready. He’d said that was fine, been very sweet about it, but then three weeks later, I caught him at a party with a random girl, her skirt bunched up. It was clear what happened, and it broke my heart.

I find it hard to trust men, now, but Samuel seems so different. I’ve been following him online for over a year and seen his social media and the soft lyrics that he writes and posts online. He seems like he really cares about his bandmates and about his fans, and he’s amazing in bed.

I know I don’t have anything to compare it to, but it’s not like my ex-boyfriend had ever made me come like that with his fingers. I think I’ve hit the jackpot, but I don’t know if he feels the same way.

He’s still asleep, and I hope I didn’t snore or drool while I was out, because I slept like a rock. I twist around to look at him, watching the way his long eyelashes spread across his cheekbones. I want to watch him forever, but I jump as someone bangs on the door.

“Wakey wakey, Sammy!” someone yells from outside the door, and Samuel jolts awake, getting out of bed and rifling through his luggage to find a pair of sweats and a T-shirt to put on.

I hadn’t brought anything with me when we’d come to the concert because we were only supposed to stay one night and drive back, so I just lay there, naked, biting my lip.

Samuel turns around, his big brown eyes dim before he blinks the sleep out of them. He seems still half-asleep and it’s pretty cute.

“Shit,” he murmurs. “You need something to wear, don’t you?”

He throws me a pair of basketball shorts and one of those undershirt tank-tops, and I pull them on while I’m still in bed. When I stand up, the shorts almost fall off of me so I cinch the drawstring as tightly as I can.

Samuel looks at me, chuckling. “Maybe one of the girls has something more suited to you, kid. Those look like they’re going to fall off you any minute.”

“I told you, I’m fun-sized,” I repeat, sticking out my tongue, and Samuel stares at me for a moment before putting his arm around my waist and pulling me to him, kissing me deeply.

I figure I probably have morning breath and still taste like the Redbull and vodkas I drank last night, but Samuel doesn’t seem to care. I’m gasping when he pulls away, and he gives me that half smile I’m beginning to get addicted to. I’m starting to love it.

Oh, no. As if I didn’t have a crush before I even met him, now I’m in real trouble. I blush to my hairline, which isn’t common for me, and Samuel zips up his luggage and walks out the door.

Jackson and what I assume to be his wife are standing outside. Jackson’s leaned against the wall, smirking.

“I’m Zoe,” his wife says, hugging me instead of shaking my hand. “Let me get you some clothes that fit,” she says immediately.

I look down at how they engulf me. “Yeah, these are a little big.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a stylist, I’ll find you something lovely,” she tells me, and I gape at her.

“Something comfortable, if you don’t mind,” I say quietly, feeling like a mooch, but Zoe takes my hand and leads me to the elevator while Samuel and Jackson hang back. I look back over my shoulder at Samuel but he’s looking at Jackson, frowning at him. I figure Jackson must be the one that teases him the most. I pout at not catching his eye, but I guess we’ll see each other plenty on the trip back. It’s nearly a ten-hour drive, after all.

Zoe’s chatting with me incessantly and I’m barely listening, so I shake my head and focus on her.

“I’m sorry, I kind of blacked out, will you repeat that?” I ask her, and she laughs.

“It’s a lot, right? The rockstar thing, I mean,” she says. “Gemma has been in it so long she seems to be comfortable, but I’m a little new to it myself.”

I nod, feeling relieved that she seems to understand. “It all feels like a dream.”

“Exactly. Feels like you’re going to wake up any minute, right?”

Zoe gets me. I like her and Gemma both, and I’m glad there are some women along for the ride home. I just met Samuel, after all, and it might be awkward being on a tour bus with a bunch of guys I don’t know.

“I’ve been a fan for a while now,” I admit.

Zoe’s blue eyes twinkle. “A Spades groupie, huh?”

I blush. “I guess so.”

“We see a lot of those,” she drawls. “But you seem… different. Maybe you’ll stick around after we get home. The rockstar lifestyle isn’t for everyone.”

“We’ll see,” I say mysteriously, not wanting to give away that I want to stick around as long as possible. I don’t want to give away that even though I’ve only known him personally one night, I might be falling in love with Samuel Hansen.

Damn my heart, how easily I develop crushes. I was gone from the very moment I looked into those big brown eyes in person after watching him on a screen for a year.

Zoe leads me to her room and it’s neat but with a lot of luggage. She hums and goes to a smaller suitcase, rifling through it before bringing out a pair of leggings and a cute pink top with flouncy sleeves.

“This will still be a little big on you. You’re so tiny, but it should fit better,” she says, and I nod, looking at her for a moment. She laughs a little and turns around, letting me get dressed.

“Sorry, I’m so used to doing this with Gemma and we’ve been best friends most of our lives,” she says.

I smile. “That’s wonderful. I have one of those,” I tell her.

“All girls should have one,” Zoe says. “Does yours have a brother?” she jokes, and I realize that Zoe married her best friend’s brother.

I laugh out loud, finishing dressing. The clothes fit pretty well, so I don’t have to worry about Samuel’s big T-shirt falling off my shoulder or the basketball shorts falling down anymore.

She takes Samuel’s clothes from me, turning around.

“She’s an only child,” I tell her.

“Good,” Zoe says. “It’s a little drama-filled to date your bestie’s brother.”

I smile and help her with some of the luggage, leaving the room and going back to the elevator. “You seem happy, though,” I tell her, admiring her bright blue hair and wondering which hairstylist she used in New Mexico.

I went to beauty school myself, and there was supposed to be a chair for me at a popular salon called The Cut, but by the time I got moved in, someone had taken it out from under me. My true dream is to do makeup and hair freelance, of course, but I haven’t gotten to that part in my career, yet.

“Happier than I’ve ever been,” Zoe says, smiling and noticing that I’m staring at her hair. “I do it myself,” she adds, as if she knows what I’m thinking.

“Wow,” I marvel. “I’m a hair and makeup stylist, and I know how hard that bright color is to keep up. I’m impressed.”

Zoe’s blue eyes widen. “Really? I’m good at fashion but kind of a mess when it comes to doing other people’s hair and makeup. I've been looking for someone to help us out with styling the guys’ hair and maybe doing some powder and eyeliner so that they look good under those spotlights.”

I nearly gasp in excitement. I can’t believe that I’ve met my idol, lost my virginity to him, and possibly have been offered my dream job in the span of about twelve hours. I definitely am dreaming. I’m going to pinch myself when I’m alone.

I swallow, trying not to seem too eager as we reach the lobby. “I’d love to be considered,” I say quietly.

Zoe looks at me with a discerning eye. “Email me your resume when we get back home,” she says, and I nod eagerly.

This is the best weekend of my life, by far. I don’t think anything can ruin it.
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“Tell me all about it,” Jackson insists the second the elevator doors close with the girls inside it.

I roll my eyes. “Why, so you can live vicariously through me since you’re an old married man?”

“I’ll have you know I’m a happily married old man,” Jackson says, sounding offended, and I can’t help but smile, shaking my head, as he continues, “You just haven’t seemed this into a girl in a long time. Not since Theresa.”

Theresa Santos had been Harley and Axel’s realtor, the one who helped them buy their duplex, and we’d been drawn to each other right away. It turned out that it was just because our personalities meshed and we had a similar dry sense of humor, and the romance part had just fizzled out almost immediately.

I’d been excited about the fact that I was in a relationship, though, and I’d really liked her, so when we called it quits, I was upset for a couple of months, and Jackson had been worried about me. He hadn’t handled breakups well in his youth, and I guess he worried about me being the same way. I’d perked up, though, in the last weeks of the tour, and I kept in touch with Theresa.

I shrug. “I don’t know her that well,” I say, downplaying how much I already like Brooklyn. “She just needed help, that’s all.”

Jackson grins at me. “You gave her more than help last night, don’t lie,” he teases.

I blush. “I don’t kiss and tell,” I say, and Jackson sighs.

“Fine, be a gentleman or whatever. Just don’t get in too deep until you get to know her,” he warns, and I grunt in response as I wheel my luggage out, sticking Brooklyn’s clothes in my bag.

When we make it to the lobby, Zoe and Brooklyn come down right after us, and Gemma and Locke must already be on the bus. Axel and Harley left early, wanting some extra time because traveling with a baby is a little more difficult than traveling with a group.

The tour bus is going to be a little more crowded with Brooklyn on it, but she’s so small she won’t take up much space. No one seems to mind that we have a stow-away, and I'm grateful that they understand.

Even if I didn’t like Brooklyn so much, I would never be able to turn down someone in distress like that.

“We’ll stop a few towns over and I can get you a new phone and some clothes,” I whisper to Brooklyn as she walks up.

She shakes her head. “You don’t have to do that. I’ve got my purse and my credit cards.”

I huff out a breath. “Let me help you out, you’ve had a rough couple of days.”

Brooklyn looks up at me. “Actually, last night was wonderful, in the end,” she says quietly, and the breath goes out of me as she looks up at me. I can see now, in the daylight, that her eyes are more gray than blue, honey gold flecks around her pupils, and they’re even more beautiful than I thought.

My heart clenches in my chest and I look away, not wanting to seem too eager. “It was,” I reply, not knowing what else to say and not wanting Jackson to tease me any further. I know he means well, but it can get annoying.

Brooklyn follows Zoe outside and gets on the tour bus and I hang back, calling Theresa to check in with her.

“Finally, you jerk, I was getting worried,” she answers.

I sigh. “It was kind of a wild night,” I admit. “Lots of people.”

“Did you get stage fright again?” she asks, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

“That was one time, and no, I didn’t,” I argue. “I met a girl.”

Theresa gasps. I’m a little worried at first that she’ll feel weird about it or jealous, but she’s told me that she’s back on Tinder and back out there and it didn’t sting too much, so I’m hoping she’ll take it well.

“Finally!” she says, and I groan.

“I have enough of Jackson making fun of me,” I say flatly, and Theresa giggles.

“I’m not making fun of you, Sam, promise. I’m happy for you. Is she a Spades groupie or whatever?”

Theresa didn’t care much for rock music, and I have to admit that’s one of the reasons we didn’t work out. She didn’t keep up with my music or go to any concerts. She’d grown up in a classical music household, and she just had her favorite genre and I had mine.

“Kind of,” I admit. “But she’s really nice.” I lower my voice, not wanting anyone to hear me. I don’t know how Brooklyn feels about continuing to see each other after all this, and I don’t want her to think I’m too eager.

“Be careful with those,” Theresa warns. “You don’t want her to just want you because you’re some big time famous rockstar now.”

“I don’t think she’s like that,” I say, but now that I think about it, how do I really know? I frown. Theresa has given me something else to worry about and that’s not good. I’m more of an overthinker than any of the other Spades and it doesn’t do me any favors.

“Well, check in when you get home, okay? I worry about all that traveling you do,” she says, and I smile.

It’s nice to have a friend to care about you, even if Theresa is a little overprotective.

“I will, promise.”

We hang up and I feel both better and worse, somehow, checking in with her. I’m glad that she doesn’t seem jealous or hurt by me meeting someone else, but her comment about Brooklyn only wanting me because I’m now kind of famous really got to me.

When I board the bus, Locke’s driving and Gemma’s grabbed the back cot, as usual, spread across it like she owns that spot. Jackson and Zoe are cuddled up, playing some kind of card game on the table on the side, and Brooklyn’s sitting alone on the other side. She gives me a smile and I sit across from her on the other side of Zoe and Jackson.

Brooklyn’s smile fades just a little and she leans forward. “Is everything okay?” she asks, and I nod.

“Five by five,” I say, channeling Axel and his notorious saying. He only uses it when things are absolutely not five by five, and I guess I picked it up over the years.

Brooklyn doesn’t frown, her face is blank, but she sits back and closes her eyes and I wonder briefly if she’s a little hungover.

I hadn’t drank much the night before, just a few beers, but she probably had been drinking before we met. I shouldn’t worry so much about her feelings and thoughts already, but I can’t help myself. I already like her so much.

Gemma always told me that I care way too much, too quickly, just like Jackson, but where he wears his heart on his sleeve, I’m more reserved. It’s hard for me to open up to new people and I’m pretty shy around women particularly. I’ve never had my heart broken, but I’d seen Locke and Jackson and Axel all go through it at different times, and it seems awful. I don’t want to put my heart out there if it’s just going to get broken.

Is Brooklyn only interested in me because I’m a Spade? She doesn’t know too much about me, otherwise, I guess, but I really want her to think of me as someone she can date and not just hookup with.

It’s way too early for me to ask her about it, though, so I’ll do what I always do–sit back and observe. I people-watch a lot, feel things out so that I can understand the situation before I act. Brooklyn says she’s one of those people who never looks before they leap, and I’m the opposite. I look way too much before I leap. I need to know it’s safe.

Is Brooklyn safe to take the leap with?
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Somehow, I sleep for about three hours sitting up on the tour bus. I guess I’m more tired from the traveling I did yesterday, and the drinking last night, than I thought. Plus, having my first time last night must have worn me out.

I look over at Samuel when I wake up and he’s dozing off, too, his head cocked to one side. His long limbs are spread out on two seats and it looks uncomfortable. I was disappointed when he didn’t sit next to me, but he’s a tall, lanky guy and maybe he just wanted more room.

I hope it’s that because I really like him and I hope we can continue to at least be friends, though I wouldn’t mind more. But what if he doesn’t like me? What if I was terrible in bed? It’s not like I have any experience to draw from.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Zoe says, and there’s loud snoring from the back. I’m shocked that it’s Gemma instead of Locke, although they’re both clearly asleep, cuddled up on the small bed in the back.

Jackson’s driving now, and I don’t know when that happened, but he’s driving a lot faster than Locke had and the tour bus feels a lot bumpier going over the bad roads in whatever state we are in now.

“Hey,” I say, wiping at my eyes, and I start to stand up to go to the bathroom in the back of the bus, but as soon as I stand, there’s a sound like a gunshot and the tour bus goes sideways so fast that I fall into Samuel’s lap.

Samuel wakes, his arms going around me protectively, his brown eyes wide.

Jackson yells and steers the tour bus to the side of the road.

“Goddamnit,” he mutters. “Must have popped a tire. These shitty roads.”

Locke and Gemma are up now, too, Locke standing and heading toward the door to check on the tire, presumably, also cursing.

I’m not surprised that these rockstars curse like sailors, but I’m a little worried about the tire. I hope it’s not something so bad that it hurt the rim and we can’t get back home.

Samuel squeezes me as if he knows I’m feeling anxious. “It’s okay. Happened to us once before. We just have to call AAA and they’ll come out and replace it for us.”

Gemma’s already on the phone and I stand up and go to the bathroom, taking a deep breath and using the tiny sink to splash water on my face. There’s a little plastic mirror in there and I frown, wishing I’d put on my makeup before I’d left the hotel. Was this why Samuel didn’t sit next to me?

I usually wear natural makeup, anyway, but last night I’d had some dark eyeliner and blush on to stand out in the crowd. I guess it had done its job, because the eyeliner still looks pretty good and the blush is a little smeared and my lipstick’s all gone, but it doesn’t look bad.

Especially given all the kissing that Samuel and I had done last night. I blush a little, remembering it, and it makes heat pool in my lower stomach. I have to convince him that this isn’t just a one-time thing. I can’t imagine never seeing him again in person after we get home.

I can email Zoe my resume as soon as I get a new phone, and hopefully, that will keep me on his radar for a really long time. I want to date him for real, not just be a one-time hookup on tour.

He’s the first guy in a long while I feel like I can trust, even though I don’t know him that well. Am I leaping before I look again? Is this a bad idea?

I sigh and head out of the bathroom after washing my hands and the bus is empty, everyone standing outside in the sun.

I head outside, too, standing quietly next to Samuel as Locke kicks at the popped tire, frustrated.

“That’s not going to help matters,” Gemma says dryly, and Locke looks up at her, smiling a little sheepishly.

“Sorry, little bit,” he says in a low voice. “Just ready to get home to Cain.”

Gemma squeezes his bicep comfortingly. “I know, baby. Me too.”

“I’ll call Elijah,” Zoe tells Jackson, and he nods.

“Facetime the sitter so I can see his face,” he pleads, and Zoe smiles. They walk off, presumably to call their son, and I look after the two couples.

They seem so happy, married with children, and I guess that’s pretty unusual for a group of rockstars. It’s a good thing my favorite has always been Samuel, because at least he is still unattached. The way the rest of them act, they are loyal to a fault to their wives. Not that I would try to test that loyalty either way. I’m not into married men. Marriage is a sacred thing and I’ll never knowingly be with a guy that is in a committed relationship. I’d never even so much as date an ex-boyfriend of one of my friends. That’s just against the rules. There are always left-over feelings after a relationship, and there’s no way that I would mess with that.

I lean against the tour bus and Samuel sighs, texting someone on his phone. I raise an eyebrow.

“Checking in with your parents?” I ask.

Samuel shakes his head. “Nah, my friend. She worries about us on this tour bus. Says we should fly instead, that driving is too dangerous.”

I frown. I don’t like the idea of him texting some girl, even though I technically have no claim on him. I can’t help being a little jealous, though.

“Just a friend?” I ask, and I instantly feel stupid. Samuel smirks at me.

“Why? You jealous?” he asks.

“A little!” I mumble, pouting and crossing my arms over my chest, and he laughs out loud, throwing a heavy arm around me.

“She’s my ex, but you don’t have to worry. There’s nothing romantic between us,” he says, but I don’t lose my frown.

An ex-girlfriend who’s still a close friend? Isn’t that a bit of a red flag? Samuel has been a big green flag so far, but this is a little worrisome.

Samuel pulls me even closer, kissing my temple. “Don’t worry, kid,” he says. “I like you best.”

Warmth rises in my chest and I suddenly feel better, even though those might just be pretty words to keep me happy on the trip. I was a little offended at first when he called me kid, but now I just think it’s cute. The only thing not cute about him is his friend who’s also an ex-girlfriend. Maybe I can get past it. I just hope there’s no lingering feelings there.

“What about you? Are you friends with any exes?” Samuel asks casually, looking down at me.

I raise an eyebrow. “Why, would you be jealous if I was?”

Samuel takes in a deep breath and then lets it out with a chuckle. “Yeah. Yeah, I would be,” he admits.

I grin. I don’t know why it makes me so happy to hear that, but it does. I kind of have a thing for possessive men, at least in theory, and it means that Samuel at least likes me enough to be jealous.

“So, do you?” he asks, putting his hands in the pockets of his sweats as if he’s nervous.

“Nah,” I say. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

Samuel groans. “You’re something else, kid.”

“Don’t you forget it,” I say brightly, and before I can flirt any further, I hear an ear-splitting scream from the other side of the bus.

I jump and follow Samuel as he goes running around to the other side of the tour bus, and Jackson is climbing up the side of the bus, staring down at the ground where there’s a snake under the bus.

Locke is standing far back from the little snake, too, and Jackson is still yelling although not as high-pitched as it was before.

“Snakes! I hate the fucking desert!” he cries, and it looks to be just a little green snake that isn’t venomous, so I can’t help but start laughing.

These two big guys terrified of a little snake and even Samuel gasps and steps back when the snake comes past him, going back into the desert. Zoe and Gemma laugh along with me but I’m about to fall over I’m laughing so hard, and Samuel looks over at me.

He has such a warm smile on his face that it warms my heart and sobers me a little, and I wipe at my eyes, which have been watering.

“So The Spades are not a fan of creepy-crawlies, despite Axel’s tats,” I say dryly, and Samuel snorts out a laugh.

“He’d be screaming louder than any of us,” he says, and Jackson slowly climbs down off the bus, looking sheepishly at Zoe, who is shaking her head at him.

“I was gonna get down and protect you,” he says, and that makes me laugh all over again.

Even with a popped tire, this trip with the Spades is going to be fun.
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AAA comes to change the tire in about an hour, and we’re all sweating from the desert sun by then. Jackson and Locke have taken off their shirts and Gemma has changed into a pair of shorts. Brooklyn just tied up her tank-top above her bellybutton, showing a tantalizing amount of tan skin.

As they work, we all stand at the front of the bus, waiting. Everyone’s coupled off and I’m glad that I have Brooklyn to couple off with, because usually I feel like a fifth or seventh wheel, depending on whether Axel and Harley are with us.

“So, what do you do for a living?” I ask Brooklyn, realizing that I haven’t asked her much about herself. It’s just been casual flirting, and I want her to know I want something more without actually saying it. It’s complicated. I have to put myself out there, but also protect myself from rejection. Maybe it’s a dumb way to do things, but it’s just how I always am.

Maybe that’s part of the reason Theresa and I didn’t work out. I didn’t put myself out there enough, and she didn’t either. I want to change that about myself, but it takes time.

Brooklyn shrugs. “I’m between jobs at the moment, but I’m a hairstylist and make-up artist,” she replies.

“We need one of those,” I say, and Brooklyn grins.

“Zoe told me this morning. I’m sending her my resume whenever I can get a new phone.”

“That means we’ll be working together,” I say calmly, trying not to let on how happy that makes me.

“It does,” she agrees casually, looking up at me from under her eyelashes. “Closely together.”

“Hmm.” I lean against her a little where she’s propped up against the front of the bus.

“Is that okay with you?” she asks quietly, and I look at her for a moment and then half-smile playfully.

“I guess,” I tease, and she hits my shoulder with the heel of her hand, grunting.

I laugh and kiss her, and I keep kissing her until Jackson yells, “Stop it with the hanky-panky, Sammy, we’re good to go!”

I sigh heavily and pull away from Brooklyn, who blushes a little and hurries to get back onto the bus. This time, I sit right next to her, my thigh against hers, and she leans her head on my shoulder.

I put my arm comfortably around her, and when Gemma walks by us to her usual spot in the back, she smiles and winks at me. I blush, glad that Brooklyn has her eyes closed and can’t see it. As much as I’m trying to take this easy and not overwhelm Brooklyn about wanting to date her, my friends and band mates are making it difficult.

But it’s good that Brooklyn gets along with everyone. Theresa had her issues with Axel due to being friends with Harley, and that had been a point of contention between us before Axel and Harley got remarried. Those two are a whirlwind but they’d been through a lot and found their way back to each other, so I figure all is forgiven on both sides.

Theresa hadn’t seen it that way, and at first, she was rude to Axel, which was a big problem for me. Brooklyn seems to like and get along with everyone just fine, especially since she was a fan before she met us.

I never thought that a Spades groupie would be someone I really wanted to date, but here I am. Brooklyn is everything I want in a girlfriend, really, at least so far, and I’m trying not to jump the gun. Looking before I leap, as it were.

Brooklyn snuggles against me as Locke takes up driving again, arguing with Jackson about it being his fault the tire popped, but it’s no big deal. We butt heads sometimes when we’re hot and hungry, and we’re both since we’ve been stranded in the desert for a couple of hours. Zoe and Gemma look at each other and roll their eyes, having a weird best friend telepathy that always amazes me.

Locke and Jackson are best friends too, even though they seem angry at each other right now.

“Is everything okay?” Brooklyn asks, noticing the change in energy on the bus, and I kiss the side of her face.

“Fine,” I tell her. “Those two just get hangry easily. They’ll be best friends again as soon as we get some calories down.”

“Good,” Brooklyn says. She yawns even though she’s been sleeping half the trip, and I shift so that she can put her head in my lap, stretching out across the seats.

“Take a nap,” I tell her. “I promise, no more popped tires.”

“Mkay,” she slurs, half asleep, and I put my hand in her long, dark hair, curling the strands around my fingers. She hums happily and her breathing goes even and deep.

She looks so pretty even with the wild day we’ve had and her cheeks flushed from the heat. I look away from her, not wanting to get in too deep. I have a feeling that my heart is on the line already, and I’m known for being careful.

At least, usually I am.

“You okay, Sammy?” Gemma asks quietly, looking over at me from the back.

I nod. “Fine,” I say, even though I’m not quite sure I am. As much as I liked Theresa, I was never in love with her. The reason I know that for sure now is my heart feels a lot different than it did when I first met Theresa. I’d been excited, sure, and happy enough, but this is different. I feel like I’m on the edge of some kind of cliff, almost falling over, and it’s a little scary.

“I like her,” Gemma says just as quietly so as not to wake her.

“I do, too,” I say softly, looking down at Brooklyn as I continue to play with her hair.

“Be careful, Sammy,” Gemma warns, and I look up at her frowning.

“I’m always careful,” I tell her. I know that she means well, but sometimes, Gemma, even though she’s younger than me, acts like an older sister. She takes care of all of us, for sure, and she’s been our manager ever since she was very young. She’s a wonderful manager, but sometimes I want to tell her to let me take my own risks.

Not that I take that many of them. At least, not until now.

I take in a deep breath, trying to stop the fear I’m feeling.

Is this what falling in love feels like? Can it happen so quickly?

I guess I’m going to find out.
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I run into a department store in the next town, scampering down the aisle to find a phone that I can use at least temporarily until I do an insurance claim with my phone company. I end up getting a burner phone and feeling like some kind of criminal as I exit the store, but I know my best friend’s number by heart and I call her immediately, knowing she’ll be worried.

“Hello?” she asks suspiciously, not recognizing the number.

“Robin, listen—” I start, and she instantly recognizes my voice.

“Where the hell have you been?” she cries. “I’ve been worried sick about you!”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I had kind of a wild night,” I admit.

“What did you do, Sparrow?” she asks me dryly, using the nickname that she’d created for me in our childhood when we lived side-by-side in Michigan and used to communicate via walkie-talkies.

I close my eyes and sigh. “I didn’t do anything. Just drank too much,” I lied, not wanting a lecture. Robin is a bit older than me and she’s always been like a big sister to me. Especially since she’s very down-to-earth and put together and I’m, well… not.

She lets out a sigh of relief. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Don’t scare me like that. Whose number is this, anyway?” She gasps. “Did you meet a guy?”

“Yes, but this is just a temporary phone. I, uh, dropped mine.”

“Sparrow,” she says in an exasperated tone and I can’t help but laugh.

“I know, I know. I’ll get a new one when I get home.”

Robin pauses. “Get home from where?”

“Just, um, a little out of town,” I say vaguely.

“I’m gonna get this out of you when you get home, you know that, right?”

I wince. ”Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Honestly, I envy your ability to get into wacky situations all the time,” she admits. “I can never take risks like that; I’m too anxious.”

“It’s not always the best thing,” I mutter, thinking of how anxious I’d been when I’d been ditched the night before.

“So, what about the guy?” she asks. “Is he nice?”

“I did it, Robin. I lost my virginity to him,” I whisper, not wanting anyone to hear me. Everyone is either in the store or on the tour bus and I’m standing out in the parking lot, but still. This isn’t how I want Samuel to find out he was my first.

“Holy shit!” Robin cries and I hold the phone away from my ear as she yelps, smiling. “Congrats! Was it good?”

“Amazing,” I admit.

“Now I really am jealous,” she mumbles. “My first time was in the bed of a pickup truck when I was sixteen and it was certainly not amazing.”

I giggle. “Sometimes I get lucky,” I say. “All the risks I take, I guess.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you,” she grumbles. “I’ve been on three Tinder dates with this guy and still haven’t gotten any.”

“You will,” I say confidently. I know she is pretty recently out of a breakup with someone she’s been really close-mouthed about. He’s some big-time guy, probably a CEO or something, knowing Robin, and I wonder if she had to sign a non-disclosure agreement or something. She tended to date guys who were well-established, and in her line of work in realty, there were a lot of rich and powerful men.

She’d gotten over it pretty quickly, though, so it must not have been too bad of a breakup.

“Thanks,” she says. “Let’s go out for mimosas and brunch when you get back, yeah?”

“Absolutely. Talk to you later, Robin.”

“See you, little Sparrow,” she says warmly, and I hang up feeling better about my big risk. Robin and I couldn’t be more different as people, but we kind of balance each other. She grounds me, and I help her have a little fun.

I hang up and head back toward the bus. Samuel’s standing outside, frowning until he sees me and a smile spreads across his handsome face. He’s so traditionally attractive, with his strong jaw and wide brown eyes, that I can barely believe he’s real. I guess I always thought there were filters on all the social media videos I’ve seen, but apparently not. He’s just that hot. Won the genetic lottery, I guess.

As for me, I’m kind of plain with my small features, blue eyes, and brown hair. I’ve experimented with different colors like blonde and red, and even one summer, hot pink, but I always feel the most comfortable with my natural dark brown. I’ve let it grow out a lot this year, just doing my own trimming and layering, and I’m happy enough with my looks, at least when I can make myself up pretty nice. I keep my nails done and my hair and makeup nice, because I like those things but also because I need all the help I can get when it comes to my looks.

Not like Robin. She’s one of those striking, classic beauties with nice, strong features. I’ve always been the plain one compared to her, so it’s kind of nice that I’ve met this super-hot guy who seems to be into me. She has had a lot more luck with men than I have, but I really hope my luck has changed.

“Thought you might have ditched me,” Samuel admits, putting his hands on my hips as I get closer.

I frown. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Samuel tilts his head. “You never know about people.”

I lean up on my tiptoes and kiss his chin. “Gotta take the leap, Sammy,” I tell him, and he blushes slightly. I love the way I can make him blush. It’s quickly becoming my favorite thing to do.

“I’ll try,” he says quietly, and I’m not quite sure what that means but I’ll take it as a good thing. I press my forehead against his chest and take in a breath, feeling a little less overwhelmed now that I’ve talked to my best friend.

“Ready to go home?” I ask him.

“Now that you’re here, yeah,” he says softly, and kisses the top of my head.

Jeez. He always knows all the right things to say. That bothers me just a little. My ex Greg was like that, too. He always knew how to charm me and melt me with his words. Samuel seems like the sweetest guy, but I need to remember that so did Greg. Samuel’s right. You never know about people.

The thing about me is that I take risks. I jump in headfirst with both feet, go all in. That’s who I am, and this is no different. Even if I’m afraid, I feel like I’ll regret what I don’t do more than what I do in life.

My mom taught me that. She pursued my father like a hound dog by her own admission, and got him to finally go on a date with her–and here I am. They’ve been happily married for thirty years, and I don’t want to miss out on a love like that.

Even if it’s terrifying and my heart is already racing in my chest. I can’t help but believe in love at first sight, and it feels like I’ve found it.
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I doze off a little at the very end and don’t wake up until Gemma honks the horn to wake everyone like she always does when she does the end of the trip. I startle awake and Brooklyn sits straight up, yelping at the sound.

Zoe laughs at her and I can’t help but laugh too.

“It’s not the cops or anything,” I tease. “You got something to hide, kid?”

Brooklyn chuckles and wipes at her eyes. “No, but this bus has a loud horn. It was a rude awakening.”

“We’re finally home,” I say quietly, hoping that she’ll let me drive her to her place and not just schedule herself an Uber.

“Will you give me a ride to my apartment?” she asks, and I grin, relieved. It’s like she read my mind.

“Nah,” I say playfully, and she narrows her eyes at me and bites at my chest.

I love how affectionate she is. It makes me feel warm inside, and it’s definitely something Theresa and I didn’t have. She wasn’t much of a hugger or cuddler, and that was just her personality, but I missed that. I’d kind of grown up around the Spades who were all a close-knit, touchy-feely bunch, even Locke who’s a bit more reserved would put his arm around me or hug me goodbye.

My parents are always affectionate with each other, too, so I guess I just assumed that a partner of mine would be the same way.

The more I’m around Brooklyn, the more I like her, and I’m getting steadily more afraid but trying to get out of my comfort zone. I just hope she doesn’t ghost me when she gets home. After all, she doesn’t even have a permanent phone.

I wave goodbye to everyone for the moment, since we still have our last show in Albuquerque tomorrow night, I’ll see them again very soon. I lead Brooklyn to my car, and open the door for her. She slides inside with a smile and I lean in, buckling her seatbelt.

Her eyes widen just a bit as I do so and my nose brushes against hers as I pull away. She darts forward to catch my mouth with hers, and kisses me so deeply that I can’t help but moan into our kiss.

“Enough of that,” I say huskily, “or we’ll never make it home.”

Brooklyn grins and puts her hands in her lap. “I’ll be good.”

I shake my head, chuckling, and close her door, getting into the driver’s side and looking over at her. “Where to?”

Brooklyn gives me directions and she only lives about twenty minutes away from my place in an apartment complex–a gated community that’s pretty nice. It’s close to the area where my parents live.

“This place is nice,” I comment, and Brooklyn smiles.

“Yeah, don’t get too excited. I can’t afford it,” she deadpans, and I’m surprised into a laugh.

She’s funny in a way that’s a little undercover, and I really like that about her. Hell, I like everything about her, and I’m falling more and more every hour. This could be bad.

I try to breathe deeply and not worry too much, at least while she’s here with me. I can freak out later at home about how I’ve possibly met the perfect girl.

“My parents are covering my rent until I get a new job,” she says. “I’m lucky to have them.”

I nod. “My parents helped me out a lot when I first joined The Spades,” I tell her. “I give back now since they helped me get to where I am.”

“It’s lovely to have parents who support you, especially with something as risky as music,” she says as she directs me to her apartment.

I park and she bites her lip, looking down at her hands.

“Brooklyn?” I call, and she looks over at me. “Can I come inside for a cup of tea?”

“I only have coffee,” she says, her voice almost panicked, and I smile.

“Coffee’s good, too,” I tell her, although I’ve been drinking energy drinks all day and I’m probably too caffeinated.

I just want to spend more time with her, just want to get her number and talk with her some more. If anything else happens, well, I’ll be more than fine with that too, but really I just want to get to know her better.
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As it turns out, we don’t make it to coffee. She’s in the kitchen making a pot when I come in, leaning against the doorjamb.

“Cream or sugar?” she asks, and I’m looking at how her ass looks in those leggings. Even though she’s small, she has a little bubble butt and I can’t help but stare.

“Neither,” I say, and she turns, wrinkling her nose before she sees my face and her expression changes.

“It’s too bitter like that,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “I usually take both, but right now, I think I want something other than coffee.”

“Told you, I don’t have any tea,” she says, but her tone is playful as she leans against the counter.

I eye the little breakfast table she has in the dining room through the open kitchen and decide it’s just the right height.

I pick her up easily and she squeaks but doesn’t protest, instantly wrapping her arms around my neck. I place her down on the table and she raises an eyebrow.

“Oh, you’re bold,” she says.

“Only when I know what I want,” I respond, tugging off her leggings and placing them on the chair.

Brooklyn looks down at me as I get down on my knees, spreading her thighs with my hands.

“Samuel?”

I tear my eyes away from her sex and look up into her eyes. “Hmm?’

“I need to tell you something.”

I sit back on my knees, my shoulders slumping a little. “You have a boyfriend?” I knew this was too good to be truth.

Brooklyn blinks. “Oh, God, no, nothing like that.”

I take in a big sigh of relief. “Fuck, thank God,” I mumble, and I’m not sure if she hears me clearly, but that’s good. I don’t want her to know how my heart seized in my chest when she said she had to tell me something and my mind instantly went to the worst.

“I, um…well, last night was kind of my first time,” she says, and I’m absolutely floored, staring up at her with my mouth open.

“What?”

Brooklyn winces. “Yeah, I mean, I’ve done… stuff, but I’ve never gone all the way and I just wanted to tell you because I’m a little sore and maybe I can’t, like, go all the way again today but I can definitely do some things⁠—”

She’s babbling and I laugh and cut her off, putting my finger over her lips.

“It’s okay, kid. I understand.” I’m actually ecstatic, because that means I don’t have to worry about an ex-boyfriend or some asshole she used to sleep with. It’s pretty rare to meet a girl who doesn’t have any exes, and I can’t help but think it just makes her more perfect that she can be all mine. “Thank you for telling me and for the privilege. It’s really humbling. And don’t worry, I’ll be gentle,” I assure her, leaning forward and jerking her to the edge of the table, at exactly the right height to press my face against her.

She gasps and puts her hand in my hair, threading her fingers through the strands, and I moan against her, loving the musky way she tastes.

I lap at her entrance, nosing against her clit before I latch my lips around it and she mewls out a moan that’s almost like a whimper, rocking her hips against my face.

I don’t slide a finger in like I usually would since she’s told me that she’s sore. I just focus on licking and sucking at her clit, knowing that she likes it by the way her thighs are trembling, the way her fingers tighten in my hair. She’s putty beneath my mouth, and I can’t help but smirk at how close she is after just a few moments. I wonder if no one has ever done this to her, either, and I hope that’s the case.

There’s something about knowing that you’re the first. I’ve never been with a virgin, but it’s a real ego boost, I have to admit.

“You taste like heaven,” I mumble against her, and she groans.

“You weren’t lying when you said you had tricks,” she gasps. “Oh, Sam, I’m coming, please don’t stop.”

I suck harder on her clit, loving the way she’s soaking my chin with her juices, and slide my hands under her thighs to bring her closer, pressing my face against her pussy.

I know when she comes because she tells me, calling out my name again and again and bucking her hips against my face.

I keep lapping at her until she starts to whine and then I pull away, grinning up at her and wiping the bottom of my face.

“Jesus,” she moans, her blue eyes wide.

“My name’s Samuel, remember?” I tease her in a low tone, and she groans and puts her hands on my shoulder.

“Can I return the favor?” she asks. “I mean, when my legs start working again.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Is there any world in which you thought I’d say no to that?” I asked, standing and gesturing down at my erection in my sweats.

Brooklyn grins. “I’m glad I affect you so much.”

“Like no one else,” I say honestly, and she blinks at me.

“You really have a silver tongue,” she says, almost sounding suspicious.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Not exactly,” she says mysteriously, and then hops off the table, swaying just slightly. I steady her with a hand on her hip and she takes my hand, leading me to her bedroom. “Lie down,” she tells me.

“Bossy,” I tease, but I don’t mind at all, crawling onto the bed and resting my shoulders against the headboard.

When she climbs across the bed like a panther and looks up at me after she tugs down my sweats and puts me into her mouth, it’s easy to think she’s perfect all over again.
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So, I’ve never given a blowjob before and I don’t know if I’m any good at it, but Samuel’s making all kinds of noises as I lower my mouth down around him. He’s big, definitely bigger than my ex, Greg, longer and wider, because although I’d never had sex with Greg I’d felt it pressing against me while we made out.

The corners of my mouth ache slightly for a moment and my gag reflex is triggered but that doesn’t seem to bother him. In fact, he lets out a low growling moan when I gag around him and puts his hand in my hair. He doesn’t push, just has a loose hold on my hair to help me bob up and down and it isn’t uncomfortable.

I can’t believe this is even happening, that he asked to come inside when he drove me home. I was worried that he’d just leave and ghost me, but it seems that he’s interested, at least in this part of things, and that’s something.

It’s kind of embarrassing, but even if Samuel is only interested in sex, I think I’ll stick around because I’ve never had this kind of attraction to someone. Greg was good-looking and everything, but I never felt this kind of spark with him the way I do with Samuel.

He’s also given me the best orgasms of my life, so I don’t want to lose that. Not yet, anyway. Really, I would love to really date him, but I’d be content with just hooking up.

Maybe.

Or maybe we start off like this and he can grow to love me.

Like always, I’m leaping before I look, but oh well. It’s gotten me this far.

I start to bob my head slow at first and then faster. I can’t get him all the way into my throat so I put my hand around his base, choking a bit at first and my eyes watering, but getting used to it quickly. I feel heat between my legs at how heavy he feels in my mouth, how he’s moaning out my name.

I never thought doing this would make me so aroused, but here I am.

“Oh, fuck, I’m close,” Samuel warns and I grip him with my hand harder, move my mouth faster, saliva dripping from my mouth. I usually would be a little embarrassed but I can tell he loves it by the way he’s breathing hard, cursing with every breath.

I’ve always been worried that semen would taste bad, but when Samuel spills in my mouth it’s a neutral taste, just a little salty, and I manage to swallow it down without any trouble, looking up at him with wide eyes.

“Jesus, kid,” he gasps, and I grin.

“My name’s Brooklyn, remember?” I tease him, repeating his words back to him and he laughs and grabs me around the waist, pulling me into his lap.

I have pink and white pillows and sheets, and I probably should be ashamed of how girly my room is, but I’m not. Samuel makes me feel comfortable with myself, and even though I’ve always been pretty confident in my personality, he makes me feel confident in my looks, too. I’ve always thought I was too plain, too skinny, but Samuel makes me feel like every inch of me is perfect.

I wish I could bottle this feeling and keep it in case he ends up leaving me for his ex who’s also his friend. I want to ask about it, ask about her, if she lives near here or how often they meet, but we’ve only met last night and I’m also exhausted. I slept plenty on the bus but it’s different sleeping on a bus than it is in your bed and it’s been a wild couple of days.

Samuel yawns and I brush my nose against his before kissing him softly.

“You tired?” I ask.

He licks his lips. “A little,” he admits. “But if you want me to get out of here⁠—”

We had left the hotel around ten, and with the stops we made, it’d almost taken us ten hours to get home, so the sun is setting and it’s pretty early to go to bed, but since we’re both tired and he’s here…

“Don’t you dare,” I tell him, grabbing his arm when he starts to get up. “I require cuddles after sex, you should remember that about me.”

Samuel chuckles and slides down on the bed, getting comfortable. “I’ll try not to forget.”

I frown. “Why, you got a lot of girls to remember?”

“Jealous?” he accuses, but he’s grinning.

“I’m territorial, what can I say?” I huff, and he pulls me closer and I lie my head against his chest.

“Me, too,” he admits. “The fact that you were a virgin before we met makes me oddly happy.”

I hum. “Because you’re the first?”

Samuel grins. “Hell, yeah, because I’m the first. Don’t have to worry about any crazy ex-boyfriends.”

I huff out a breath. “I’ve had boyfriends.”

Samuel raises a well-groomed eyebrow. “Really?”

“Well… boyfriend. Singular,” I admit.

He frowns just slightly. “But you didn’t sleep with him?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t have sex with him, no. I mean, we did… stuff—” I start and Samuel shakes his head, holding up a hand to stop me.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he says quickly, clearing his throat.

I grin. “Why not? You jealous?”

“Told you I was,” he pouts, and I can’t stop myself from cupping his face in my hands and kissing him softly.

He hums into my mouth and I think that this might be the perfect dream I’m having.
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When I wake up, Samuel’s snoring, and not cute or quietly, either. He’s snoring like a bear and I giggle, watching him and finally pushing at him to wake him up a little. He snorts awake but rolls over and goes right back to sleep, and that’s when I realize what woke me up. It wasn’t Samuel’s snoring, but my phone buzzing to life on the nightstand.

It’s an unknown number on a brand new phone, so I answer it with a frown on my face.

“Loved your resume. When can you start?” Zoe asked, and I let out a little squeak of surprise.

Zoe is the only person other than my best friend, Robin, who has my new number. I didn’t think she would call so soon, since I’d only emailed her my resume a few hours ago.

“Uh, I can start anytime,” I say. “I’m pretty wide open.”

“Can you start tonight?” she asks, and I gulp, looking around at my messy room with boxes everywhere.

“Sure. Can I bring my own kit?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“Then, absolutely!”

“Good. We’ll talk about a salary when you get here, but I’ll pay you four grand for the night in cash, if that works for you.”

“Four thousand… dollars?” I haven’t seen that much money since my father gave me enough to pay my beauty school tuition last year.

“Is that not enough?” Zoe asks, sounding concerned. “I’m sorry; I’m kind of new to the hiring thing, Gemma said she trusts me to do it. I just thought a grand per member would be okay but it is short notice, how about fifteen hundred per member?”

I choke and cough, excusing myself and clearing my throat. “That sounds fine. Thank you.”

Zoe gives me an address and tells me to be there at eight because Jack and the Spades go on stage at ten, and I hang up, staring with my mouth open, unable to believe what just happened.

“You okay?” Samuel murmurs, finally waking up a little but his brown eyes are still half-lidded and glassy with sleep.

“I, um, got the job,” I say in awe, and Samuel’s eyes clear a little bit as he grins.

“Great job, kid!” he cheers. “I’m glad I’ll get to see more of you.”

I frown. “What, you were going to fuck and run if I didn’t get the job?”

Samuel groans. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

I sigh. “Sorry. I guess I just have had bad experiences.”

“The ex-boyfriend?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah, he cheated on me and then ghosted me,” I confess.

Samuel makes a sympathetic noise in the back of his throat. “Fuck, I hate cheaters.”

“Me too,” I say quickly, and look at him out of the corner of my eye. “Have you ever cheated on anyone?”

“God, no!” he says, looking slightly offended. “My ex and I just didn’t work out. Had nothing to do with cheating, on either side.”

I bite my lip, not really liking the idea of that. On one hand, I guess I’m glad that he didn’t get cheated on or cheated on someone. It makes him have less baggage and be a better guy. But if he’s still close friends with his ex⁠—

“Do you still have feelings for her?” I ask, unable to stop myself. I have to know. I’m getting more attached by the minute and if he has feelings for her, I need to let him go now, before I fall so hard that it’ll break me.

Of course I know that by asking, I’m giving myself away, but I’ve always been the type to jump in, wear my heart on my sleeve, and I guess it doesn’t matter that I’ve only just met Samuel. I know that I want him, and I need to know if he wants me too.

Samuel hesitates and my heart drops to my toes.

“I still care about her,” he says finally. “But I don’t think it was ever love.”

I tilt my head. “Would you say you’ve never been in love?”

Samuel looks away. “I, um… I don’t know,” he says softly. “I think love is one of those things that’s really personal.”

“You were just inside me. Can’t get more personal than that,” I comment, and he barks out a laugh.

“I guess you’re right. I just never thought about sex as personal, you know? It’s just something that’s happened to me, mostly because I’m a rockstar and there are always girls⁠—”

He looks at me, sees me frowning and closes his mouth. “Am I putting my foot in my mouth?” he asks.

“Not exactly,” I say wryly. “But I think I know what you mean. It becomes impersonal, after a while.”

Samuel nods, his brown eyes widening. “Yeah, exactly. Funny that you understand that even though you’re not experienced.”

“Being a virgin isn’t the same as being inexperienced,” I say, and Samuel makes a face between a frown and a snarl.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I tease, but when he keeps frowning, I kiss his nose. “I was only teasing. I just mean I’ve been on several first dates, and even that gets impersonal after a while. I can imagine that sex for a rockstar gets the same way.”

Samuel pauses. “I didn’t mean that it wasn’t personal with… you,” he says slowly.

I smile. “Good to know.”

He really is putting his foot in his mouth, but I can tell that he knows it, there’s a blush spreading across his cheeks and it’s cute. He doesn’t seem like one of those guys that ghosts girls after hooking up with them once, and now we’ll be working together, so he can’t exactly ignore me.

Samuel seems pretty perfect, except…

One of his best friends is his ex-girlfriend, and it didn’t end badly. Doesn’t that mean there’s still feelings there? Should I be worried? Am I taking all of this too fast?

There’s only one thing I can do: call my best friend. I need advice.
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I’ve never been in this situation before. I’ve never met a girl and wanted more this quickly, and I have no idea how to voice it.

It sounds stupid, right? Love at first sight? Instant attraction to a personality and someone’s looks like this? It’s not a thing, is it? Am I losing my mind? I’ve certainly lost all of my edge, if I ever had any, because I can’t bring myself to get up out of Brooklyn Green’s bed, and I barely even know her.

Can you be in love with someone if you don’t know them? It makes my heart race, makes my throat feel tight, to even think about how I actually feel. I’ve been acting without thinking much, ever since I met Brooklyn. She’s rubbing off on me, I guess. But now I’ve finally got time to think about it, and it’s driving me crazy.

“I’ll see you in a couple hours?” she asks hesitantly, as if I’m going to tell her I don’t want to see her.

“Of course,” I say, but what I really want to say is, “Do you feel the same way I do? Are we moving too fast or not fast enough? I already want to be with you all the time and it’s kind of freaking me out.”

People don’t say things like that, though. They just think them, and when it’s time, they ask about where the relationship is going. We’ve known each other a whole thirty-six hours. It’s not time to ask what we are or where we’re going. Even Theresa and I didn’t move that fast.

Theresa. Maybe she could give me some advice. I’m not ready to face the guys yet, anyway, and I’ve got a few hours before I have to be at rehearsal. I’ll go by and see her, and tell her what happened.

Brooklyn’s looking up at me with the slightest pout on her face and I want to kiss her and toss her back in bed, stay there until rehearsal, but that’s not smart. That’s not good. I need some time away from her in order to figure out what I feel and what I want, and it’s Theresa who will help me do that. Sure, the guys know me better than anyone, but they don’t know me in a relationship. Theresa knows what I did wrong and what I did right, and she can help me through this.

Instead of throwing Brooklyn back into bed, I lean down and kiss her forehead after getting dressed and get in the car. She watches me through the blinds and I sigh and rub my hand across my face.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

Theresa comes to the door with a frown. “What if I had a date in here?”

“Do you?” I ask, looking around curiously.

Theresa snorts. “No, but I’m just saying.”

“You said new people wouldn’t impede our friendship,” I accuse, plopping down on her couch and she sighs and closes the door.

“And they won’t. At least not on my side. But you wouldn’t be here if something didn’t happen on tour, so what happened with groupie girl?”

“Don’t call her groupie girl,” I groaned.

“That’s what she is, right? So far she’s just a Spades groupie.”

“She’s a Samuel groupie,” I say proudly, and Theresa rolls her eyes.

“Sorry, a Samuel groupie. Aren’t they, like, all the same? That’s what you always told me,” Theresa accuses.

“They were all the same. They just wanted one night and a couple selfies so they could tell all their friends they hooked up with a rockstar and that was it. But this girl… she’s different, Tee.”

Theresa softens at the nickname I’ve always used with her and sits down across from me in her recliner. She has a nice apartment, way nicer than mine. I haven’t upgraded from the studio apartment my parents paid for back when I was still in law school, before I changed my major to music. Luckily, they hadn’t cut me off due to my change in career, even though they hadn’t been excited about it – especially my dad, who wanted me to follow in his footsteps as a divorce lawyer.

I hated all of it, couldn’t even stand all the classes I needed to take, and all I wanted to do was play music. Now, I get to do that all the time, and my mom and dad have even been to a few of my hometown concerts.

“How is she different?” Theresa asks, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I sigh, thinking about her.

“She’s just… different,” I say finally, lamely, and my ex-girlfriend groans.

“That’s not an answer, Sammy.”

“I know, it’s just… I’m going crazy, Tee. The thing is, I like her. I really like her, and I don’t really know what to do about it.”

“You met her when? Just a couple nights ago?” she asks, and I wince.

“I knew you were going to bring that up.”

“Of course I’m going to bring it up! You don’t know that girl, Sammy. I don’t want you getting hurt because some Spades groupie wants some social media clout,” she insists.

I want to roll my eyes, but I guess it’s always a possibility. Gemma had warned me (and Jackson, because at the time this was before he married Zoe) that we should be more careful about who we hook up with on tour. Jack and the Spades had blown up the past few years, and now we weren’t just playing dive bars in our home state.

“I know I don’t know her,” I snap, running a hand through my hair and Theresa raises an eyebrow at me.

I don’t think I’ve ever lost my temper around her, and I take a deep breath.

“You do like her,” she says slowly.

I look at her face, searching it for any signs of hurt or jealousy, but I don’t find any, just surprise.

“You’re not upset?” I ask softly, making sure. I would never want to hurt Theresa, even though we weren’t meant to be together.

She shakes her head. “No. I kinda thought I would be,” she confesses with a small, sad smile. “I think we’re finally over each other, Sammy.”

I smile back, something bittersweet in my chest. “We’re better off friends, right? You’re the one who kept telling me that.”

“I was right and you know it,” Theresa says, sitting back against the chair. “I guess I just thought there’d be leftover feelings if you got with someone else.”

“I didn’t even feel jealous when you told me you were dating again,” I admit.

Theresa’s sad smile widens into a happy grin. “Look how adult we’re being about all of this.” She waves her hands as if to tell me to continue. “Now, more about this groupie.”

“So, she was crying at the concert and I kind of… offered her a ride back to New Mexico on the tour bus.”

“What?” Theresa screeches. “You offered a stranger, a Spades groupie, a ride on the tour bus? Gemma allowed that?”

I shrug. “Don’t panic, everything was fine and Gemma and Zoe both like her. In fact, she’s going to be working for us.”

Theresa stares at me. “So, you met a girl, slept with her once, took her on the tour bus back home and then got her a job? You plan on getting married next?”

I flush and rub a hand across the back of my neck. “It’s moving so fast,” I say slowly, realizing how quickly it has moved. I wince. “I also hooked up with her this morning.”

“Samuel,” Theresa says in a scolding yet teasing tone. “She’s going to want your babies in about two days.”

“Don’t say that,” I say with a groan. “I don’t think she’s like that. She’s not that kind of groupie.”

“What kind of groupie is she? And how do you know, anyway? You’ve known her like two days!” Theresa sounds exasperated and I can understand why.

I’ve never been one to take huge risks in love, even if I’d done it in career with switching my major from law to music and taking a chance on joining the spades. I don’t think Theresa has ever taken a risk in her life, at least not one that she hadn’t calculated.

“I just know, okay? She’s sweet and she’s smart and she likes me. Isn’t that enough?” I ask, irritated even though I do understand her hesitation.

“It can be,” Theresa says, narrowing her eyes at me. “But something tells me you wouldn’t be here asking for my advice if it was that simple.”

“Who says I’m asking for advice?” She gives me a look and I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’m asking for advice. I’ve just never felt like this before, Tee. Not even with you.”

I look up at her, thinking I might find shock or hurt or both on her face, but there’s nothing but a little frown as she thinks.

“I mean… I don’t know, Sam. Maybe that means she’s the girl for you. Or at least she’s got the qualities you need in a girl.”

“I know you don’t believe in the whole love at first sight thing…” I start.

“But you do,” she says, “and that’s what matters, here. Do you think you have that with this groupie…” She pauses and rephrases. “With this girl?”

I lick my lips. “I don’t know. How do you know what love at first sight feels like if you’ve never fallen like that before?”

Theresa shrugs. “Beats me. You know I don’t buy into that whole soulmates thing.”

I sit up, leaning forward and resting my forearms on my thighs. “What if it’s true, though, Tee? What if it’s true and I have it and I’m fucking it up?”

“How could you possibly be fucking it up? You haven’t had time to fuck it up,” Theresa insists.

“I’m thinking too much, aren’t I?” I say sheepishly, and Theresa nods empathically.

“Way too much,” she agrees. “But I know how it is. I overthink everything. God, we were such a neurotic couple,” she complains, and I laugh.

It’s good to talk to her like this. We haven’t really been able to spend time together because of the tour, outside of texts and phone calls, and she truly is one of my best friends. When you’re in a relationship with someone, you get to know them in a way that your other friends can’t really seem to understand, and Theresa got me.

“I just keep wanting to tell her how I feel,” I say, frustrated and running a hand through my hair again. I’m still not used to the cut, keep expecting there to be more hair.

“So tell her,” Theresa says easily.

I snort. “Tell her that I think she might be the one? After two days?”

“Well, when you put it that way.” Theresa laughs, and the sound is pleasant. It’s really nice to be here with her and not have my heart feeling heavy like it used to when we first broke up.

“I’m glad we’re still friends,” I say softly, and stand up to give her a hug.

“Me too, Sammy,” Theresa says, kissing me soundly on the cheek.

Maybe she’s not the best at giving advice about love, but she gets me, and that’s what’s important in a friend.
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I call Robin three times but it keeps going to voicemail, like she’s ignoring my call. I frown. We’re not the kind of friends to ignore each other’s calls, so I’m a little peeved. I guess I’ll just have to show up.

Showing up uninvited is just a thing best friends do, right? At least it is for me and Robin. She’s shown up at my place at two in the morning crying before, when we were in college, so I figure she owes me at least one unexpected visit.

I take my kit with me just in case we end up talking long enough that I need to make it to the concert hall by eight, and luckily, it’s only about a fifteen minute drive.

When I arrive at her swanky apartment, I punch in the key to the gate since she gave it to me when I first moved to town. She and I don’t really have any secrets from each other since we’ve been best friends for so long. Well, I guess I have a couple… Robin is just one of those people who worries too much. She overthinks things, and I just act, so sometimes, she can be just a little bit judgmental of my choices.

It’s time to come clean, though, because I desperately need her grounded, level-headed advice. I live with my head in the clouds, and it’s gotten me this far, but on this matter, Theresa has a lot more experience than I do, and I need her to guide me.

I have to park in the parking lot over because the one near her apartment is full, so it’s a bit of a hike to her place and I huff out a breath. I’m still sore and exhausted from the tour bus ride and all the sex, which I’m not used to. I can’t wait to tell my best friend all about it.

When I round the corner, Theresa’s blinds are open, and I see a man in her apartment, leaning over to hug her. I grin. Oh, shit. That’s why she hasn’t been answering the phone. I guess that one of her Tinder dates must have finally gone well.

I kind of want to stay and peek in some more, just to tease her about it later, but I’ve got plenty to do today, including picking up some new makeup and hair styling products for tonight, so I start to make the trek back to my car.

I’m in the car already and putting it into gear when I see it. There’s a familiar car in the parking lot, and at first, I’m not quite sure where I know it from. Slowly, the realization dawns on me, and I realize that’s Samuel’s car.

My heart begins to thud against my chest plate and I take in a deep breath. This has to be some kind of strange coincidence. Maybe one of the Spades also lives in this apartment complex or something. Robin had sold a duplex to Axel Jermaine, the guitarist, after all, and so it stands to reason….

Wait. If Robin knows Axel, wouldn’t it stand to reason that she also knew Samuel? And she’s fairly recently out of a breakup with someone she was extremely close-mouthed about….

Oh my God.

Samuel’s ex-girlfriend is my Robin.

Tears spring to the backs of my eyes and I wipe them away. I can still be wrong about this, right? There’s no way that Robin wouldn’t have told me that she was dating my favorite rockstar, would she?

Except she doesn’t know he’s my favorite rockstar. Robin doesn’t listen to rock music, she’s kind of boring in her musical tastes, mostly classical and instrumental. She played violin in college, so she got used to that type of music. It’s not like I gush about my rockstar crush around her, because she’s just not interested.

I slide down in the car seat as I see someone leaving Robin’s apartment, hoping that he won’t see me. As I watch, Samuel hugs my best friend at the door, waving as he walks toward me.

I panic and peel out of the parking lot, almost hitting the curb waiting for the gate to open to let me out. I’m breathing hard, my vision blurry through tears. My dream has just turned into a nightmare.

I slept with my best friend’s ex-boyfriend. Theresa Santos, who I called Robin since childhood, has been there for me during all the worst moments of my life, including my breakup, and now I’ve betrayed her.

“Fuck,” I curse in a liquid voice, parking in a random parking garage close to the mall I had planned on going in order to get supplies. What am I going to do now? I can’t tell her. She’ll hate me forever.

God, this sucks. I like him so much.

My heart feels broken even though I’ve only known him for a couple of days. I hate this feeling. It’s so much worse than when Greg broke up with me. I don’t think I ever really loved Greg, but I can’t possibly love Samuel? Can I?

I let myself cry for about twenty minutes, allowing myself that small reprieve, and then I wipe my eyes, blow my nose with some tissues I keep in my purse, and try to figure out what to do. I want to quit before I’ve even started this job, because it means that I’ll have to see Samuel a lot. But this is the last leg of their tour, so maybe they won’t need me much on a freelance basis.

Hell, maybe tonight will be a trial and they won’t end up hiring me. A girl can dream, can’t she? But the thing is, this always has been my dream. To work as a freelance and do makeup and hair for celebrities. I’ve always wanted to go out on my own, and now it’s finally happening, all because of a coincidence.

I can’t quit before I’ve even begun. My career is more important than a couple of hookups with a rockstar who probably doesn’t even want to continue seeing me. Right?

Samuel already told me that he doesn’t see sex as something personal, so why would I think that it was personal with me? I heave a deep sigh, feeling sorry for myself. Theresa has always been the pretty one, the one that all the guys go after with her curves and pretty face. I’m the one who has to slather on makeup to feel like I look anything more than plain.

It doesn’t feel fair. I wanted this one thing for myself, this one guy, even if it turns out that he doesn’t want me long-term, it could have been a good memory for the future. Losing my virginity to my idol had been such a good experience, even if things hadn’t worked out long-term. Now it’s all tainted. Now, I’ve broken girl code accidentally and even if they’ve been broken up for a few months, it’s definitely not something I’d ever considered doing.

It’s against all my morals, and that means there’s only one thing I can do – break it off with Samuel. It hurts in my chest to even think about it, but it’s what I have to do. I have to prioritize the things that are important to me – that were important to me before I ever met Samuel Hansen. Robin and my career.

It takes another few moments before I can get it together enough to go inside and get the supplies I need, and I just focus on that, throwing myself into work. Work is what’s important. The fact that I hooked up with one of the Spades doesn’t mean anything. It never did. I just built it all up in my head, told myself that it was more than it was.

Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll get over it, and Samuel probably will take it in stride – which will hurt, but in the end, this is all new. It’ll be easy to get over.

I hope.
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I feel a lot better after leaving Theresa’s place. We have really been adult about this whole thing, and it feels nice to have a friend who knows me in ways that even the Spades don’t. Despite the fact that she doesn’t believe what I’m feeling is real, just infatuation, and I’m not so sure, she made some good points.

I don’t have to tell Brooklyn everything I’m feeling, but even if I do, it’ll be okay. If she’s the right one, she’ll understand what I’m feeling. Even if I decide not to tell her and just feel things out for a while, that’ll be okay, too. It takes time to make a relationship work. It takes time to get to know someone, and I’m willing to make that time with Brooklyn.

All I really have to tell her is that I really want to date her – not just hookups here and there when I’m home from tour. That should be easy enough, even if I’m a little afraid she’s not interested.

However, she seems interested, so maybe I’m just overthinking things. As usual.

I make it to rehearsal on time and then some, and we kill it, which isn’t unusual. Even on nights when we didn’t do as well on stage, we always do great in rehearsal. It’s easy to just pretend that we’re in Locke’s music room or Axel’s garage or the studio. We’ve been rocking together for a long time, and when no one’s watching, that’s when it’s easiest for me. The others don’t have as much of a problem with stage fright, but I’ve had it a few times, so badly that it made me feel ill.

It doesn’t happen nearly as often as it used to, thank God, and this whole tour has been great. The first one, I struggled a little with performing in so many new places, but now it’s a little easier.

After rehearsal, that’s when Brooklyn will be doing our makeup and hair. I assume it’ll be simple, just some styling product in our hair and maybe some powder to keep us from getting shiny or some eyeliner to make us stand out. I can’t wait to see her, though, even though it’s only been a few hours. I feel antsy waiting, jiggling my leg around and Jackson rolls his eyes at me.

“You act like you’ve never been laid before, Sam, chill out.”

“Maybe this time is different,” Locke suggests, sipping a beer. I haven’t gotten myself one, too nervous to see Brooklyn and tell her that I want to date her for real.

Axel looks up at me from his own beer. We’re sitting around at a table next to the bar. The place is empty except for us and our staff that’s getting set up. It’s weird that we have staff now instead of lugging our own equipment around. A lot has changed in just a few years.

“Is that the case, Sammy? You like her?”

I shrug, feeling my face heat up. “Yeah, sure, I like her.”

Jackson groans. “He’s gonna be weird about it. He’s always weird about girls.”

“I am not weird about girls,” I complain.

Locke shakes his head. “He’s really not. He just doesn’t kiss and tell like you guys.”

Axel snorts. “I didn’t kiss and tell. I just lied because I didn’t want you all to know I was still a clown for Harley.”

Harley’s in the back sipping a rare margarita, since she’s finally weaned the baby and they have a sitter for tonight. She hums clown music under her breath and Axel bursts out laughing.

Harley’s a lot more in the background than the other wives, but she’s a lot of fun when she lets loose. I grin at her, grateful that she’s making fun of her husband and not me.

“Not kissing and telling is one thing, but Sam doesn’t even mention that he’s met a girl. Not until this one, and I bet he wouldn’t have if she didn’t hitch a ride with us,” Jackson insists.

“I just like to feel things out before I go running my mouth,” I defend myself.

“I’m with you, buddy,” Locke says, reaching across the table to fist bump me.

Jackson narrows his eyes. “I don’t even wanna hear it. You didn’t kiss and tell because you knew I’d kick your ass for corrupting my baby sister.”

Gemma’s at the bar with Harley and she barks out a laugh. “Corrupting me. Funny.”

Zoe is nowhere to be found, and I hope that means that she’s meeting up with Brooklyn and showing her the green room where we’ll be getting dressed. It’s close to eight, so I’m ready to talk to her. I’m hoping that I can catch her before she comes around to put on everyone’s makeup, but it doesn’t seem like I’m going to get that chance.

As I’m about to open my mouth and tell them that I do like Brooklyn and I’m going to ask her out, Zoe comes into the bar area, clapping her hands.

“Jackson and Axel, get to the green room! Our new makeup artist is going to fix up your ugly mugs,” she jokes.

Jackson pouts and kisses her soundly before he walks back to the green room, and I swear I can see Zoe’s knees go a little weak. Axel makes kissy faces at Harley and I want to roll my eyes but it’s really because I want what they have.

Maybe with Brooklyn.

I give in and down a beer before my turn in the green room, and it does help my nerves a little. When Zoe calls for me and Locke, I head into the green room first but Brooklyn doesn’t even look at me, going straight to start styling Locke’s hair.

I try not to frown, and try even harder not to look as she gets very close to his face, doing his powder and putting concealer under his eyes. I don’t like how close they’re getting, even if it’s the nature of the job and Locke is a happily married man. Like I told Brooklyn, I’m a little jealous and I always have been. I can’t help it, even if it’s only been a couple of days. I know what I want, and I want her, and I plan to tell her that as soon as we get a moment alone together.

It takes what seems like forever for Locke to be finished and he stands up and looks into the mirror, blinking.

“Holy shit. I look great,” he says, and Brooklyn laughs.

“Glad to hear it. Put in a good word for me with your wife.”

“You got it,” he tells her, and something about how she looks up (way up, because Locke is even taller than I am) makes jealousy tighten my throat. I know it’s too early to feel this much, but that’s what’s been going on with Brooklyn the entire time.

Locke goes back out into the bar area, no doubt to get another beer. Locke is the only other Spade who has a hard time with stage fright and crowds, and I get the urge to numb things with a couple of beers before sets. Unlike Axel and Jackson in their bad times, though, he never overdoes it and neither do I. I still remember the constant hangover I had when Axel and Harley were on the outs. No, thank you.

Brooklyn takes in a deep, deep breath as if she’s nervous herself and I smile at her. She doesn’t smile back, going around behind me to run her fingers through my hair. She’s got some kind of product on her fingers and my hair looks slicked back like one of those nineteen-fifties greasers. It’s a good look, especially with the haircut that Zoe talked me into a while back.

I tilt my head back to look at her and smile, but she pushes my head forward.

“Be still,” she orders.

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur teasingly, but she doesn’t seem to be amused. “Are you one of those people who is very dedicated to their work and acts like a different person?”

“Of course, I’m dedicated to my work,” she snaps, and I tilt my head back further to see her face. Something flashes in her blue eyes and then she looks away.

I frown. “Hey, kid. Are you upset with me?”

She shakes her head and pushes my head forward to finish my hair. “Of course not.”

Her words are clipped. She sounds nothing like she did this morning. Something’s wrong, but I can’t work out what it is.

I keep frowning, looking in the mirror ahead of me as she hurries with my hair. It’s almost time for sound check, and I can’t help but think it’s because she took such a long time with Locke.

Brooklyn takes another deep breath before she walks around the chair and begins to brush my face with powder. I relax my face when she takes my chin in her hand and all I want is to lean forward and kiss her. When I try, though, she pulls away.

“You’ll mess up your makeup,” she complains, and I laugh.

“I don’t care about the makeup, Brooklyn.”

“Well, I do,” she insists. “This is my job, and it’s the first night I’m working here, so I need you to be serious.”

I hold out my hands in defense. “Okay, okay, sorry. Serious face.”

I make my face as blank as possible, trying to make her laugh, but nothing. Not even a smile.

She begins to line my eyes and she’s looking everywhere but catching my gaze and I just feel that something is wrong. I grab her wrist when she goes to work on the other eye.

“What’s going on, kid?”

When she still won’t look at me, I grab her chin in my other hand, turning her head toward mine and she finally meets my eyes.

“What’s going on?” I repeat, and she blinks rapidly before pulling her face out of my grasp and taking a few steps away.

“Just let me finish your other eye,” she says, and she starts but I grab her wrist again, standing up, my heart racing.

“What’s wrong?” I ask again, emphatically, and she throws her makeup brush down on the vanity table, frustrated.

“Fine, I guess your makeup will be half-finished,” she mutters.

“Brooklyn.” My voice is low and serious, almost angry. I’m not mad yet, but I’m getting there. Why is she acting like this?

“Samuel,” she says, looking up at me, her blue eyes flashing with something like anger.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing!” she bursts out. “I’m fine, I just think we made a mistake.”

I drop my arms to the side, my shoulders slumping. “What do you mean, a mistake?”

“Hooking up,” she says, and I swallow hard around the rock in my throat.

“Oh,” I say softly, and I hate the way my voice sounds quiet and hurt. “So it’s like that.”

“Like what?” she asks, frowning.

“Like you used me to get this job and now you’re done with me,” I say quietly, anger making me feel calm but the hurt making me feel almost crazy. I want to throw something, but that’s never been how I dealt with things. Gemma had been right to warn me. Theresa had been right to warn me.

Brooklyn is just a groupie looking for something from me.

Her face screws up in a frown. “You didn’t get me this job. My resume and my portfolio got me this job. You were just⁠—”

“A mistake?” I cut her off, my voice finally raising as I took a step toward her.

She steps backward. “Yeah. A mistake. We took things too fast and I don’t want to be sleeping with someone I work with.”

I nod, looking away from her so she won’t see the hurt on my face. This is why I don’t take risks in love. This is why it’s hard for me to open up to people. Because of people like her. I just never knew it would hurt this much.

“Cool,” I say calmly. “See you next time I need my hair done, I guess.”

I storm out of the green room with only half my makeup done and head straight for the bar.
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It takes all I have to not break down sobbing in the green room. I keep taking deep breaths, patting at my eyes. I’ve done my makeup up well because I want to put in a good impression.

Great. I had planned to break it off with Samuel after the concert, but now his makeup is half done and he’s pissed off. Why is he so pissed off, anyway? Does he even care?

Probably he’s just pissed that I broke it off before he did. Some guys don’t take rejection well, even if they’re not really interested. That has to be what it is, right? It’s only been a couple of days. What kind of explanation do I owe him, after all? We don’t even know each other.

So why does it hurt so much?

I plan to stay in the green room, waiting for Zoe or Gemma to come pay me, but instead, Zoe comes into the room and tugs me out after a couple of hours.

“Time for the concert,” she says excitedly. “We have front row, of course.”

I smile at her wanly. “I think I’ll sit at the bar,” I say quietly.

Zoe frowns. “I thought you were a fan of the Spades.”

“I am!” I insist. “Huge fan. It’s just… been a long couple of days. I need a drink first. I’ll meet you up front.”

She shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

Zoe finds Gemma and takes her hand. Gemma leans against her as they go and stand up front with the blonde I assume is Axel’s wife, and the way they act with each other reminds me so much of me and Robin.

Not that we would ever be at this kind of concert together, but still. Robin is my best friend, the only person there for me when my grandfather died, when my dog had to be put down, when my boyfriend cheated on me. She’s the one constant in my life, and it just strengthens my resolve to keep away from Samuel, her ex-boyfriend.

The bartender is cleaning up shot glasses from the counter when I sit down.

“Rockstars,” he mutters, and I laugh a little, unable to help it despite my mood.

I guess Axel and Locke must be tying one on since it’s their hometown show. I guess it must be Gemma who drew the short straw for designated driver, since she’s holding a bottle of water instead of a martini glass like she was when I first met her.

I’m not really paying attention, looking at the food menu because I’m starving, and as badly as I need a drink, I need to get something on my stomach first. Then I hear a wrong note and I frown, looking toward the stage.

Jackson has his hand on Samuel’s shoulder, speaking to him, and I can’t hear anything, of course, but Samuel’s nodding, his head down. In fact, his head is down the whole first half of the set, and I frown a little.

Is he really that pissed? I know that some guys can’t handle rejection, and God knows I didn’t want to break it off. Maybe he’s just having an off night. It’s just strange, because I’ve never seen Samuel miss a cue. Locke had once or twice, even Jackson, although they were all pretty great at covering it, but Samuel? Never.

The first half of the set doesn’t go terribly but that’s mostly because the crowd are all fans, and I don’t pay that much attention for once. I can’t care about what goes on with Jack and the Spades, not now. Because after what happened in the green room, I know my dream is over. Actually, both my dreams, my career and my love life prospects are both now no more than fleeting memories of moments that teased me with of what could have been.

As for Samuel, is it possible that this has really affected him so badly? He was such a down to earth guy and that’s one of the reasons that I liked him so much before I even met him. Hell, it’s why I still like him so much. I can’t turn my feelings on and off like a faucet.

I eat my mozzarella sticks and order a drink that I nurse, and after a bit, Gemma and Zoe come back over to the bar. They’re talking in low tones and looking over at me and I frown, just knowing that it has something to do with me. This is it. They are going to fire me.

In the end, though, they don’t come over to talk to me, but Gemma gives me a hard look as she passes me. Fuck. This isn’t good.

Maybe I should talk to him, really explain things. I know I wasn’t at my best when I broke it off, but I didn’t even want to do it in the first place. In fact, breaking it off with Samuel is the exact opposite of what I wanted, but what else could I do after finding everything out? I feel betrayed somehow. Like the world is cheating me of the chance to be happy.

I’m jolted out of my thoughts as Jackson makes an announcement.

“Hold on just a bit, sweethearts,” he says to the crowd, his voice smooth and cool as always. There’s a reason he’s the front man. “We’re having some technical difficulties with the amps, so we’ll be back in about an hour to finish up.”

There’s a chorus of sighs but then some cheers. The Spades fans have always been a good bunch and it’s one of the reasons I fell into the fandom outside of the music. Everyone seems so supportive and sweet.

I don’t see Samuel anywhere, and then all of the Spades disappear. I pay my tab at the bar and go outside for some fresh air. I’m about to round the corner when I hear loud voices, and I pause, not wanting to go into the fray. I’m certainly not in the mood for some rowdy drunks outside.

“You’re fucking up out there, Samuel,” someone says, and it’s Jackson’s voice. I’ve been a Spades fan for a long time, and I can recognize the lead singer’s voice anywhere, even if he isn’t my favorite.

“So what?” Samuel snaps, and I peek around the corner to see him leaning up against the brick outside, his hair mussed and not at all like I styled it. He must have been running his hands through it. Even in the last couple of days, I’ve noticed he does that a lot.

“So this is our hometown show! We need to be good. We need to be together on every beat.”

“So it’s fine for Locke to miss cues or when you didn’t show up for rehearsals when you were hungover. It’s fine for Axel to leave a strip club at five in the morning and make us all late getting home, but the one time I fuck up, it’s a big deal?”

“What’s going on with you?” Axel asks. They’re not looking in my direction, so I just keep watching. I know that I shouldn’t be eavesdropping but I can’t help myself.

“Nothing,” Samuel mumbles. “Just give me ten minutes. I’ll be fine.”

“Just shake it off, bud,” Locke says, clapping him on the shoulder.

When the Spades go back in the exit door, Samuel stays, his shoulders slumped, looking at the ground. I watch him for a long moment, biting my lower lip.

“Samuel,” I call, walking toward him, and he lifts his head and his brown eyes are bloodshot and glassy.

“Oh great,” he scoffs. “You’re still here.”

I swallow hard and get closer, realizing that he’s either very drunk or has spilled a bottle of tequila on himself. He smells like a distillery.

“Um, I just wanted to see if you were okay,” I say lamely, and Samuel laughs but there’s no mirth in it.

He turns his head away.

“Yeah, sure. I’m great. Just too much tequila before the first set. I’ll drink some water and shake it off.”

“I could go get you a bottle of water,” I offer, and he looks up at me.

“Why?” he asks. “Haven’t you gotten all the use out of me you can?”

I frown. “Samuel, I didn’t use you.”

“Didn’t you?” He looks so angry, even with the tequila haze across his face, that I can’t do this.

“I’ll just go,” I mutter, and stride off toward the parking garage I’d parked in.

I’m crying by the time I reach my car and that’s when I realize that Samuel is following me.

I press my back up against the driver’s side door of my car, looking up at him.

He gets closer and closer and I can’t bring myself to move away, even when he plants his hands on the top of the car and presses his body against mine.

He leans down to kiss me and he tastes like straight tequila but I melt against him anyway, letting his tongue into my mouth.

Samuel pulls away, kissing down my throat and I make a squeak, putting both hands on his chest.

“C’mon, kid,” he mumbles, his words slurred around the edges. “We had fun, didn’t we? Couldn’t we just keep doing this a little longer?”

He kisses my neck again, biting into my flesh slightly, and I moan. I don’t come to my senses until he puts his hands on my hips, rocking his erection into me.

“I can’t do this,” I gasp.

He pouts, looking at me with those glassy brown eyes. “Why not? What happened? Give me a reason, Brooklyn. I… I need a reason.”

Samuel is searching my face and I can’t think of anything to say but the truth.

“Because you’re my best friend’s ex-boyfriend.”
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I take a step back from Brooklyn, stumbling back against another car. Good thing it doesn’t have an alarm on it. I’m too drunk for this, and I’m not sure what she’s even talking about. All I know is that I wanted to be closer to her, wanted to see her, was desperate to keep going like we were going even if she didn’t want more.

I thought, somewhere in my alcohol-soaked brain, that I could talk her into it, that maybe after some time she’d realize that we were good together and agree to date me. Hell, maybe it would even be her idea.

Now, I’m confused and my head is spinning from more than just the tequila.

“That’s nothing,” I mutter, laughing. “That’s nothing; we can just call her, she’ll be fine with it—” I fumble for my phone and Brooklyn grabs my wrist, stepping closer to me. Her small fingers don’t even wrap fully around.

“You can’t tell her. Don’t say a word,” she hisses, and I gape at her.

“What are you talking about, Brooklyn? I just talked to her today and she’s fine with me seeing someone. Hell, she’s seeing people herself – we’re just friends…”

I trail off when I realize that Brooklyn is shaking her head, still frowning.

“You don’t know her like I do,” she says. “I’ve known her since we were kids. She’ll be hurt. I’ve betrayed her.”

“You didn’t even know!” I say empathically. “Or did you? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know,” she says glumly. “You never mentioned her name and she never told me she was dating you. She just told me a while back that she was seeing someone high-profile, but not who,” she tries to explain but I just stare at her.

I’m too drunk for this and I still don’t understand.

“So, that’s the only reason you broke it off?” I ask, stepping closer to her. She steps away. It’s like a chase and I don’t like it one bit.

“N-no,” she stutters. “We were just moving too fast. We barely know each other, and this job is important to me.”

“Gemma and Zoe are both married to band members and they work with the Spades. It’s not a big deal, Brooklyn.”

“What’s a big deal is that you’re Theresa’s ex!” she blurts out, sniffling. “She’s my best friend, more like a sister. I don’t date my friend’s exes.”

“So, you’re telling me that all because I dated your childhood best friend⁠—”

“My current best friend,” she corrects.

I sigh. “Your current best friend, but we broke up and are still friends, you won’t hook up with me anymore?”

Brooklyn looks away. “It was just a hookup, right? So, why does it matter?”

“It matters, kid, I ….I thought…” I trail off looking away. I thought we were falling in love. I thought this was the stuff they write songs about.

I can’t say it. Not after she rejected me the way she did in that makeup room. It has to be something more than this. It has to be because of the stupid job. Now that she’s hired, she doesn’t need me anymore. She was just using me.

“You thought what?” she says softly.

“Nothing,” I mutter. “Never mind. I need to get back for my set.”

“Samuel, you’re drunk. You should let me take you home,” she says softly, still holding on to my wrist.

I wrench away from her. “Don’t worry. I’ll have plenty of rides home. Groupies like you are a dime a dozen,” I spit out.

Her lip trembles and she drops her hand.

“So, it’s like that?”

“It’s like that,” I say firmly, anger and hurt rising up in my throat despite how many shots I took before the set. I want another, but I know I’m barely sober enough to finish the set. I’ve already got to apologize to the rest of the Spades because I was an asshole when they confronted me.

I stride away from her, hoping that she leaves but also hoping she stays for the rest of the set. I don’t know what I want. Well, I do. I want Brooklyn, but she doesn’t want me. I guess she never did. All that true love bullshit is just that – bullshit. Theresa is right – love at first sight doesn’t exist. I was stupid to ever think it did.

I make it back to the green room and the door is cracked open so I can hear them talking about me. I lean against the doorjamb, trying to get my bearings. I never drink this much. I haven’t since the last time I drank with Axel, right before he and Harley got back together. Jackson doesn’t drink at all anymore, but he’s taking Zoe home and they live in the opposite direction of me, so I don’t know that I have a ride at all.

Unless I really do pick up a groupie and get a ride home. I don’t know if I can do that, though. I wish I could bury myself in alcohol and women, but I’m not that kind of guy. My head is still all full of Brooklyn.

It’s stupid. I barely know her.

“Do you think it’s that girl?” Jackson says, and Axel scoffs.

“Samuel? Getting this twisted over a girl? I don’t know. He dated Theresa for a while and he wasn’t nearly this bad when they broke up.”

“Yeah, and he’s only known this Brooklyn chick for a couple days,” Jackson muses.

I’m listening and feeling like an idiot because I really thought Brooklyn was something special. Then one of them opens the door and I nearly fall into the greenroom.

Locke grabs me under the arms and heaves me up and it makes the world spin on its axis.

“Jesus, Sammy. You hit the tequila hard before the set, huh?”

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, pushing away from him and sitting down on the couch.

Axel throws me a bottle of water which hits me square in the chest. I barely feel it, which is probably a bad sign. I just wanted to numb the horrible feeling in my chest and stomach that resulted from Brooklyn acting the way she did, but I don’t know if anything will numb it that pain.

I chug the water and it does make me feel a little clearer, although I know from personal experience that only time will help me sober up. If I sober up during the next set, maybe I’ll feel better about everything.

“You sure you’re okay to go on?” Jackson asks warily.

I sigh and rub a hand across my face, blinking. “I don’t know, but there are times you haven’t been okay to go on either, and you managed.”

Jackson looks a little hurt and I groan.

“I’m sorry. I’m being an asshole. Tequila makes me an asshole,” I lie, even though it’s really Brooklyn who is making me an asshole. I don’t want to tell the guys that, it’s embarrassing. I barely know her, just like Jackson says.

“It’s okay,” Axel says. “We’ve all been assholes because of tequila at some point or another.”

Locke and Jackson both nod as if they’re well versed in being assholes due to tequila and it makes me smile despite my bad mood.

Axel helps me up and we go out for the next set. It goes by in a blur and I’m looking around for Brooklyn the whole time, but every time I find a pair of blue eyes in the crowd, they aren’t hers.

I don’t miss all of my cues, though, and I don’t play the wrong notes, so I consider it a win. I end up locking eyes with a blue-eyed redhead in the crowd because I just can’t keep scanning the crowd and when we get done and I step off the stage, she’s right up front, smiling at me.

“Can I buy you a drink?” she asks.

I smile at her. “We drink on the house, but thanks.”

She pouts. “I don’t really have to buy you the drink. You can buy me one instead,” she purrs, and I shrug.

“Why not?”

It’s not exactly the world’s most enthusiastic response, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

Her name is Shelley or Shelby or something like that and she’s a part-time bottle service girl. She’s certainly got the body for it, but I barely notice. I’m thinking of someone smaller, with bigger blue eyes.

Gemma slides up next to me at the bar, pushing the redhead out of the way. The redhead looks annoyed but leaves for the bathroom, or maybe leaves the venue. I don’t know and I don’t particularly care. The tequila and pineapples I’ve ingested after the concert make sure of that, and Brooklyn’s face etched into my mind.

“So, what’s going on with you?” Gemma asks.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mutter, sipping my third tequila and pineapple, but Gemma plucks it out of my hand and drains it herself.

“It’s the girl, right? Brooklyn? The makeup artist? Did something happen?”

I shrug. “We hooked up a couple of times. She doesn’t want to do it again. No big deal.”

Gemma raises an eyebrow. “You’re acting like it’s a big deal. You never drink like this, Samuel.”

Zoe wedges in on the other side of me. “We could fire her. Do you want us to fire her?”

I don’t even have to think about it. “Is she doing a good job?”

“Other than your half-ass makeup, yes,” Zoe says easily.

“That was my fault,” I admit. “But no, I don’t want you to fire her. She’s a good makeup artist and we need one. I shouldn’t have mixed business with pleasure.”

“You really had a thing for her?” Gemma asks, putting a hand on my shoulder and unlike her brother, she isn’t teasing. She’s serious. I helped Gemma through the beginning of her pregnancy and her rocky start with Locke, and she’s always been there for me, too. “As much as Theresa?”

I swallow hard, tilting my head. “Probably more,” I admit, but only to Gemma. She won’t tell the guys and I know that, and I’m grateful. I don’t think Zoe will say anything either. She knows how badly Jackson teases me.

“Aw, Sammy,” Gemma croons, and hugs me. “I’ll give you some time alone. Find me if you want to go home, okay?”

I nod gratefully and she and Zoe disappear, probably to find their husbands. I’m only lonely for a few moments, though, because Shelly/Shelby comes back over to order her drink, a truly heinous combination of something very blue and coconut rum.

I’m looking off into the crowd as she tells me some long story about her college years, and that’s when I finally lock eyes with the right pair of blue eyes and they’re narrow, glaring at me.

I slide closer to the redhead, putting my arm around her, and she grins up at me.

Brooklyn makes a face, and I can see the jealousy written all over her expression. I don’t know why, exactly, but it fills me with something like triumph. I guess she really is one of those people who is territorial when she hooks up with someone, but it doesn’t matter. It still feels good to be able to get under her skin like she has mine.

When she comes over, I make sure I’m smiling at Shelly/Shelby, looking down at her with my arm around her. Brooklyn taps me on the shoulder.

Maybe it’s wrong to want her to be as upset as I am over all of this, but I can’t help myself.
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“Come on,” I tell him, hoping that he’s drunk enough to just go along with me. “Let me give you a ride.”

“I’ll give him a ride,” the redhead he has slung his arm around titters, but she’s swaying on her feet and even if I wasn’t horrifically, unfairly jealous, I would be worried about Sam going home with her.

Samuel nods, looking back at her. Is this what he wants? Some buxom redhead groupie wearing a T-shirt with Axel’s face on it? Samuel clearly isn’t even her favorite Spade.

“I’m worried about you, Sam, please,” I plead, and finally, the redhead excuses herself, putting a hand over her mouth, probably about to throw up all the blue concoction she’s ingested according to the almost empty cups on the table.

“You want to take me home?” he mumbles, and his words are more slurred, so he’s clearly been drinking more, and I sigh.

“You always drink this much after concerts? Did I just catch you on a good night?”

“No,” he says. “Tonight’s just a bad night.”

I take his hand, but when he stumbles into the bar stool, I groan and tuck my small self under his right shoulder, his arm almost dead weight across my shoulders as I lead him to my car.

I have to let the seat back in the passenger side because of his long legs before he gets in and he braces himself against the car. When I stand up after bending over to adjust the seat, he puts his arm around my waist, pulls me close to him, my back against his chest. I look at him with my head tilted back, my eyes wide.

“Kid,” he murmurs, “take me to your place.”

“Samuel,” I say, exasperated, but then he leans down and kisses my nose.

“Please,” he asks, and what am I going to do? Say no to that face? To those big brown eyes?

Damnit.

He finally lets me go and gets into the car and I get into the driver’s side, getting a notification on my phone that tells me that Zoe has sent me the money for tonight via Venmo. It doesn’t even feel exciting anymore.

“I feel like Gemma and Zoe probably hate me,” I say, and I don’t realize I even said it out loud until Samuel responds.

“I didn’t tell them anything,” he promises. “Don’t worry. They like your work.”

“Yeah?” I ask, and Samuel looks out the window instead of at me.

“God, I am drunk. Why am I being nice to you?”

“Because you’re nice, Samuel. You’ve been nice to me since we met. Why stop now?”

“Because you…” he trails off. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Are you going to tell me where you live or you really want to come back to my place.”

Samuel looks down at his hands for a long moment and then looks over at me. “I want to go back to your place.”

I swallow. “Why?”

“Because I want to talk,” he says, lolling his head against the back of the seat.

“You can barely walk; what are we going to talk about?”

“Us,” he says, and I don’t have the heart to tell him that there is no us. We’ll talk about that later.
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I plan to get Samuel on the couch but when he goes inside, steadier on his feet after the drive, he heads immediately to my bedroom like he owns the place, stripping off his shirt and kicking off his shoes, climbing under my covers.

“Samuel,” I sigh. “What are you doing?”

“The room is spinning,” he mumbles, opening one eye and looking at me before groaning and closing it again. “I’m never drinking tequila again.”

I laugh and sit on the edge of the bed. “Something tells me you’ve said that before.”

“Only three times,” Samuel agrees.

“I guess I’ll take the couch,” I mutter, but Samuel sits up and grabs my upper arm.

“Don’t,” he says. “Stay here. Talk to me.”

“What are we going to talk about?”

Samuel blinks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “About us, of course.”

“There is no us,” I say softly, and something flashes across his face before he plops back down, covering his eyes with his forearm.

“Because of Theresa?” he asks, just lying there.

“Yes, because of Theresa. And because… because it just wouldn’t work,” I say lamely.

He lifts his forearm slightly to look at me. “Who says it wouldn’t work?”

“I do,” I say, and he sits up again, grabbing me around the waist and effortlessly pulling me into his lap. There’s just my underwear against his because I’m wearing a short skirt, his erection pressing against me.

I bite my lip not to moan.

“This part works,” I manage. “But that doesn’t mean the rest of it would.”

“Who cares about the rest of it?” Samuel asks, rolling his hips into me. “I’m attractive. You’re attractive. We work together. It could be easy.”

“It’s not easy.” I frown down at him. “It’s not easy because of Robin.”

“Theresa doesn’t have to know,” Samuel croons, and God, it’s hard not to give in.

I lick my lips, looking down at him and he’s opened his brown eyes and he’s looking at me, his pupils blown either from the alcohol or lust or both. We’ve already hooked up twice and Robin doesn’t know about it.

What’s one more time?

Just as I’m about to give in, Samuel leans up and kisses me, hard and sloppy, threading his fingers through my hair so that he can dive his tongue deeper into my mouth. Then he moves his hands, bunching my skirt up and grunting as he pulls my panties aside.

He tugs down his boxer briefs with his other hand, freeing himself and I look down. I’ve seen it before, but it’s like I can never get enough of seeing it. I never thought that men’s genitalia could be pretty like Samuel’s, but here I am, staring at it like it’s a piece of art. It’s wider at the base and curved just the right way to hit everything inside me that makes my toes curl.

Samuel takes himself in hand as I shift my hips to slide down on top of him and I’ve never done this before, being on top. I’m worried that I might be bad at it, that I might embarrass myself but it doesn’t matter, anyway, because I’m never going to do this again.

I swear.

I cry out when I seat myself fully on him, giving myself time to adjust because I’m still a little sore from this morning and the night before last. Samuel groans, giving little thrusts up into me while I get used to him, and it feels good but hurts at the same time, like having a good workout that might turn into a great one.

“Hold still,” I whisper, digging my nails into his chest but that doesn’t work because then he moans louder, his hips bucking up beneath me. “Oh, you like that?” I ask.

There’s usually a blush across his cheeks when I say something like that, but not in bed, never in bed – he's just staring at me, slowly sticking out his tongue to wet his bottom lip.

“Yeah, I like it,” he grunts, taking my hips in his hands and bouncing me gently on his dick.

“Oh, my God,” I gasp when the pain gives way entirely to pleasure, the way he drags against my g-spot making my spine tingle. I have goosebumps all over my body.

“Fuck me,” Samuel groans, bouncing me harder, rolling his hips up and I’ve never come so hard and fast in my life, digging my nails into his chest harder, crying out his name. Samuel smirks at me. “Did you come already, kid?”

I flush. “Yeah,” I say breathlessly, and then Samuel flips me over without pulling out of me, beginning to roll his hips into me.

“You’re so wet,” he murmurs. “All for me?”

“Who else would it be for?” I say in an exasperated tone, and Samuel stops moving his hips. I whine. “What are you doing?”

“Not going to fuck you until you admit you want me,” he says firmly, and I groan.

“You know I do,” I say, looking away.

He grabs my jaw in his hands, pressing against my cheeks to make my mouth pop open and sticks a thumb inside, pressing down on my teeth. I close my mouth to suck on his thumb and he pulls it out of my mouth, looking satisfied.

“Say it,” he orders, and I feel my skin heat up everywhere.

“I want you,” I say.

“Want me to what?” Samuel cups a hand around his ear like he can’t hear me.

I hate him. I’m crazy about him. I want him to go away. I want him to stay forever.

I’m confused.

“I want you to fuck me,” I moan, and that’s the only thing I know to say that’s true and clear. I do want him to fuck me, right now and maybe for the last time.

Samuel snaps his hips forward, fucking me hard and fast and my mouth opens in a silent scream before I come again, Samuel’s mouth on my neck and throat. I know that later I’ll have marks that I’ll have to hide, but right now I don’t care.

God, this is wrong. This is so wrong and I’m doing it all over again. But does it count as twice if we already had sex this morning? Shit, it’s probably after midnight, but surely no one really considers that a whole new day. I’m never telling Robin as long as I live.

When I come again, I close my eyes tight and Samuel makes a sound like a growl in the back of his throat when he comes and bites down on my neck, hard enough to sting.

“See?” he says after he pulls out of me and lies next to me with his arm still around me. “Nothing bad happened. Theresa wouldn’t mind.”

“Don’t talk about her here,” I say, rolling over onto my side.

I’m the worst person in the world.
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When I wake up, I think I’m in the redhead’s bed for a long moment before I see long, dark hair splayed across the pillow. I know it’s Brooklyn even before I lean over to look at her face, and I inwardly curse myself.

What am I doing? Brooklyn all but told me she didn’t want me, that me having dated Theresa meant that she didn’t want to see me anymore. She doesn’t want to date me because of that and because she works with the Spades, and I’m trying to accept it.

Tequila didn’t want me to accept it, though. Tequila apparently talked me into going home with Brooklyn instead of home by myself, and I remember bits and pieces of our conversation (however brief) and the sex. The sex had been phenomenal, which is why I remember parts of it, but before that, I don’t remember everything that I said. I hope I didn’t say anything stupid.

I hope I didn’t say “I was falling in love with you” because as much as I wanted to tell her that, to tell her the truth before, there’s no way I can do it now. In fact, I’ve got to get the hell out of here.

I don’t want to go home, though, and I can’t go to Theresa, so instead, I head to Jackson’s. He won’t have any booze in the house and he won’t go out drinking with me or let me call her, and I think he’ll understand. After all. Zoe is his little sister’s best friend, and it was hard for him to accept that he was in love with her.

Maybe he can explain this to me. Maybe he can even tell me how to fix it.

The Spades are more than just my bandmates, they’re my big brothers, and I need advice.

Zoe comes to the door in one of Jackson’s T-shirts, yawning. Elijah is watching television already, eating cereal.

“Oh, hey, Sammy. You’re here early,” she comments, and then yells for Jackson so loud that it almost bursts my eardrums.

Jackson comes down the stairs, blinking when he sees me. He takes me by the arm and leads me out into the garage of the house that he and Zoe bought.

“It’s the girl, isn’t it?” Jackson asks smugly. “I knew it.”

“Yeah, it’s the fucking girl,” I sigh, exasperated at myself. “I know I’ve only known her a couple of days, but⁠—”

“But you know,” Jackson offers.

I nod slowly. ”I think I do. How did you know, with Zoe?”

“I didn’t know the first time,” he admits. “Not when we were kids. But when I met her again on tour – it was like she was what I’d been looking for my entire life. We just clicked.”

I groan. “Don’t tell me that. That’s how I feel about Brooklyn and it’s only been three days.”

Jackson shrugs. “When you know, you know. Axel gets it. Locke doesn’t, really, because he and Gemma didn’t fall in love until way after they met.”

“Axel and Harley were love at first sight?” I ask curiously.

“That’s how he tells it. I’m not sure it was on her side.” Jackson chuckles. “But Ax has been crazy about her since he was sixteen. They were always arguing but then they would make up very publicly.”

“They were young back then,” I defend. Then add, “They still argue a lot.”

“Sometimes that’s how people show their love,” Jackson says, and I smile, shaking my head.

“Maybe. All I want to do is take Brooklyn on a date.”

“You didn't ask her?”

I run my hand through my hair and my fingers get stuck with the styling gel that Brooklyn had left in it. “I was going to, but then she broke things off and then I got drunk…” I sigh. “I made an ass of myself.”

Jackson nods slowly. “You absolutely did.”

I groan. “I mean after I left the concert. I went home with her.”

Jackson winces. “Did you hook up with her again?”

“I think so. Is that bad?”

“Probably,” Jackson says helpfully, and I laugh and groan at the same time.

Zoe comes out and sits down on a crate outside, one that Jackson often puts his microphone on.

“This is about that Brooklyn girl, right?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I mutter, figuring everyone might as well know.

“I told you I would fire her,” Zoe says bluntly.

Jackson gapes at her. “You can’t fire her. She made me look so pretty!”

I bark out another laugh. “I told you; I don’t want you to fire her. It’s my fault. I thought there was more to it than there was.”

“Why isn’t there more?”

I look over at her, embarrassed. “Well, it turns out that Theresa is her best friend.”

Zoe nearly spits out the coffee she’d been drinking.

“You’re trying to date your ex’s best friend?’

“When you say it like that, it sounds so bad!” I complain.

“It is bad, Sammy. That would be like Locke and Gemma breaking up and me dating Locke.”

“I’d kill him,” Jackson growls.

“See? Locke is Jackson’s best friend and he’d hate it if he dated me.”

“Jackson would hate it if anyone dated you,” I defend myself.

“But best friend’s exes are off limits, Sam,” Jackson says seriously. “No shit. I’d never date anyone Locke used to date, even though he’s married now.”

I sigh. “Really? So even though Theresa and I are friends and she’s totally fine with me dating someone else, I can’t date the girl I really want to date because they’re best friends?”

“Yep, exactly.” Jackson turns to Zoe. “Don’t breathe a word of this to Harley or it’ll get back to Theresa.”

Zoe nods, agreeing easily.

“And now I have to lie to Theresa?” I ask, flabbergasted.

“You don’t have to lie, just don’t tell her you fucked her best friend,” Zoe says.

“This is all terrible advice,” I complain.

“It’s good advice, but if I know you, you’re not going to listen,” Jackson says.

I frown. “I don’t see why I should have to hold back just because the girl I like happens to be best friends with a girl I used to date. Briefly. We only dated what, three months?”

“Yeah, and how do you think Theresa would feel knowing what a big mess you were after two days with Brooklyn, but you took the breakup with her almost too easily?”

“It wasn’t easy,” I argue, although I know what he means. I didn’t feel nearly this bad when Theresa and I broke up. Last night, I was feeling wide open, way too much, and had to numb myself with alcohol. I hadn’t felt that way with Theresa, getting through it with just a few nights at home.

“Easier,” Jackson insists, and I frown, unable to dispute it.

“There’s not a possibility she just used me to get the makeup artist job?” I ask.

Zoe frowns and shakes her head. “I don’t think so. She didn’t ask me about the job. I asked her. And I’m pretty sure that was after you two hooked up.”

I have to admit that Zoe and Jackson are right. But I still don’t understand the ex’s best friend thing. If one of the guys were single and dated Theresa, I wouldn’t mind. Did that mean that I didn’t once care about Theresa? No. It just meant that I didn’t care in that way anymore, even though we were friends.

I wish I could make Brooklyn understand that Theresa and I are strictly platonic, but I don’t know how.

Jackson and Zoe are apparently either not the right people to go to for advice, or maybe I’m just in the wrong here and I need to accept Brooklyn’s decision.

Fuck.
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After the concert, a solid two weeks go by with radio silence from Samuel and Zoe. I don’t know if I’ve truly gotten the job or maybe if Samuel got me fired because he’s mad at me.

The hell of it is, I want to be with him again. It’s all I can think about. Now I know why everyone writes songs about love and sex, writes poetry about it. It’s a joyous feeling, and without it, I feel empty somehow.

I tried to get back on Tinder, put myself out there to try and forget him, even if for a few minutes, but no one interested me at all. I just kept swiping left. None of them were sweet, tall rockstars that made me feel like the only girl on earth when they looked at me.

I’m avoiding Theresa, too, isolating myself.

She texted me on the seventh day.

Stop isolating, did that guy ghost you?




Not exactly.




Come over for wine.




I bite my lip, thinking about it.

Sorry, can’t. Have work.




I plop face down on my bed, hating lying to my best friend. When my phone rings, I nearly fall off the bed in surprise, but it’s an unknown number. Damnit. I haven’t saved anyone’s number but Samuel’s and Theresa’s in this phone.

“Hello?” I answer.

“Photo shoot,” Zoe says easily, as if we’ve been talking this whole time. “We have an album photoshoot tomorrow. I need you for hair and makeup. Same deal as last time?”

I blink. That much money for one concert is way too much, but a photoshoot would be a little more work. I hadn’t done any touchups throughout the concert and I’d only half done Samuel’s makeup, though, so I need to make up for it, anyway.

“Perfect,” I say.

I’m so glad I still have my dream job. At least I have something to look forward too. Even if the thing that brings me the most happiness is also the thing that will consistently break my heart.

Zoe texts me a time and place, and the rest of the day goes by in a blur.

When I get to the address, it’s an abandoned building, which is a cool place to shoot an album cover. There’s debris everywhere and no real mirrors, so I’m glad that I brought my kit.

They’re taking photos in order of age, and then group photos, so I do Locke’s hair and makeup first, trimming the ends while Gemma watches with a discerning eye. She smiles at the way he looks if not at me, so I guess I must have done a pretty good job.

Jackson’s next, then Axel, and all goes well until Samuel sits down in front of me.

He doesn’t give me a longing look or do anything that’s out of the ordinary, just gives me a small smile.

“How are you, Brooklyn?” he asks cordially, and I think that makes me feel worse than if he’d said “fuck you, Brooklyn.”

“I’m… okay,” I say softly.

“Good to hear,” he says.

“No more tequila?” I ask teasingly, and he groans, blushing just slightly.

“Not for a long time,” he promises, and his hair already looks great, wind and finger swept, so I just set it with some hairspray and then powder his nose. He has really offensively good skin, hardly any blemishes. He doesn’t have acne scars or anything. Even I have a few of those on my cheekbones.

“Do you take crazy good care of your skin?” I ask.

“Absolutely not,” he says. “I barely remember to wash it unless I’m in the shower.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I hate you.”

“Not what you said the other night,” he murmurs, and then it’s my turn to blush and take a step back, looking down at him as if deciding what to do with his makeup.

“Are you going to let me do your whole face this time?” I ask.

Samuel smiles. “Yeah. Already got a pep talk from Zoe about it.”

I gasp. “Does she know?”

Samuel rolls his eyes. “Everyone knows we hooked up, kid. We weren’t exactly quiet about it.”

“I mean about Robin,” I say.

“You know, if you didn’t use that nickname, we might have resolved this whole thing a lot earlier,” Samuel complains.

“Earlier than two days?” I ask, pouting. It stings to think that he might have rather found out before we hooked up so that it wouldn’t have happened.

“I guess you’re right,” he mumbles.

I get closer, putting just a touch of concealer under his eyes because he looks like he hasn’t been sleeping much.

“Have you been busy?” I ask, knowing already that he has. He’s released some snippets of a song that sounds beautiful on social media along with Axel. It’s a duet and some girl is singing in the background and I’m bitterly jealous about who it is.

“Just a little,” he says. “No more than usual, really.”

“Zoe wouldn’t tell Harley, would she?” I ask, suddenly worried.

Samuel huffs out a breath. “No, Brooklyn. Can we please stop talking about it? Put it behind us?”

I startle, a little shocked by him just being so casual about it when he’d seemed so upset the other night. “I mean, sure. Sorry,” I mutter.

I don’t take long enough to do his eyeliner and have to re-do it after I look at him more closely. I need it smudged so that it looks a little dirty. Zoe told me that dirty is the theme of the photoshoot.

There are motorcycles parked all over the inside of the abandoned building, and when Axel revs one up, I jump nearly into Samuel’s lap. He steadies me with his hands on my hips, looking up into my eyes from where he’s seated.

“Careful there, kid,” he murmurs, and I want so badly to lean down and kiss him as Axel laughs when Harley slides on the back of the bike with him. I wish so badly that Samuel and I could be like that. That’s what I wanted out of this, but that’s not what I’m going to get.

I take a step back and Samuel lets go of my hips and he doesn’t seem affected at all, talking and laughing with Gemma while I work on fixing his eyeliner.

“Be still,” I complain.

It’s not like I’m jealous of Gemma, I know she’s happily married and like a sister to Samuel. He’s said it publicly many times. I’m just unfairly hurt that he’s suddenly so casual about all of this. Does he really not care? He definitely can’t have felt the same way I did if it’s not keeping him up at night. But I know I’m being unfair. It’s my fault that we are apart, not his. I’m the one that broke this off. He’s a rockstar. Tons of groupies throwing themselves at him, so what did I think would happen?

“All done,” I say softly, too close to his face, so close that I can feel his breath on mine.

“Thanks, kid,” he says, and gets up, headed toward one of the motorcycles, one that my father would have called a “crotch-rocket” instead of a cruiser. Samuel doesn’t pose so much as he just sits, and his long legs and lanky frame look great on the bike.

His back looks extra broad in the pictures when I sneak around to see the photographer’s laptop.

“He your boyfriend?” she asks, and I shake my head.

“N-no. I’m just the makeup artist.”

“Ah. Lots of couples, thought you were one of them. He looks at you a certain way,” she says, and I snort.

He’d barely looked at me at all.

I had to stay for touchups, of course, between shoots, and I ended up doing just powder on Samuel the next go-round. They are all handsome enough that they don’t need much, anyway. Especially Samuel.

It feels awkward around Gemma and Zoe now, but Harley comes to sit next to me when they start doing the group photos.

“You feel like you don’t really fit in?” she asks.

I nod. “Yeah, it’s kind of… close-knit.”

“I know the feeling,” she says sympathetically. “You know, I was kind of a groupie when I first started dating Axel.”

My eyes widen. “Really? A Spades groupie?”

“An Axel groupie, specifically,” she giggles. “We met before he ever joined the band, but I came to every concert at first. I love their music, and I’ve always loved Axel. Groupies aren’t part of the band, not really, you know? It feels like we’re on the outside and Gemma… she was kind of born into it, you know? And Zoe’s just got that personality that fits in anywhere.”

I sigh in relief, feeling a bit better that someone seems to understand.

“Yeah, that’s exactly how it feels,” I admit.

“Plus, Gemma’s protective,” Harley says. “She didn’t like me much because Ax and I were broken up for so long. He was a mess.” She looks over at him fondly. “But he’s my mess.”

“You were broken up?” I’m surprised. The way Axel has talked about his wife the last year, you’d think they’d been together forever.

“Divorced, even,” she says, and my eyes widen even further. “For almost two years.”

“Jesus,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

Harley shrugs. “It’s okay. We found our way back to each other, and that’s what matters. He was stupid. I was stupid. We forgave each other. That’s what couples do.”

I frown, thinking about Samuel and Theresa. What if this is all some way that they find their way back to each other? I would absolutely hate that.

Harley looks at me curiously. “I feel like I’ve met you before. You look familiar.”

I swallow hard, knowing she has probably seen me in pictures at Theresa’s place.

“Uh, I come to a lot of concerts,” I lie. I had only gone to the one concert in Texas, and that had been spur of the moment. I have listened to all the Spades music, though, and would have gone to more concerts if I had friends who liked rock music instead of Theresa, who hated it.

“It’s something else,” Harley says, and then smiles. “It’ll come to me.”

God, I hope not.
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It is absolutely pure torture having Brooklyn that close to me and not being able to touch her, not being able to kiss her. I’d had to hide my phone in my bedside drawer, turned off, to keep from calling her for the whole two weeks we’d been apart. I don’t know how I can miss someone so much when I barely know them. I’m thinking now that I should have gotten advice from Axel instead of Jackson, since he and Harley had that whole soulmates, love at first sight kind of thing.

Brooklyn disappears after the photoshoot, and I’m disappointed because I wanted to talk to her in the parking lot. I keep thinking that if I can just talk to her, make her understand that Theresa wants what’s best for us, she’ll understand and we can keep going like we were.

On the way home, every song I listen to on the radio seems to be about Brooklyn and me, and I keep flipping channels. Finally, it lands on Etta James’ classic, “At Last,” which happens to be one of my favorite songs. It’s almost exactly how I feel about Brooklyn, so I groan and turn off the radio, doing a U-turn at the intersection.

I remember where Brooklyn lives, and I’m going to go and see her. She has to talk to me if I just show up, right? I know that I’m acting a little crazy, that I usually plan things out more than this, look before I leap, but I’m taking a page out of Brooklyn’s playbook.

I just want to leap with her, and I need to make her understand that.

I take in a deep breath and walk up to her door, ringing the doorbell twice before I knock softly. I’m impatient and it takes her a few moments to get to the door.

“No,” she says through the door, without even opening it.

“No?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck and trying to look through the peephole as if I can see her through it. “No what?”

“No everything,” she says, her voice muffled. “I’m having a bad day, Samuel.”

“I could make it better,” I joke, and then she opens the door, sighing heavily. She looks tired, like she hasn’t been sleeping. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” she mutters. “Just like you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, frowning.

“It means you’re fine,” she says unhelpfully, her brows furrowing as she looks up at me with wide blue eyes. They’re flashing like she’s angry but I can’t imagine why she would be.

“Are you mad at me?” I ask incredulously, and she looks away.

“Of course not. Why would I be mad at you just because you’re totally fine and I’m a mess?” she blurts out, still standing in the doorway.

“Kid,” I start, and when she glares at me I pause. “Brooklyn. Let me in, and we can talk about all of this.”

“No,” she insists. “If I let you in, then I’ll do something stupid and betray my best friend some more.”

“Brooklyn, it’s not betrayal, you have to listen to me.”

“Why does it even matter? You’ve moved on,” she says.

I stare at her, my mouth open. “What the hell are you talking about? I haven’t moved on. I’m not moving at all, I’m stuck thinking about you all the time.”

“Really?” Brooklyn asks, looking up at me as if surprised.

“God, of course, Brooklyn. I was a mess when you broke it off, or don’t you remember?”

“I thought it was just the tequila.”

“Oh, you mean the tequila I chugged just to keep you off my mind?” I scoffed. “Come on, kid, you’re smarter than this. You know that I care. You know that I want you back.”

“We weren’t really together, though, Sam, were we? It was just a couple of days.”

“Those couple of days meant something to me, Brooklyn. Are you saying they didn’t mean anything to you?” I look at her and she bites her lip, maintaining eye contact for only a moment before looking away.

“I don’t know,” she hedges, and I want to scream.

“You do know,” I murmur, getting closer to her. I put my hand on her face to turn her toward me and she doesn’t pull away. “You know that it meant something. It was real, kid. And I want more of it. I want more of you.”

She looks up at me for a long moment and when I kiss her, she melts into me for only a second before putting both her hands on my chest and pushing me away.

I stumble backward. “This is how it’s going to be?” I ask, angry, finally, instead of just hurt, and she looks up at me with this absolutely broken look on her face before it shutters back over and her expression is just blank.

“It’s how it has to be,” she says softly, and I let out a frustrated groan and then begin to walk away.

“Samuel!” she calls after me, but I’m done.

I have to get out of here before I throw her over my shoulder and take her to her bedroom, before I say something that I might regret.

But Brooklyn follows me into the parking lot.

“Sam, please,” she calls, and I finally stop in my tracks, my hands making fists at my sides.

“What is it, Brooklyn?” I ask coldly, and turn around to face her.

She looks so small and tired and I just want to scoop her up into my arms, but I can’t.

“I’m sorry,” she says quietly. “I just... I need you to know something.”

I swallow hard and take a step toward her. “What?”

“If you weren’t Robin’s ex....” she pauses. “Theresa’s ex. If you weren’t my best friend’s ex, then I would.”

“Would what?” I ask.

“Take the leap,” she says, looking up at me and her eyes have this hint of gold in them that makes my heart race.

“Brooklyn,” I say, and she takes a step back when I take a step forward.

“You told me you don’t take leaps,” she says. “Maybe that’s for the best.”

She turns around and begins to walk quickly back to her apartment but I can’t help myself, I follow her.

“I want to take the leap,” I say to her back, and she stops, but only for a second, before going back into her apartment and closing and locking the door.

I yell in the empty parking lot, rubbing my hands across my face. This woman is driving me crazy. What am I supposed to do now? Just forget about her?

I go back to the car and turn it on, and press the radio button.

“At Last” by Etta James starts playing, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.
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It’s another three weeks before I have another job to do for the Spades, and that’s a good thing, because along with being heartbroken, I’m coming down with the flu or something.

I feel tired, all the time, and nauseous when I so much as think about food. I’m not sleeping well and I haven’t been since I broke things off with Samuel. That’s not new, of course, but it just keeps me feeling worse.

Gemma’s the one who calls me, this time, instead of Zoe.

“I need you to come to the studio,” she says, and her voice isn’t nearly as friendly as it was when we first met. I think she doesn’t like me now that Samuel and I aren’t talking anymore.

“You do? Is there another photoshoot?” I ask, sitting up, having just been lounging on my bed. The jobs I’d already done for the Spades kept me in enough money to make it through the next couple of months, but I can always use more.

“No, but Locke desperately needs a haircut. His undercut is growing out and Zoe says I shouldn’t do it myself like usual.” Gemma sighs. “She says I’m not a real hairstylist.”

I want to laugh but I don’t know how Gemma will take it so I just smile a little, covering my mouth and clearing my throat.

“Okay, I can come and cut it. Why the studio, though? I could come to your place.”

“They’re recording the new album, and there just isn’t time,” Gemma explains. “Can you come or not?”

“I’ll be there in an hour,” I promise.

I don’t even try to negotiate a price, but my Venmo lights up with a five-hundred-dollar payment from Zoe, who must have quite the budget for fashion, hair, and makeup. I know that Jack and the Spades are doing well, but I’m still surprised at the price.

I’m certainly not complaining, though. I head to the address that Zoe sends me, and as a fangirl of Jack and the Spades, it’s pretty surreal to be going to a job at a studio they’re recording in.

I give my I.D. at the front gate and they let me in. Zoe meets me at the front with a smile. I guess she’s not as angry with me as Gemma is about the Samuel situation. Either that, or she’s just better at hiding it.

“Locke’s in the back room,” she says. “Jackson and Axel are laying down the front vocals now, so we need to be done before it’s time for Locke and Samuel to do backup.”

She’s all business but she takes my arm and leads me toward the back room, and at least her voice isn’t as snappy as Gemma’s. I had heard in the Spades fandom that Gemma was protective over the boys, but now I’m experiencing it firsthand.

Locke’s standing up in the back and he does indeed need a haircut. His trademark undercut on both sides has grown out and has just a sprinkling of gray at the temples.

“Thank God you’re here,” Locke says. “Gemma won’t cut my hair and it’s driving me crazy.” He scratches at the sides.

I chuckle. “Okay, you tall drink of water. Let’s sit you down before we get started.”

I put my bag on the counter. It’s a little break room of sorts with a sink, so it’s as good as I can get outside of a salon or bathroom. I haven’t had my own chair in a salon in years, so I’m used to this kind of guerrilla hairstyling.

Locke sits down, spreading his legs, and that’s when I notice Samuel in the back, eating a sandwich. He’s not looking at me and I swallow hard, trying to focus on the task at hand – the drummer.

I’m glad Gemma’s not here because I’ve also heard tell that she’s possessive over her husband, and I wouldn’t want her hovering while I work. I pull out my clippers and plug them in, trying to move Locke’s chair over, but of course I can’t, because he’s sitting in it.

He laughs and moves the chair so that he can lean his head back over the sink, and I take the opportunity to turn on the warm water and wash his hair first, conditioning it. He’s got good, thick hair, and the only indication that he’s in his mid to late thirties is the sprinkling of gray at the temples – which look pretty cool when shaved short the way he likes his undercut.

I can feel eyes on me while I have my fingers in Locke’s hair, and Locke makes a hum of pleasure in the back of his throat.

“Feels good,” he murmurs, and I laugh.

“Don’t tell your wife,” I joke, and I’m only teasing, but I hear Samuel clear his throat. I turn to look at him and he’s glaring at me.

Jeez. I’m only trying to lighten the mood. Locke chuckles, looking over at Samuel as if he thinks this is funny, and if looks could kill, Samuel’s would have Locke dead on the floor.

I take a towel that I keep in my bag and pat his long hair dry, running a comb through the tangles before taking on the sides. Undercuts are a little bit of a process, so it takes me some time to get all of the lines right.

“You keep the hair at your shoulders or above?” I ask.

“Above. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a haircut,” Locke says. “Zoe’s pissed I didn’t get it before the photoshoot.”

“The pictures aren’t that bad,” she hedges, standing over by the door. I wonder suddenly if Gemma couldn’t be there and that’s why Zoe is the one hovering. They are best friends, after all.

Like me and Robin. I shake my head so that I don’t think of her. She’s been texting non-stop but I just haven’t been able to go and see her.

Locke’s so tall that his long legs keep getting in the way and I have to step around them over and over. It’s annoying and he laughs at me as I stumble around him.

“I’m fun-sized,” I say in defense, and Zoe laughs.

Samuel is dead silent. I can still feel his brown eyes boring through us as I work and I can’t help it that it makes my heart race. It’s kind of toxic to be possessive after just a few days together but I can’t deny that it’s attractive to me.

I manage to finish up and Locke looks in the mirror, humming and running his hands through his new cut.

“It looks great, Brooklyn. Thanks,” he says simply.

Locke has always been known as the member who talks the least, and that doesn’t surprise me. His personality comes out a little when you get around him for a bit, though, and I like him pretty well. I like all the members, really, even though I’ve only spent a little time with them all. I like Zoe and Gemma, too, even though they don’t seem to like me. And Harley and I seem to have more in common than I’d realized.

I feel a little sad that I’m a part of this little family but not really a part of it, but that’s the breaks of accidentally sleeping with your best friend’s ex, I guess.

I sweep up the hair off the ground, and before I know it, Locke and Zoe have disappeared. It must be time for backup vocals, but for some reason, Samuel’s still in the back of the break room.

I don’t speak to him, just cleaning up and putting my things away.

“Are you trying to drive me crazy?” he asks, close to my ear, and I didn't realize that he had walked up behind me until he spoke.

I jump, just a little startled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do,” he says, putting a hand on the counter in front of me, not touching me but almost, and I shiver all over at his nearness.

“Samuel,” I start, turning, and that’s when he kisses me.

I should push him away. I should run out of this room.

Instead, I do what I always do. I leap.

I kiss him back, hard.
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Brooklyn knows what she’s doing, flirting with Locke, laughing with him as she stumbles around his long legs and cuts his hair. She has her hand on him all the time and it’s driving me crazy. I’ve never even been the possessive type, not really. With Theresa I hadn’t been, and not with my flings in high school or on tour, either.

Territorial, sure, but not like this. Maybe it’s because she was never even mine, not really. It certainly feels like she is, though, and now I can better understand my bandmates when they got jealous of one of the girls chatting with me after a few drinks.

I used to rile them up, flirt extra with Gemma or Zoe, but now I think I’ll take a step back and realize what they’re going through. Jealousy sucks. It feels like a rock in my gut and a tightness in my throat and I know I’m late for the backup vocals but all I want to do is reclaim Brooklyn as mine.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says.

“I think you do,” I snap back, and when she turns around, I kiss her. When she doesn’t push me away, when she kisses me back, I can’t stop myself. I pick her up and put her on the counter, standing between her spread legs.

Her thighs lock around my waist as I continue to kiss her and I cup one of her small breasts in one hand. More than a handful is wasted is something I’ve heard all my life but never understood until now. I love the way she reacts, the way she arches her back into my touch, and I can’t stop kissing her, exploring her mouth with my tongue.

“Samuel,” she says against my mouth, but it’s not to stop me, it’s just a breath of my name, like she wants me to keep going and I have my hand halfway down her pants before Jackson swings open the door.

“Sam, what the hell are you doing back here-”

He stops in his tracks when Brooklyn squeaks and I turn toward him and then he promptly closes the door, walking outside.

“Oh my God,” Brooklyn gasps, adjusting her shirt, her face a bright red. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

I burst out laughing. “You should see your face.”

“Don’t laugh at me,” she warns, but she’s smiling. It’s good to see her smile.

“It’s okay,” I say. “I walk in on Jackson and Zoe at least once a week.”

“That’s different,” she insists. “They’re married. We... we’re not even-”

“We could be,” I say softly, putting my hand on her face and she looks up at me.

“Stop it, Sam.”

“Why not, Brooklyn? We could just talk to Theresa⁠—”

“I told you, we’re not saying anything to her.” She hops down off the counter and begins to gather her things and my heart drops to my toes.

“Kid,” I plead, but she just leaves, closing the door quietly behind her and avoiding Jackson as she goes.

I lean back against the counter with a heavy sigh, running my hand through my hair.

“Should have told her you need a haircut, too,” Jackson teases, opening the door, but when he sees my face he sobers. “I’m sorry, Sammy.”

I shrug. “No reason to be sorry. It is what it is.” I square my shoulders and head into the studio, waiting for Jackson to follow.

Locke’s already there and we lay down the backup vocals before doing the melody and instrumental, and it’s easy to throw myself into work without the tequila. I’m sure Jackson is glad.

I know what I need, and I’m just ready to get this done so that I can get there. I go to a karaoke bar often, by myself, to clear my head and to mitigate my usual stage fright. I never invite friends and don’t take my guitar, just sing along with the music. It helps me to be in front of a group of people who don’t know me as Samuel Hansen of Jack and the Spades. It helps me to be in front of a crowd of sorts without all the pressure.

I need it more than ever now, with everything going on with Brooklyn.

Theresa’s been calling me and I can’t call her back because I just know I’ll burst out everything and Brooklyn will hate me. I’ve been avoiding her and it’s only a matter of time before she shows up at the studio looking for me, or worse, at my apartment.

Part of me wants to do it anyway, talk to my friend who I have no romantic interest in anymore, Brooklyn or no Brooklyn, but I can’t jeopardize Brooklyn changing her mind. That’s what I want, and I have to make sure it happens. If I meet up with Theresa, it never will.

“I’m proud of you, Sam, you’ve been doing well,” Jackson says, giving me a knowing look when we finish up.

“Thanks,” I mumble. “I’m trying to do better after that disaster of a concert.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Axel says, and Jackson snorts out a laugh.

That gets Locke started and then they’re all laughing and I’m laughing with them even though they’re laughing at me.

“It’s a good thing we’re famous now,” Locke comments after we’d all sobered a bit, and that gets everyone started again.

It feels good to laugh with the guys, even though Gemma and Zoe come in and look at us like we’re crazy. Jackson’s on the floor, having fallen out of his chair, and Axel’s wiping tears from his eyes.

My stomach hurts from the force of the laughter, and I sigh, smiling as I lean back in the studio chair.

“What’s gotten all of you so worked up?” Gemma asks.

“You had to be there, little bit,” Locke tells her, rubbing his hand over his face and grinning, picking her up in a bear hug.

I look away. I’m jealous of what they have, and I have been for a while, but it just seems more intense now that I had a taste of it and had it ripped away.

“You want to go out to dinner with us, Sammy?” Gemma asks, and I shake my head. Axel gives me a look.

“I’m going to get some barbeque if you wanna come with me. Harley’s at her parents with the baby and they still can’t stand me.” Axel grins.

“Barbeque sounds good,” I say, even though nothing really sounds good. I haven’t had much of an appetite, and I guess it’s because I’ve been upset. I usually eat a lot because I have a high metabolism, but it’s been hard lately.

I think Axel is someone who can understand what I’m going through, though. Jackson and Locke had both had a rocky time with their wives before they got together, but Axel went through it for years with Harley. They’ve been together off and on since they were teenagers, and from all accounts it was definitely one of those love at first sight type of things.

That’s what I feel I have with Brooklyn, and maybe he’ll have a different take on it.

I’m surprised when Axel pops out of the studio door and one of the staff members hands him Jazz, who coos and babbles at him.

“You’ve got the baby?”

“Yeah, Harley says she’s going to make plans for tonight so I should figure it out.” He chuckles. “When she was born, I had to do all the physical stuff because Harley had to have surgery, so it’s no skin off my nose.” He blows a raspberry at Jazz and she giggles. “Besides, I love spending time with baby girl.”

I smile and lean over to kiss the baby’s head. She smells like baby powder and that fresh milk scent that all babies under the age of three seem to have.

Jazz looks at me like I’m crazy and Axel laughs, walking out to the mini-van that he and Harley had bought when they had Jasmine.

He straps her in and we head to the barbeque joint.

It’s a popular place but we never have to wait for a table because they know us. The hostess smiles at Jazz and Axel and leads us to our usual table. We’ve been celebrities at this barbeque restaurant since before we were ever rockstars, and it’s nice to be at a family-owned place.

It feels more like home to me than the diners and franchise restaurants we have to go to on tour. I like being home, even if it’s only temporary since we have a big show in Vegas. Another nine hour trip on the bus.

“So, you and Brooklyn,” Axel starts when we get our beers and Jazz is set up in her high chair, playing with the kid’s menu.

I sigh. “Yeah, me and Brooklyn.”

“You love her?” Axel asks, and I freeze, my eyes widening.

“I... I don’t know,” I say hesitantly. “I don’t know if what this is... if what this was, is love.”

Axel tilts his head. “I’m a firm believer of ‘when you know, you know,’ so I’ll ask you this, Sammy: do you know?”

It feels scary when he puts it like that, like this is all too much, too intense, but I swallow hard and slowly nod my head.

“Fuck. Yeah, I know.”

“No cursing around the baby,” Axel warns. “I find ‘fudge’ hits the right way.”

I snort. “Okay. Fudge then.”

Jazz smiles at me and bangs her fat little fists on the highchair table.

“So you know,” he says, sipping his beer. “But now what?”

“Now what indeed,” I say. “She doesn’t want me.”

“Because of your ex?” Axel asks. “Harley said something about it, you know how rumors spread around the Spades girls.”

“Yeah, because of Theresa. Apparently, she and Brooklyn grew up together and they’re best friends.”

Axel winces. “So, your ex is her best friend.”

I groan. “Why does everybody say it like that? Why is it such a big fu—” I look over at Jazz. “—fudging deal?” I finish.

Axel shrugs. “It’s a girl thing, mostly. Harley says it’s girl code.”

I give him a wry look. “So you haven’t just heard it around, you’ve actually talked about it.”

“We’re married, Sam, it’s not like I’m going to go run and tell Theresa.”

“Brooklyn would freak out that you and Harley even know. Especially since she and Theresa are close.”

Axel waves his hand. “She's not going to say anything. Trust me, Harley can keep a secret.”

I snort, thinking about how she had kept Axel being Jazz’s father a secret her entire pregnancy. “Fair enough.”

“And you want my advice on what to do?”

“I mean, that would be nice,” I say dryly. “No one else has had any good tips.”

“I spent a lot of time trying to get Harley back, and the only thing that eventually paid off was telling her the truth, and the whole truth.”

“But I’ve told her⁠—”

“Have you told her that you know?” Axel says, and it feels like some kind of vague secret that we both know but won’t say and it’s driving me a little nuts.

“That I might be in love with her?”

“That you are in love with her,” Axel corrects.

I run my hand through my hair. “No, of course not!”

“Because—” Axel moves his hand like he wants me to continue.

“Because that’s crazy,” I burst out. “Because I’ve known her what, five weeks? And we’ve only spent a few days of those weeks together.”

“I only knew Harley for five minutes before I fell in love with her. It happens. And she needs to know. She probably feels the same way as you and feels like she’s going crazy.”

“But what if she doesn’t, Ax? What if she doesn’t feel that way at all and this is all one-sided?”

“Then you need to know that, right? So you can move on.”

The beer I’ve drank feels heavy in my stomach and I barely pick at my barbeque sandwich despite it being the best in the state.

Tell her? Everything? I don’t know if I can do that, risk that kind of rejection. She’s already been pushing me away left and right.

But if it’s the only way to get her back, don’t I have to?
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BROOKLYN




As I’m all but sprinting to my car, someone grabs my wrist. I know from the size of the hand it isn’t Samuel so I turn around with a smile plastered on my face.

Harley stands in front of me, smiling back, even though hers seems a lot more genuine.

“Hey, Brooklyn. I was hoping I’d catch you.” She sounds a little breathless, like she’d actually been running to catch me.

“What’s up? Does Axel need a haircut?” I joke, knowing that Axel is shaved nearly bald, his hair so close-cropped that you can barely tell it’s there.

Harley laughs and shakes her head, blond curls bouncing. God, who’s her stylist? Where do she and Gemma and Zoe get off having such perfect hair? My hair wouldn’t curl if my life depended on it.

“Nothing like that. I just... I thought we had a good conversation the other day, and I find it hard to make friends...” Harley bites her lip. “I was hoping that maybe you’d be willing to go out with me tonight.”

I blink, shocked. I want to make friends in the area other than Theresa, and this is my chance. But she knows Theresa...

“I don’t know,” I hedge. “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

Harley pouts. “Come on, Brooklyn. It’s just a few drinks. I’m a mom and I don’t get out much, you know? Axel’s having a daddy/daughter night with Jazz and I need something to do.”

I think about it for a moment. Harley doesn’t seem to dislike me like Gemma, or treat me warily like Zoe. And just because she knows Theresa doesn’t mean that she’ll tell her that I had a thing with Samuel.

Why not try? I need something to get my mind off everything that happened with Samuel today, anyway, and I haven’t had a drop of alcohol since the tour. I haven’t been feeling terribly well lately, but maybe that’s just the heartbreak.

“Okay then. Where should we meet?”

Harley grins. “There’s a bar pretty close to here. They have good appetizers for happy hour. You want to walk there with me? We can pick up your car later and Uber home.”

“I might not drink much, so I can give you a ride, if need be,” I say.

“Perfect! I plan to get trashed,” Harley jokes, and she steps up on the sidewalk. I follow her after throwing my things into my car, only taking my wallet with me.

This could be fun, right?

When we arrive, we take a place at the bar and they’re a little busy for happy hour, so it takes us some time to get our buffalo wings and mozzarella sticks. I order a light beer since my stomach hasn’t been feeling so great, but after one sip I get kind of nauseous, so I order water, too. Harley orders a double margarita and I raise an eyebrow.

“You mean business,” I joke.

“I like to go hard when I go out,” she says. “I don’t get to do it very often. Gemma will sometimes come with me, but she and Locke are having a date night.”

“Must be nice,” I mutter, and Harley looks at me from under her eyelashes.

“You’ve got a thing going on with someone, right?”

I try not to choke on my water. “Um, I don’t know. Not really. Not anymore.”

Harley shrugs. “Maybe you’ll meet someone out. They do karaoke here, should be setting up now. I do a mean “Barracuda.” She laughs.

I smile wanly. “I bet you do.”

My heart is racing just from her mention of me having someone on the side. Does she know about Samuel and Theresa? I know that Harley is a part of the Spades family, but I guess I was hoping that she might not be in the inner circle enough to know that Samuel and I had a thing. She wasn’t on the tour bus, after all.

But people talk.

“Harley,” I start, meaning to ask her about it, but the lights go down and someone takes a seat up at the karaoke chair.

“There it is,” Harley says. “Shh, listen.”

I sigh and turn back to my mozzarella sticks, eating them listlessly. I’ve been craving cheese something fierce, which usually means my period is about to start. I’m a little late this month, but I usually have irregular cycles, so it hasn’t bothered me much.

There’s something niggling in the back of my mind, some worry, but it shuts off when I hear the song start.

“At last, my love has come along,” he starts, and I turn to see who has the velvet voice singing my favorite song.

I look up to see Samuel sitting on a barstool, holding the microphone like he’s on stage and looking toward the bar. I’m not sure if he can see me with the lights down low and over the crowd that’s gathered in front of the karaoke machine, but I can’t stop looking.

“My lonely days are over, and life is like a song,” he continues, and I begin to tremble all over. It feels like the universe is trying to tell me something. It feels like I’m supposed to be here, supposed to be feeling this, and it scares me to death. My heart is racing and I feel like I’m going to throw up.

“He’s good,” Harley comments, sipping her margarita, and all I can do is nod dumbly, staring at Samuel.

As I’m watching him sing, his brown eyes light up with recognition and he doesn’t miss a beat, just staring into my eyes as he continues.

“You smile, and then the spell was cast. And here we are, in heaven, for you are mine... at last,” he finishes, passionately, intensely, and I can’t breathe.

I stand up, nearly knocking over Harley’s margarita and my nearly untouched beer. I run to the bathroom and throw up suddenly, barely making it to the toilet. If this is what love is like, I don’t know if I like it.

Harley knocks on the stall door in just a few moments. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I mutter, bracing myself against the stall. I feel dizzy for no reason I can think of, but it’s probably the shock of seeing the man I love singing my favorite song, in a place I didn’t expect him to be at. And I can’t deny it to myself anymore. I do love him.

I come out of the stall and wash my face and hands. Harley leans up against the doorway, looking at me.

“You knew he was going to be here,” I say dryly.

Harley smiles. “Maybe.”

I scoff and use a paper towel to blot off my face. “Why would you do that to me?”

“I think you two need to talk.”

I stare at her. “But Robin—” I pause. “Theresa is your friend.”

“Exactly. Theresa is my friend and I know that she broke up with Samuel for a good reason. They weren’t right for each other. Sam likes you.” Harley tilts her head. “In fact, I think he more than likes you.”

“He barely knows me,” I grumble, pushing open the bathroom door and Samuel’s standing there. “This is an ambush.”

“What are you talking about?” Samuel asks.

“Nothing,” I mumble, my shoulder brushing his when I walk by him.

“She said you barely know her,” Harley, the traitor, says.

“Stay out of this,” I hiss, but she just grins and goes back to the bar and her margarita, unbothered.

“Brooklyn,” Samuel starts. “Why won’t you just talk to me?”

I decide Harley can find her own way home. I know I’m being a little irrational since she was only trying to help me, but I can make my own decisions about Samuel and I know talking to him is a bad idea. I know that Theresa would hate me for this, and there’s no way that I can jeopardize a friendship that I’ve spent my whole life protecting.

I walk toward my car but I can hear his footsteps behind me and finally I just stop. My emotions feel all over the place, and I keep chalking it up to being sick and heartbroken, but right now, I can’t hold it in.

“What are you afraid of?” Samuel asks.

“Everything!” I burst out, turning around. “I’m afraid of Theresa hating me. I’m afraid of what I feel for you, I’m-”

“And what is that?” he asks, cutting me off and taking a couple of steps toward me. He’s wearing a gray T-shirt and a pair of tight jeans, his hair slicked back just the way I’d styled it for the photoshoot and damnit, he looks so good, even beneath the dim lights of the parking lot. “What do you feel for me?”

“It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t even make any sense,” I mutter, turning back to walk toward my car, but Samuel grabs my wrist, pulling me to him and I bounce against his chest, looking up at his intense brown eyes.

“I want to tell you how I feel about you,” he says. “Will you listen?”

I swallow hard. “What can you possibly feel for me, Samuel? We barely know each other.”

“I feel so much for you, Brooklyn⁠—”

I cut him off, not wanting to hear more, not wanting to hear the “but” I can feel coming. “You can always replace me, Samuel. You’re a big famous rockstar now, right? Like you told me after the concert, you can find another me right away.”

Samuel’s face falls. “Is that what you think?”

“That’s what you said, isn’t it?” I snap. I don’t know why I’m being so harsh but at the same time, I’ve been under a lot of stress and I’m sick.

“That’s what I said when I was drunk and upset, Brooklyn. And I don’t get drunk and upset. I don’t get that way ever, so the fact that I was a mess the night you broke it off⁠—”

“Means what, Sam? That you were mad you didn’t break it off yourself?”

“Now you’re not even making sense,” Samuel says harshly. “You’re just looking for an excuse, and fine, if that’s what you want, I won’t bother you anymore.”

“Fine!” I shoot back. “That’s exactly what I want.”

Samuel looks at me for a long moment, his face etched with anger and pain, and then he storms off back toward the parking lot and I brace myself against the driver’s side of my car and burst into tears.

Harley comes around the corner, passing Samuel who is all but running to his car.

“Is it a bad time to ask for that ride?”

I sob and laugh at the same time and just unlock the doors, sitting in the car and sobbing while she gets inside.

“So you’ve got that whole love at first sight, toxic kind of love, huh?”

I sniffle. “I don’t even know anymore, Harley.”

She shifts toward me in her seat. “I didn’t even have time to get drunk before you stormed off, so you know I’m clearheaded when I give you this advice, Brooklyn.”

I wipe at my eyes and look at her. “Yeah? What advice?”

Harley takes both my hands in her own and squeezes. “Don’t let him go, Brooklyn. It was the biggest mistake of my life, divorcing Axel. I’ve loved him since I was sixteen and all the time apart did was make me miss him and love him more. Don’t waste time. I’d do anything to get the time back that I spent apart from Axel. If you love Samuel, if you really know that you love him, even after such a short time... don’t fuck it up.”

I take in a deep, shaky breath. “But what if he doesn’t love me back?”

Harley laughs softly. “Oh, honey. You saw his face just the same way I did. You know he loves you back.”

Do I know that? Deep down, somewhere in my heart, I hope I’m right. I hope that what I wouldn’t let him tell me is that he loves me, that he fell in love with me that first night.

So now, I have only one option before I go begging Samuel to take me back – I need to talk to Theresa.
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SAMUEL




So, Brooklyn doesn’t want me, and that’s final. That’s all there is to it. There’s nothing to overthink, there’s nothing to overcome, she’s just done.

So why can’t I stop thinking about her?

It’s not like this is the first time in my life I’ve ever been rejected. There’ve been plenty of girls that I wanted to date that said no, especially in high school. So why is this so different? Axel was right when he asked me if I knew. I do know, and that’s the fucking problem.

She won’t let me tell her about it, either, and that makes everything worse. I could just send her a text message or leave her a voicemail, but I don’t want to do it like that. I want her to really hear me.

I groan, lying on my back in bed and looking up at the ceiling. I haven’t slept a wink, but it’s after ten in the morning and it’s time to shower and do something with my day. We have the Vegas trip coming up in a few days and I guess my only option is to try and get some more advice, from the only person that made me feel like I wasn’t crazy – Axel.

I head to his place and when I ring the doorbell, Harley comes to the door with her blonde hair all crazy, holding a screaming Jazz.

She instantly hands me the baby and moves aside for me to come in. I bounce Jazz around and she stops crying, just pouting at me.

“She's mad because I changed her diaper,” Harley explains. “Usually Axel has to take her because she gets so pissed off after I change it.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to curse around the baby,” I say, blinking at her and continuing to bounce Jazz.

Harley waves a hand. “That’s just Axel. I curse in front of her all the time.”

“Oh… kay. Where is he?” I ask.

“He’s gone meeting up with some brand for a sponsorship,” she says. “Some local bike shop.”

“Gemma let him go alone?” I ask incredulously.

Harley snorts. “Of course she didn’t. She gave him a ride there, that’s why his bike is in the garage.”

That makes a lot more sense. I’d seen his bike in the garage and just assumed he was home.

“I guess I should go,” I say.

“Why? This is about Brooklyn, right?”

I swallow. “Yeah.”

I guess it makes sense that she knows. She was out with Brooklyn last night and witnessed our fight, after all.

“You wouldn’t tell Theresa, right?”

Harley gives me a look. “Who do you think I am? Spades business is Spades business.”

I laugh. “Okay, fair enough.”

“So, it’s all about Theresa, right?” Harley asks.

“Yeah, of course. It’s the only reason I can think of.”

“Do you think she also might be afraid?”

“Afraid of what?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“Of you! Think of it this way, Samuel. I know that you’re just Sam to you and to us, but to her you’re some big-time rockstar. You’re famous and handsome and she probably feels like the girl-next-door.”

I scoff. “She’s beautiful.”

Harley nods. “I think so, too, but I don’t know if she does.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It’s hard sometimes, to feel beautiful,” Harley admits, and I find that really hard to believe coming from a blue-eyed, blonde-haired bombshell. “Don’t look at me like that,” she says with a sigh. “I wasn’t always this confident, you know? I couldn’t understand why someone who looks like Axel wanted to be with me. I used to wear glasses and have braces, even if I tried to look like a cool goth kid.”

“Glasses and braces don’t make you not beautiful,” I say, and Harley rolls her eyes.

“You really are idealistic, you know that? That’s easy for you to say, but the magazines and everything make us think we have to look a certain way, you know? Brooklyn is young, she probably hasn’t found her confidence yet.”

“So, you’re saying she’s what, afraid I’ll leave her?”

“Afraid you’ll leave, afraid you’ll cheat – all the things I was afraid of when I was married to Axel and you guys started blowing up. I get it; I really do. And with Axel, I had to learn to trust him and it took me far too long.”

“She doesn’t trust me,” I say flatly.

“Why should she, Sammy? You’ve only known her a few weeks, right?”

“Six weeks,” I say stubbornly, and Harley laughs and shakes her head.

“That’s no time at all. Even if she does love you, and for the record, I think she does, she can’t trust you yet, not really.”

“But she says she’s the type of person to take chances.”

“Maybe so, but she probably doesn’t even realize that’s what she’s afraid of. She’s too wrapped up in the Theresa thing. She really is breaking girl code, you know?”

“What does that mean?” I groan.

Harley shrugs. “You’re a man. You can never know the true rules of girl code,” she teases.

I want to yell but Jazz has fallen asleep on my shoulder and she smells like fruit loops and fresh baby scent and I don’t want to disturb her.

“She likes you,” Harley says softly. “You’re good with her.”

“She’s drooling on my shirt,” I say, but I don’t really mind.

Harley smiles. “You want kids, one day?”

“Lot of them,” I admit. “I was an only child and I’ve always wanted a big family.”

“Does Brooklyn want kids?”

“Didn’t you say it’s too early to be thinking about things like that?”

“I said it was too early for her to trust you, not that you shouldn’t be thinking about the future,” Harley corrects.

“I’m thinking too much about the future,” I mutter. “She doesn’t even want me in the present.”

Harley snorts. “She wants you, all right. I just don’t know if she can get past the whole best friend’s ex thing.”

“If she would just let me talk to Theresa...” I started, and then trailed off. Brooklyn had made it crystal clear that she doesn‘t want Theresa to know anything about what happened between us.

“You could always talk to her,” Harley suggests again, but I shake my head.

“That’s a surefire way to get Brooklyn to hate me,” I insist.

She shrugs. “I don’t know what to tell you, Sammy. Just don’t give up. Axel never gave up on me, and look what we have.” Harley smiles at Jazz.

I look at the baby’s sweet, chubby face and something inside me aches. I want what my band mates have. I want a family and a woman to come home to. I want that woman to be Brooklyn. I don’t know about kids yet, it’s too early, but I know that whatever’s in my future, I want it with her.

Harley’s right. I can’t give up. I just have to keep trying, even if Brooklyn rejects me. Even if she keeps hurting me. I can’t let her go.
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Harley had given me some good advice, and I know now what I have to do. I don’t want to do it, though, because it might ruin a lifetime friendship. In fact, it probably will ruin a lifetime friendship.

I don’t bother to text Theresa first, knowing that I’ll chicken out if she’s upset with me for ghosting her for the past six weeks. Everything has been so crazy with the new job and with Samuel... even if I wasn’t trying to actively avoid my best friend it would have been hard to keep in touch.

I spent the rest of the week building it up in my head, thinking about it, trying to figure out what I’ll say and what she’ll say. I’m not usually the type to get anxious and overthink like that, but I guess Theresa is rubbing off on me. I’ve always just acted without thinking of the consequences, while Theresa has always been the level-headed one. I haven’t seen her in what seems like forever. We were attached at the hip as kids and teenagers. Since I’ve moved to New Mexico, we’ve been nearly inseparable, too, so I know I’m going to get an earful when I see her.

I still feel like shit, and I guess I need to find a doctor who will take cash payments because I don’t have any insurance. I’m coming down with a stomach flu and I can barely keep any food down, but despite that, I need to see my best friend. She’s the only person that can help me with this, either way. And I don’t want to keep secrets from her, anyway.

I take a couple of deep breaths on her doorstep, feeling nauseous with anxiety and like I have too much saliva in my mouth. Theresa opens the door with a frown when I ring the doorbell and I promptly throw up on her front stoop.

“Sparrow,” Theresa says, something shocked in her voice. “Are you pregnant?”

I stare up at her in shock, my eyes feeling like they might bulge out of my head. I’ve never even thought about the possibility that I might have become pregnant during the hookups I’ve had recently with Samuel. We hadn’t used protection and I’m not on birth control, so I should have been being safe. What the hell is wrong with me?

“I’m not... I can’t be...” I stutter, and Theresa raises an eyebrow.

“You lost your virginity, Sparrow, so I think you can be.”

“Oh God,” I whisper. “You’re right. It’s possible.”

“Come inside,” Theresa says. “I’ll yell at you for ignoring me once we find out if you have a bun in the oven.”

“Okay,” I say, sighing. “We can go get a pregnancy test after I get cleaned up⁠—”

Theresa is already in the downstairs bathroom, pulling out a box full of pregnancy tests.

I gape at her. “Robin, why do you have so many pregnancy tests?”

She shrugs. “I don’t leap, remember? I’m always prepared, unlike you, my flighty friend.”

“So, we’re still friends?” I ask softly.

Theresa scoffs. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course we’re still friends. You think just a few weeks ignoring me will change that?”

I smile but there’s not much mirth in it. I have something to tell her that might change our friendship quite a lot, but I can’t tell her now, not when there’s this threat of pregnancy looming over my head. I need to know if I need to be freaking out and I need to know now, so I take one of Theresa’s many pregnancy tests and go into the bathroom, closing the door.

After I take the test, I put it on the back of the toilet, biting my lip and staring at it, and in a few moments, Theresa knocks on the door.

“It’s not going to work if you just keep staring at it,” she warns, and I sigh and come out of the bathroom, biting my lip.

“I’m sorry I haven’t called,” I start, and Theresa waves a hand.

“I don’t care about that. I figured you were all wrapped up in a love bubble with that guy you met. Are you gonna tell me about him or?”

I know from the way she’s looking at me that she’s not going to let me get away with not telling her something, so I start talking.

“I met him at a bar,” I say, and I guess that’s technically the truth. We’d shared a pitcher of beer at the concert venue’s bar.

Theresa sits me down on the couch, sitting across from me and leaning forward as if excited. “Go on.”

“And we just clicked, Robin, like right away. I got stuck out of state⁠—”

“You did what?” she screeched. “And you didn’t call me?”

I groan. “Because I knew you’d react like this.”

She frowns. “I just worry about you. You’re my little Sparrow.”

“This little Sparrow can take care of herself,” I insist.

“I know you can, but you know that I’m here,” Theresa says softly. “Robin and Sparrow, right? Forever.”

I swallow hard. I wonder if she’d be saying “Robin and Sparrow forever” if she knew I’d been sleeping with her ex-boyfriend.

The timer on Theresa’s phone goes off and she stands up. “Moment of truth,” she says.

It should be fine, right? I’ve known friends of mine who have taken tons of pregnancy tests, just anxious that maybe they were pregnant, but they’d been negative. There’s no way that I got pregnant after just a few hookups.

I have this sense of calm wash over me, thinking about how it would be negative, and then Theresa calls from the bathroom.

“Uh, Sparrow?”

I walk to the door, my heart in my throat, and she turns over the pregnancy test. There in the little window, it says “pregnant” in bold letters.

“Shit,” I whisper.
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An hour later, I’m still lying on Theresa’s couch, trying not to throw up. I’m not sick, apparently, just pregnant, and I have morning sickness. I can’t believe this is my life. Less than two months ago, I was a virgin, and now I’m pregnant.

What the hell am I going to do?

“Are you gonna hurl if I go and grab you some crackers?” Theresa asks.

I shake my head, but I keep the little trashcan my best friend gave me close, just in case.

Theresa returns with some plain, unsalted crackers and I manage to get a couple of them down.

“I’ve even been losing weight,” I sigh. ”I thought I was just sick. Shit, should I go to the doctor?”

Theresa looks away for just a moment and then back at me. “I guess that depends, Sparrow...”

“Depends on what?”

“On you.”

I tilt my head, frowning. “Are you saying I shouldn’t keep it?”

“I’m saying that if you didn’t want to, I would support you,” Theresa says earnestly.

I frown wider. I haven’t even had time to process the fact that I’d be having a baby in nine months, but the idea of not having it...

“I’m keeping her,” I say suddenly.

Theresa smiles wryly. “You’ve already decided it’s a girl?”

“Of course it is,” I defend. “A mother knows.”

She laughs. “You didn’t even know that you were pregnant until an hour ago. Now you’re already acting like a little mama. You didn’t even tell me the whole story about the daddy yet.”

I shrug. “There’s not much to tell. We met at the bar, we hooked up at his hotel. He gave me a ride home⁠—”

“Across states,” Theresa corrects, frowning. “You caught a ride across states with a guy you just met.”

“Robin, please,” I plead. “I’m pregnant and sick and I’m just trying to tell you this story. Stop judging me.”

Theresa holds up her hands as if in defense. “Okay, okay. I’m not judging; it’s just crazy to me.”

“Lots of things I do are crazy to you,” I point out. “But my craziness got me here so that we can spend more time together.”

“You’re right,” Theresa agrees. “Please, go on.”

“He drove me home and we hooked up again, and it’s been kind of... dramatic ever since.” I try to explain while being as vague as possible.

“Why has it been dramatic?”

“I don’t know,” I lie. “I guess it’s because... I always believed in love at first sight, you know?”

“Sparrow,” she starts, and I take in a deep breath.

“Hear me out. I’ve always believed that when I found the right guy, I’d know. That’s why I was still a virgin at twenty-one. And he felt right, Robin. He still feels right, but it’s... now it’s all complicated.”

“Because of the baby?”

“Because of the baby, because of us barely knowing each other but feeling so much for each other, because of...” I trail off. “There’s lots of reasons why it wouldn’t work out.”

“Sparrow,” Theresa says, and I just know she’s going to judge me, tell me that love at first sight is a silly thing to believe in. “Do you love him?”

I close my eyes, really thinking about it, trying to actually let myself feel what I feel for Samuel and not push it away. When I open my eyes, tears are streaming down my face.

“I love him so much, Robin. So much that it hurts,” I admit, a sob catching in my throat. “And I know it’s crazy. I know it doesn’t make any sense.

“It makes sense to me,” Theresa says, and I blink at her, shocked. She chuckles. “It makes sense to me because this is you, Sparrow. Like you said, you leap. I don’t. I could never fall in love at first sight. But you can. And if you think he feels the same way⁠—”

“I have no idea if he feels the same way,” I sob, sitting up, and Theresa comes over and takes me into her arms, hugging me tightly.

“He must, if things got dramatic instead of him just ignoring you,” she says, rubbing my back to soothe me.

“You think so?”

“Honestly, Sparrow, this is all a bit fast for me, but from what you’ve told me, yeah. He gave you a ride across states just to take you home. He has to like you.”

“I want him to love me like I love him,” I say, and I can’t help but wonder what he was going to tell me outside of that karaoke bar. Would he have said it? Would he have told me that he was falling in love with me?

I’ll never know. Not unless I ask him.

I bite my lip. “You’re going to tell me to talk to him, aren’t you?”

Theresa snorts. “Of course. You have to talk to him, he’s the father of your child.”

I rub my hands across my face. “Okay, I will, but... not right now. I need some time to process this myself.”

“And you need to make a doctor’s appointment,” Theresa points out.

I nod. “I’ll make the call on Monday.”

“I’m going to text and remind you,” Theresa warns. “Also, Julian is coming into town to visit this coming weekend, so you can tell him all about your new mystery man and baby, too.”

I break out into a big grin. Julian Lopez, Theresa, and I had been like the Three Musketeers growing up. We’d nicknamed him “Flamingo,” even though he hadn’t used the walkie talkies with us. We’d met him in high school, and he was an outcast just like me and Theresa, because he was gay in a school with only about three other members of the LGBT community.

Julian is a great friend, and he always has the best advice about men. Also, just like me, he’s the type who leaps, so he’ll understand the way I feel about Samuel. Julian believes in love at first sight, and he won’t judge me.

Honestly, Theresa hasn’t either. I guess I had misjudged her, instead. I’d thought that she would be upset with me for how fast everything was moving, and especially for being pregnant, but she seemed to just support me.

“I love you, Robin,” I tell her, and I mean it with all of my heart. This is the first time since all this started with Samuel that I feel truly understood.

I value her friendship so much, and I don’t know what I’m going to do if she hates me after I finally admit that the man I’m in love with is her ex-boyfriend.
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The show in Vegas is going to be a big one, and we’re doing rehearsals every day leading up to Saturday night’s show. We have to get this perfect, because so many of our fans will be there, and because there’s a film crew that will be filming the concert for an extra on our new album.

It feels strange to be popular enough to have a film crew at our concert, surreal in a way. When I started with Jack and the Spades, honestly it was just for fun and I didn’t expect us to actually get famous. It’s a dream come true, but it’s still work, and all I can do today is be grateful that Brooklyn won’t be here.

Zoe has already warned me that she is hiring Brooklyn to do our makeup and hair for the Vegas show, so I have time to prepare for that. I don’t really know what to do about Brooklyn. Part of me thinks that I should just move on, that she’s rejected me enough. Part of me thinks I should call Theresa and tell her everything, get her to help me convince Brooklyn that it’s okay for us to continue.... whatever it is that we have going on.

All I know is that I miss her, miss getting to know her, miss her body under my hands and the way she looks at me. She looks at me like she knows me, like she gets me, in a way that no one ever has. Axel asked me if it was love.

I’ve never been in love, but I know what I feel for Brooklyn, and I’m falling for her fast, even though we haven’t been able to spend much time together since those first couple of days.

“Don’t get distracted,” Jackson warns when I miss my first cue.

“Sorry,” I mutter. I feel bad now for ever getting frustrated with Jackson showing up late or Axel showing up hungover. Even Locke missed a few cues when things were rocky with Gemma, and I always rolled my eyes at them and was irritated. Now, I understand how hard it is to keep your music together when your romantic life is falling apart.

I’m avoiding alcohol like the plague because whenever I drink, I just want to call Brooklyn, want to tell her how much she’s hurt me and how much I feel for her. I’m just not ready to be that pathetic, I guess.

I manage to hit the rest of the cues and we have a technical issue with the smoke machine but one of the roadies fixes it. The rest of rehearsal goes well.

“We’re all going out to eat with the girls,” Jackson tells me afterward. “Do you want to come along?”

Great. I can go to dinner with the guys and their wives, feeling like the world’s loneliest man since Brooklyn is ignoring me at the best of times.

“I’m good,” I say. “I’m just gonna go home and order in.”

“You sure?” Axel asks. “You shouldn’t isolate when you’re having a hard time, Sammy.”

“I’m not having a hard time,” I lie, and Axel gives me a look. “Well, I am, but I can be alone. You don’t have to put me on suicide watch or anything.”

Locke grunts. “Give him some time alone, guys. I know he’s the baby and we want to protect him but he’s grown up.”

“Thank you,” I say gratefully, even though I don’t love that he called me “the baby.” It’s not like I’m sixteen.

Home will be easier, because Brooklyn’s never been there. I won’t think about how we made love before, how we kissed and touched and how big my heart felt, how it pounded in my chest.

Or at least, I didn’t think I would. Turns out, I was wrong.

When I arrive home, it’s like the place has never been so empty. I still live in a one-bedroom apartment because I haven’t upgraded like Axel after he and Harley got back together. I haven’t had a reason to. I think about Brooklyn’s little apartment, how close everything is, and I wonder if we’d have to move into a bigger place if we got together.

Now I’m planning out our future and I don’t even know if she’ll ever talk to me again. She has to, right? We’ll be working together for the foreseeable future, and if we can’t even be friends, I don’t know how I can deal.

I can’t exactly ask Zoe and Gemma to fire her. That would be wrong on many levels, and I can’t imagine doing it. It’s the wrong thing to do but I have no idea how I’ll be able to see her even sporadically and not want her.

This is a mess, and I feel like it could be so easily resolved.

I look down at my phone and Theresa has called me three times in the last few days and sent me a handful of text messages.

I just want to know you’re okay, Sam. Please let me know.




I sigh heavily and pick up the phone to call her.

“Sam!” she answers, but she sounds distracted.

“Theresa,” I say, smiling a little. “I just wanted to let you know I’m not dead in a ditch anywhere.”

“Good to know,” she says, and her voice sounds far away like she has me on speaker phone “I’m a little busy right now, but I’m glad you’re alive. Can we catch up later?”

“This weekend?” I ask.

“Plans this weekend,” she says. “I’ll call you back, okay?”

She hangs up and I look at the phone, confused. I wonder if maybe one of her Tinder dates worked out and she has a guy with her. Although we’re just platonic, I can imagine that your ex calling while you’re on a date seems a little weird, especially since she had me on speaker. She also could be busy at work. She doesn’t work weekends at the office but she often has paperwork and things like that to do from home.

I wanted to talk to Theresa, but in the end, I know I would have ended up telling her everything if she’d been available. She’s my best friend, other than the guys and Gemma, and I would have spilled everything.

I sigh and head to the bathroom to shower off the sweat I worked up during the performance, and all I can think about as the hot water hits my body is Brooklyn.

I run my hands through my hair, letting out a long breath and trying to relax. A little self-care can’t hurt, can it?

I’m a bit shy when it comes to speaking to women and being around groups of people that I don’t know, but when I’m by myself, it’s different. It’s different in the bedroom with Brooklyn, too. I remember how her mouth used to pop open when I entered her, her brow furrowing, big blue eyes going darker and darker as she looked up at me.

I was the first to enter her, and just that thought, remembering her face and knowing I was the first to touch her like that, makes my dick rise to attention, bouncing against my stomach. I don’t touch myself right away, bracing myself against the wall of the shower with my forehead on the wall. I’m already breathing hard but if I can’t be with Brooklyn in real life, I want to take my time with it in my mind.

Luckily, I’m blessed with an active imagination.

I imagine taking her from behind, watching her ass jiggle as I pump in and out of her. But that’s not good enough, because that way I can’t see her face, can’t see that perfect heart-shaped mouth pop open, watch her eyes go dark with lust. She wets her lips when she’s close, closes her eyes and holds her breath and I remember feeling the way she started to clench around me.

God, I wish she was here. I wish I could cup her chin in my hand, kiss her thoroughly, hold her up in the shower. She’s so small, so easy to man-handle, and it just makes her hotter when I do it. She likes the physicality of it, I can tell, likes how much bigger I am than her. At first, I’d thought that I wouldn’t fit inside her she was so tight and small.

But I’d managed, and I just want to do it again, want to stretch her out until she’s slick and gasping for more. I still haven’t touched myself, just seeing Brooklyn in my mind’s eye, and my dick is throbbing now, at the ready.

I slide a hand down my chest and take myself in hand, groaning loudly as I wrap my fingers around my shaft. My hips thrust forward out of instinct and I like the way it feels, fucking my own hand, thinking of Brooklyn, her small breasts bouncing beneath me, her sensitive nipples peaked, aching for my mouth. I could lean down and take one into my mouth, lick across the peak until she starts to gasp, and why not? This is my imagination, after all.

It’s over for me the second I imagine the way her back would arch, how she’d breathe out my name as she started to come, and I pump myself harder and faster, water running into my face as I breathe hard, finally coming and spilling all over the shower wall.

I pant, still pressing my forehead against the wall. Fuck.

What if that’s all I have? The memory of Brooklyn and how she felt, how good it felt to be with her?

What if that’s all I have to look forward to?
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I spend a couple of days at Theresa’s place and all I really do is lie on her couch, crying intermittently for no reason I can think of and we watch Lifetime movies together. The really dramatic ones based on true life are our favorites, and we watch two about murderesses and one about a woman who kidnapped a child from overseas.

Tears start streaming down my face after we finish the last movie, and Theresa chuckles at me.

“What? It’s sad,” I defend myself, sniffling.

“It’s the hormones,” she says. “Harley was always near tears when she was pregnant with Jazz.”

I try not to make any expression. I just spent the other night with Harley at the karaoke bar, and Theresa doesn’t even know that we’ve met. If I told her, I’d have to explain how we met, and that’s not a good idea.

Not right now. Eventually, I’ll tell Theresa the truth. I’ll tell my Robin that I had sex with her ex-boyfriend (accidentally), and hope that she forgives me. But right now, I’m worried about being pregnant by said ex-boyfriend, and how I’m going to deal with that. I haven’t even considered giving up the baby. I’ve always wanted a family, children, although it was more like “I’ll have them one day,” and now today, I’m pregnant.

“Good to know my eyes aren’t just leaking,” I joke.

“Nah, you’re good, Sparrow. It’s just that your body is going through a lot of changes. I’m going to be here for you, and if you tell the father...”

“Robin, don’t,” I say shortly. “I’ll tell him in my own time.”

She shrugs. “You haven’t even told me mystery man’s name.”

“It’s... George,” I say, and she snorts out a laugh.

“George Lampshade, I presume,” she says. “What’s the deal? Is it somebody famous?”

Theresa’s eyes widen when I don’t answer. “It is somebody famous. Did you have to sign a non-disclosure agreement? I had to do that when I was dating that CEO.”

I sit up, becoming swiftly uncomfortable with the conversation, and before I can think of how to answer, my phone rings. It’s Zoe. I frown at my phone, which is still the burner phone that I picked up somewhere outside of Dallas. I haven’t had the time or energy to replace it.

“Hello?” I answer quickly. I know that I have to be at the concert in Vegas, but that isn’t until Saturday night and it’s only Thursday.

“Brooklyn,” she answers, her tone professional but not harsh. “I need you tonight.”

“Tonight? Why?”

“Turns out the film crew suggested a dress rehearsal, to make sure that the makeup and hairstyles and outfits all look good under the lights. We have it set up at a concert venue here with similar lighting to what they’ll have in Vegas. I’m sorry it’s last minute, but we didn’t realize we’d need such an intense run-through.” She laughs. “I guess The Spades aren’t used to being this famous yet.”

“Uh, I’ll have to check my schedule,” I start, my heart dropping when I realize that Samuel will be there and I’ll have to see him, talk to him, style his hair and makeup. I don’t know if I can do that without bursting out everything, and I want to wait until after the Vegas concert. Especially since everything is so up in the air.

“Brooklyn, please. I don’t have time to find another stylist, and while I can usually get by on my own, this is important. I need a professional, and you’ve been doing such a great job.”

“I... I have?” I can’t help but feel my heart skip a beat with pride. This is my dream job, and for a while, I’ve been thinking that maybe I only got hired because I hooked up with Samuel and not because my work is good. This makes me think otherwise.

“You’re amazing, Brooklyn. I know you and Samuel have had your... issues, but you’re good at your job.”

“Thank you, Zoe,” I say softly. “Text me the address and time and I’ll be there.”

She hangs up quickly, so she must be busy. Theresa is raising an eyebrow at me.

“You got a new job?”

I swallow. I can’t really tell her about that, either, or she’ll put it together. “I did. It’s kind of a part-time gig but it pays well.”

“That’s wonderful, Sparrow!” Theresa smiles widely at me and I feel so much guilt about keeping so much from her that I can barely stand it.

“I should go,” I say, pushing back the blanket she gave me to sleep on the couch because I could barely move I was so nauseous the night before.

When I stand up, though, I feel dizzy and have to brace myself.

“You better eat first before running off, preggo,” she teases. “I’ve already ordered lunch, so you can take it to go.”

I’d been napping so I’d missed the food drop-off, apparently, but when it’s Vietnamese pho, my favorite, my eyes well with tears all over again.

I sniffle and Theresa laughs at me.

“Don’t cry over soup, Sparrow. Call me later, okay? Promise?”

“I promise,” I say, and hug her tightly before leaving, making it home and getting the pho in me before I start to feel too nauseous.

I spend too long in the shower, the hot water making me feel a little more alive. Morning sickness is more like all-day sickness, and it’s been kicking my ass. I’m hoping that it gets better before five this afternoon, when I have to meet up with Zoe.

I do feel a little better after passing out on the couch after showering, and I don’t bother doing my makeup, not having time when I wake up with a start. I have to speed a little to get through town, and by the time I get there I’m still five minutes late.

Pregnancy brain is a real thing, it seems, because I forgot to set an alarm when I took a nap. I’m exhausted all the time, and I’m ready for my doctor’s appointment to see if I can take anything to make it better. It’s tomorrow,

When I arrive, luckily it’s Zoe who greets me instead of all the Spades, who are in the back getting dressed in the outfits that Zoe picked out for them. I’m glad I don’t have to see Samuel right away.

Zoe looks at me curiously. “Are you okay?”

“Just a little hungover,” I lie. “Spent some time with my best friend last night.”

Zoe chuckles. “Yeah, I’ve been there,” she says wryly, glancing over at Gemma who’s setting up the lights.

“Um, where do I start?” I ask.

“Axel and Jackson will be coming out first to do the new song, it’s vocal and guitar heavy for the first part,” Zoe says matter-of-factly as she leads me to the back of the concert venue. “There’s not really much room to work here, but there’s an employee bathroom we’ll be using. This isn’t Vegas,” she finishes, almost apologetic.

I wave my hand. “I’ve worked in much worse conditions,” I say dryly, and Zoe smiles at me.

“That’s why I like you, Brooklyn. You roll with the changes.”

I smile back, glad that Zoe doesn’t seem to dislike me the way that Gemma does. I know that Gemma’s just being protective, but it’s hard to work when she’s glaring at me all the time.

“So Axel and Jackson first, then Samuel, then Locke,” she finishes, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

I’m glad that I don’t have to do Samuel’s hair and makeup first, because I’m feeling a little emotionally fragile after last night.

Jackson’s first, and he doesn’t need much, just some gel for his long hair and some eyeliner and powder, so it goes quickly. The bathroom is cramped, though, and when Axel comes in I can barely get around his muscular frame.

“Good thing you’re so small,” he jokes as I finish up his makeup. Axel doesn’t have much hair, so it’s not hard to finish him up, either, and we don’t have too much time to chat.

I’m still nervous, waiting for Samuel to come in, sitting down on the toilet so my knees don’t go weak right in front of him. There’s only a toilet and a little sink, so Axel and Jackson stood up while I did their hair and makeup. I had to stand on my tiptoes for Jackson and Axel, so Samuel is going to have to sit down. He and Locke are the tallest.

Samuel walks in and immediately shuts the door. He stands looking at the mirror instead of at me.

“Samuel?” I call after a few moments of him looking in the mirror, and he sighs.

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“You do?” Panic rises in my throat even though there’s no way that Samuel could know what’s going on with me.

“You’re going to tell me that we have to keep things professional.”

I stand up, standing behind him. “I guess that would be best,” I say softly.

I’m looking at the broad expanse of his back and willing my body not to react, but it’s a losing battle.

Samuel keeps looking at the mirror and I’m too short for him to see me behind it.

“I can’t look at you if you want me to be professional,” he says, his voice low and husky, and it does things to my lower belly. Heat rises in me and I bite my lip, wondering if this is part of being pregnant and hormones, too, or if it’s just how close he is.

“You’re going to have to look at me,” I tell him. “I can’t reach you.”

Samuel sighs. “Shit.”

I reach up and run my fingers through his hair, scratching my nails slightly on his scalp, and Samuel lets out a sound a lot like a moan.

This is professional, right? I have to do his hair, after all, although he’s already styled it, so it just needs a comb, which I could definitely do with a brush instead of with my fingers. I should stop, but I can’t.

Samuel turns around and looks down at me and his brown eyes are dark with lust. “Kid,” he says. “Brooklyn.”

I feel like I’m lost, but when he leans down to kiss me, I turn my face away. I put my hands on his belt.

“We don’t have much time,” I say in a hushed whisper. “And I need you to be quiet.”

When I slide my hand down to grope him through his tailored slacks, he reaches back to brace himself on the sink, licking his lips. I shouldn’t be doing this. I haven’t talked to Theresa; I’m pregnant and I haven’t told Samuel, but I can’t seem to help myself. I want to feel him heavy on my tongue, want to put him in my mouth for only the second time in my life. I can feel myself growing wet beneath my shorts. I just want him, and I can’t control it anymore.

I unbuckle his pants, let them fall to the floor, releasing him from his boxer briefs and he stands up hard and ready. I take him at the base, knowing from the previous time that I can’t take him all the way into my mouth. I put my lips around the head of his cock, sliding down further and he lets out a choked moan and I’m afraid he’s going to rip the sink off, he’s bracing it so hard.

I look up at him, meet his eyes and he bites down hard on his lip. He’s going to draw blood if he isn’t careful and it’ll be hard to hide, but his bottom lip plumps up when he releases it and God, it’s so attractive.

His breath hitches in his chest when I take him further into my mouth. I have time to think that Samuel really likes blowjobs before he takes my ponytail in his hand, bobbing my head and thrusting into my mouth. I gag just slightly before breathing out through my nose and he moans, softly this time like he knows we might be caught.

Just the idea of getting caught makes me feel hot all over. Something about getting walked in on the other day has done something to me, I guess, and now I’ve got Samuel’s cock thrusting down my throat and all I can think about is having him inside me instead. I think about the positioning in this bathroom, wonder if we can do it but it’s too late, Samuel’s breathing hard and thrusting harder, and I have to focus to keep my mouth wrapped over my teeth.

He doesn’t pull my hair, really, just holds it, and it’s oddly gentlemanly and it just makes me hotter.

When he spills into my mouth, I gag again, but it’s more from the morning sickness than anything else. Samuel’s face changes to one of concern and he removes himself from my mouth, gasping. He pulls his pants back up and buckles them while he’s looking down at me with concern.

“Shit, kid, are you okay?”

“Fine,” I mutter, my face heating up. I feel a little embarrassed now that it’s all over, and so horny I can’t really think straight. I want more, but I don’t know what he wants, and this is all wrong anyway⁠—

“You sure?” he murmurs, cutting off my thoughts, and when I stand up and start to gather my things, he just watches me with dark eyes.

“I’m sure,” I say, and then I start to powder his face and Samuel leans down just slightly, shoving his hand down my shorts, and I stop breathing.
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Brooklyn’s crazy if she thinks I’m not going to return the favor. After that mind-blowing orgasm she just gave me, she has another thing coming. There’s not a lot of space in this bathroom but I’ll use that to my advantage.

“Samuel,” she breathes, and I love the way she always uses my whole name during sex, not Sam, not Sammy, always Samuel in that breathy, husky voice.

“Yeah, kid?” I ask in a murmur, sliding my long fingers down through her wetness, finding the nub of her clitoris between my index and middle finger and pressing it between them.

“Should we be doing this?”

“Probably not,” I agree, sliding my fingers deeper, pressing my thumb against her clit instead of sliding it through my fingers. I slide my index finger inside of her and she’s so tight that it makes me moan in the back of my throat.

“I’m trying to work,” she manages.

I smirk. “I think you can do it, kid. Just let me take care of you like you took care of me, okay?”

I manage another finger while she’s putting concealer under my eyes and she nearly pokes me in one of them, gasping out breaths.

I chuckle. “Get it together, Brooklyn.”

She glares at me but then her back arches when I reach that sweet spot inside her with my fingers and I begin to pump them in and out. She drops the makeup brush and arches her back, thrusting her hips as she starts to come. When she comes down, I pull my hand slowly out of her pants and pop my fingers into my mouth and she blushes, looking away.

I love the taste of her on my fingers and I want more, but she’s right, we shouldn’t be doing this. Not until she lets me talk to Theresa.

“Have you talked to Theresa?” I ask her, and Brooklyn swallows, sobering quickly and grabbing a new makeup brush. She begins to highlight around my jawline and down my nose. I have no idea what she’s doing, exactly, but I’m assuming she’s rushing through it since we’ve taken up a lot of time in here.

“I’ve talked to her, but not about you,” she finally answers, turning me around after doing my eyeliner. I look in the mirror. She’s done an amazing job. I don’t look like I’m really wearing any makeup but my eyes pop and my nose and jaw look strong. “It’ll look better under the lights,” she assures me.

“I look great,” I mumble. “You’re good at this.”

“Hell, yeah, I am,” she says with a grin, and I turn around, her chest pressing against mine because of the close quarters.

“Brooklyn,” I murmur. “Can we talk?”

She looks up at me for a long moment before shaking her head. “Not yet. Soon.”

“When?” I ask, and that’s when someone bangs on the door.

“We all have to get pretty, Samuel, stop taking up all the time!” Locke calls, and I groan.

Brooklyn laughs. “Later,” she promises, and my heart feels full of hope for the first time since she broke things off with me.

I don’t even mind that she’s going to be in close quarters with Locke, this time, and I go out on stage smiling.

I don’t miss a single cue during the dress rehearsal, and we all end up looking great. I hope that I can catch Brooklyn on the way out, and I do manage to catch up with her as she’s getting to the parking garage near the venue.

“Not now, Samuel,” she warns, breathing a little heavily and I use my long legs to stride up in front of her, walking backward so that I can see her face. I hadn’t noticed before, she’d just looked so beautiful to me, but now I can see the bags under her eyes, how her face looks drawn and tired.

“Brooklyn, what’s wrong? Are you sick?” I ask, concerned, and Brooklyn stops in her tracks.

She pauses for a long moment before she speaks. “I’m hungover.”

“Hot date last night?” I ask, and it’s a joke, but I’m really asking. When she doesn’t answer, a rock is in my gut and panic rises in my chest. “Brooklyn? Seriously, you didn’t have a date last night, did you?”

“Samuel, nothing has changed. I still haven’t talked to Theresa about you and I can’t be with you.”

“Right now, or ever?” I ask, blocking her from getting in her car by pressing my back against the driver’s side.

“Move,” she orders, and I sigh and do it, sliding to the side so that she can get in the car.

“I just need an answer, Brooklyn, please,” I plead, and then when she rolls down the window to speak to me I can’t help but ask again. “You didn’t really have a date?”

Brooklyn rolls her eyes and cranks up the car. “I’ll see you at the Vegas concert,” she says, and I groan loudly as she drives off.

She couldn’t have had a date, right? She’s just fucking with me. She has to be. There’s no way that she could have moved on in such a short time, or that she would have done what she did with me in that bathroom if she had.

Right?

I head back into the venue, slamming the door behind me and Zoe and Gemma are the only ones around, cleaning up.

Gemma raises an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Brooklyn, probably,” Zoe suggests, and Gemma frowns.

“Are you still messing with her?” Gemma asks, and there’s a hint of judgment in her voice.

“She’s a good person, Gemma,” I say, although I’m a little peeved at her right now.

“I didn’t say she wasn’t,” Gemma defends herself. “But she hurt you, so I have a right to be a little wary.”

I sigh. “I guess you do. But everything’s okay. We’re going to talk about it after the concert.”

Zoe’s blue eyes light up. “Really? I really like her, so I hope you two work it out.”

I smile. “Me, too.”

Gemma groans. “I guess I’ll have to stop finding stupid reasons not to like her.”

I snort. “Like what?”

“Like she’s... short,” Gemma says.

I laugh out loud. “What are you, two inches taller than her?”

“I don’t know but she’s small,” Gemma says, and that just makes me laugh even harder.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t find anything big to dislike about her, because I like her a lot.”

“More than like, I think,” Zoe says slyly, and I feel my cheeks heating up.

It’s one thing to talk to the guys about this, but if Brooklyn and I do end up together, I don’t want Gemma and Zoe telling her all my secrets.

“Shh,” I hold a hand over my mouth, and Zoe laughs. Gemma pats me on the shoulder.

“Hang in there, Sammy. She looks at you like she’s crazy about you, so I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

I hope she’s right. But what if she was on a date? This is going to drive me crazy.

“The boys are going out tonight,” Zoe tells me. “Jackson and I have a date night but Locke and Axel asked Gemma to invite you.”

“Oh yeah,” Gemma said. “Me and Harley are gonna have a wine mom night stuck at home with the kids.”

I shrug. “I’ll call them,” I say, even though Locke and Axel are the type to party hard and I’ve been avoiding alcohol, why not? Anything to get my mind of Brooklyn and this potential date.
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My phone rings in the wee hours of the morning. It’s not even daylight yet, and I haven’t saved the number, but I’m afraid to let it go to voicemail just in case it’s some kind of emergency.

“Hello?”

“Brooklyn,” the voice breathes, and it takes me a moment to realize that it’s Samuel.

I sit up, concerned. “What? What’s wrong? It’s like three in the morning.”

“Is it? Shit. I’m sorry,” he says almost mournfully, and I pause, realizing his words are slurred around the edges.

“Are you drunk?”

“A little,” he pauses. “Maybe a lot. Locke and Axel kept buying me shots.”

I laugh but cover my mouth so he won’t hear me. It’s a little cute that he's thinking of me while out drinking with the guys, I have to admit.

“And you’re calling me because?”

“Because I’ve been thinking about you all night,” he murmurs, and my heart flutters.

“Oh yeah?”

“How you felt. How you tasted,” he continues, and I blink, sliding back down under the covers.

“We’re not supposed to be talking until after the concert,” I say, but it’s weak. I’m weak to Samuel and at this point I think he knows it.

“I want to talk to you now. I miss you,” he says, sounding boyish and sweet and I want to roll over and squeal into my pillow.

“You can’t miss me. We just saw each other today,” I say.

“I always miss you,” he repeats.

“You still worried about what I did last night?” I ask wryly.

“Very,” he admits. “Were you on a date?”

“Yes,” I tease, and he goes dead silent. “Samuel?”

“Yeah?” he asks in a low, husky tone.

“It was a date with my best friend. I spent a couple days with Robin.”

Samuel lets out a long breath into the phone. “Kid, you nearly killed me,” he complains.

I giggle. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

“You always manage to do that,” he cracks, chuckling. “So, no dates?”

“No dates,” I admit.

“So come and see me,” he murmurs, and I can imagine the phone close up to his full mouth and I hitch in a breath.

“I can’t,” I say. “Plus, I don’t even know where you live.”

“I’ll send you the address,” he promises.

I bite my lip, thinking. I look at the clock and it’s nearly four in the morning. “I really can’t, Samuel. I have plans tomorrow.” I’m thinking about the ultrasound and then lunch with Theresa and Julian.

“What kind of plans?”

“Not a date,” I say, and he lets out another sigh of relief.

“Don’t make any dates until we talk,” he orders, and I laugh.

“Is that an order?”

“Damn right, it is,” he agrees.

“All right. No dates until we talk,” I agree, my heart racing. Is this what they mean when they talk about butterflies in your stomach? Because my stomach is definitely doing something.

“Goodnight, kid,” he says.

“Goodnight,” I murmur, and I hang up the phone, wondering if I’ll ever get back to sleep, looking up at the ceiling.
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I don’t sleep much, just another thin three hours, and I’m a little cranky when I show up to my ob-gyn appointment. They ask me a million questions but all I want to know is if the baby is okay and what I can do about this crippling morning sickness.

Theresa asked me multiple times to come with me, but I want to do this on my own. If Samuel isn’t interested in having a baby, I might have to do all of it on my own, so I wanted to start now just in case.

My heart stops when they can’t find the heartbeat, and as soon as I hear the whooshing sound of the baby’s heart beating, I know that there was never any chance that I would have given up this baby. I thought about it for a long time, by myself at home and at Theresa’s, but now?

This is my baby, and I don’t care about Samuel or Theresa or any of it. I start to cry when they hand me the ultrasound photos and the doctor gives me a few tissues.

I’m still sniffling when I show up at the diner to meet Theresa and Julian. Julian looks great in a blue silk shirt and black pants, his hair dyed blond, and he hugs me tightly in a bear hug when he sees me.

“How are you, princess?” he asks warmly.

“Pregnant,” I say dryly, sniffling, and he blinks at me.

“You’re what now?” he asks, and I sigh.

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got all the time in the world, princess,” Julian smiles, and he leads me to the table he and Theresa had gotten.

I sit down next to him, trying to explain the whole thing without naming any names and Julian is blinking at me like I'm crazy and Theresa laughs.

“She’s dating somebody famous, Julian,” Theresa teases, and I blush.

“I didn’t say that,” I argue.

“He has to be, because she made up a fake name and everything.”

“What was the fake name?” Julian asks, grinning.

“George,” Theresa says, giggling.

“Oh, George,” Julian moans, and I burst out laughing, covering my mouth since it’s full of hamburger. “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

“Let’s stop talking about me,” I suggest. “What about you guys? Any new men in your lives?”

Theresa looks away like she’s got a secret and Julian leans forward.

“Do tell. I’ve been dry as a bone for months, so I need to live vicariously through you,” Julian whines.

I stare at Theresa, surprised. I guess I hadn’t really given her time to talk about her personal life because there is so much going on in mine. I feel a stab of guilt, but Theresa smiles and sits straight up.

“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything because it’s early, but he asked me to be his girlfriend recently,” she starts.

Julian whistles. “Good job, Robin!”

“Thank you, Flamingo,” Theresa jokes, and Julian groans.

“I swear, it’s only Flamingo because I’m gay.”

“No, it’s because you wore pink for nearly a year in high school,” I point out.

We’re laughing and having a great time and everything seems okay again. Maybe things will work out. Maybe Theresa won’t be too mad at me. Maybe Samuel will want the baby. I know that Samuel and I probably can’t be together the way that I want, just because I know that it might mess up things with my best friend, but maybe we can co-parent.

Maybe I can fall out of love with him as quickly as I fell in it. Right?

The thought of falling out of love with Samuel makes me feel like there’s a pile of stones in my stomach instead of a bunch of French fries and half a hamburger, and I check my phone to see that he hasn’t texted or called since early this morning. To be fair, it’s only noon and if he called me at three in the morning, he might still be asleep.

The fact that I’m a little disappointed that he hasn’t contacted me probably means that it won’t be as easy to fall out of love with him as I think.

The diner is about thirty minutes away from my place, which means that I’ve never been here, but the food is delicious. I’m actually eating and not feeling nauseous, so that’s definitely a win.

“Shit,” Theresa mumbles when her phone starts to ring. “I have to take this, it’s work.”

We both nod at her and she exits through the back.

The bell above the door of the diner rings and I don’t pay much attention, talking and laughing with Julian. He grabs the bottom of my chair and pulls me closer to him, throwing an arm around me. He’s always been affectionate, and I certainly don’t mind. I’m pretty affectionate myself, and Theresa definitely isn’t, so it’s nice to have some love from one of my friends.

Theresa shows her love in other ways, of course, like calling me “little sparrow” and taking care of me as much as she can. She worries about me all the time and she’s so good to me. I feel another pang of guilt and I bite my lip, looking at the door to see if Theresa is still outside.

She isn’t visible so I look at Julian, who still has his arm around me.

“Jules, can I tell you something secret?”

His green eyes widen. “Oh, absolutely.”

I laugh. Julian has always liked gossip. He’s always been the type to love secrets, and I know he’ll keep this one.

“I have a confession to make, and you can’t say a word to Theresa,” I whisper.

He gets closer to me, leaning his head down to hear me.

I’m about to spill everything when I hear a deep voice bark behind me.

“I thought you said you weren’t making any dates.”

I turn to see Samuel standing there and my eyes widen. He looks hungover and pissed off, which is a bad combination. I open my mouth to explain but Julian just gives me a look, keeping his arm around me.

“You know this guy?” Julian asks, protective.

“Yeah,” Samuel barks. “She does.”

Great. Samuel clearly thinks I’m on some kind of date with my best friend and Theresa is standing right outside.

My whole life is about to blow up if I don’t get him out of here.
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I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry in my life. Jealousy courses through my body and I feel like I’m going to throw up, which isn’t all that different than I felt before. I’m massively hungover, and since I’m the only one between Locke, Axel, and me that could function, I decided to set out to get food at our favorite diner.

Brooklyn lives half an hour away from here, so I could have never predicted that she’d be here, and with a date of all things. He’s got his arm around her, his head close to her ear like he’s whispering sweet nothings and he’s handsome, too, blond and wide-shouldered. They’re talking like they’ve known each other for years.

Has Brooklyn been lying to me? Has she been seeing someone behind my back all this time? My head feels like it’s going to explode and I don’t even want to get the food anymore. I don’t even think I’ve ever felt jealous before, not like this.

I want to snatch that blond up off his chair and punch him in the throat, and I’ve never been a violent guy. I’ve always used my sharp wit and my words, but right now, I have to get the hell out of here before I do something that’s going to get me arrested.

I storm out of the diner, and I get almost to the corner before Brooklyn catches up to me. She grabs my wrist, turning me around to face her.

“What do you want, kid?” I ask harshly, and she looks up at me with her blue eyes flashing.

“I want you to slow down so I can talk to you!”

“You said we can’t talk until after the concert, but I don’t think we need to talk then, either,” I say, not even thinking of what I’m going to say until I say it. I’m just so angry.

“Samuel, please,” she pleads, frowning. “You don’t have any idea what’s going on. Julian is an old friend⁠—”

“I can tell, by how he had his arm around you!” I’m nearly yelling and I hardly ever raise my voice. Brooklyn brings out the best and worst of me and I’m not sure anymore if that is a good thing.

“You’re being hurtful and jealous right now and it’s not what you think!” Brooklyn bursts out. “But you’ve got to get out of here, because Theresa will be back any minute.”

“Theresa? You’re telling me that you’re dating a guy who knows Theresa? Is he another one of her exes? Is this what you do?”

“That doesn’t even make any sense, Samuel, you’re being ridiculous.”

“I was leaving anyway. You stopped me. Why?” I step closer to her and she looks away.

“Because I didn’t want you running out thinking I⁠—”

“Thinking what? That you were on a date with someone else? You haven’t exactly proven to me that you weren’t.”

Brooklyn tries to take my hand but I wrench away from her. I know I’m being unreasonable. I know it probably doesn’t make sense that she’s just out looking for Theresa’s exes, but I don’t know what else to think. She keeps pushing me away. She keeps telling me that she won’t talk to me until after the concert, and by then, what will it matter?

Is she just trying to let me down easy?

As I watch, Theresa comes around the corner of the parking garage and Brooklyn goes pale.

“Oh my God,” Theresa says, her eyes widening, and I laugh but there’s not much that’s actually funny.

“Robin,” Brooklyn starts, and I don’t want to watch this. I don’t want to see Brooklyn say that she didn’t mean it, that she doesn’t want me. I’ve already heard it enough.

I get into the car and leave them both standing in the parking lot. I make it back to my place, where both Locke and Axel crashed for the night since I’m the only one without kids, and slam the door when I enter.

Axel snorts and falls off the couch and Locke jerks awake in the recliner.

“What the hell?” Locke groans. “You can’t wake us up like that after how much tequila we ingested last night.”

“Sorry,” I mutter. “I’m just so damned angry,” I say, and it’s true, I’m practically shaking with fury.

“What happened?” Axel asks and then winces. “God, I feel like a cat shit in my mouth, how much did we drink?”

“Focus, Ax,” Locke says, rubbing a hand down his face. “What happened, Sam?”

“Brooklyn was at the diner—” I start, and Axel cuts me off, his blue eyes lighting up.

“You got food? What an angel⁠—”

“Ax, I said focus,” Locke barks, and Axel groans.

“I’ll try.”

I look between the two of them. “Brooklyn was at the diner with some guy.”

Locke blinks. “Oh, shit. Like a date?”

“He had his arm around her. He was all over her,” I growl, throwing my jacket onto the coat rack and plopping down on the couch next to Locke. “Anybody want to take a shot?”

Axel visibly gags and then bolts for the bathroom.

“Jesus, kid. I’m too old to be day drinking, and you shouldn’t be either. You don’t want to go down the same path that Jackson did.”

I groan and slam my fist down on the couch arm. “I don’t know what else to do, Locke. I’m going crazy. She’s making me crazy.”

“I get it,” Locke says sympathetically .”Gemma did the same thing to me by flirting with Pukey in there.”

“I hate you!” Axel calls from the bathroom, retching.

“I hate you too, buddy,” Locke calls back fondly. “But yeah, Gemma did it just to rile me up. She was never even interested.”

“I wish it was that way with Brooklyn,” I say glumly. “She wouldn’t have any idea I was coming there.”

“Did you talk to her?” Axel asks after brushing his teeth, peeking his head out of the bathroom door.

“I did, but I kind of blacked out,” I admit. “I was just so pissed off, and then Theresa showed up.”

“Your ex, Theresa?” Axel asks, frowning.

“One and the same. So she’s dating some other guy that knows Theresa and all I am is confused.”

“Are you sure she’s dating him?” Locke asks, and I give him a withering look.

“What else do you think they were doing? Plotting fantasy football? Give me a break.”

“You didn’t stay to get the whole story, though,” Axel points out.

“I know, I know. Fuck,” I curse.

“Fuck, indeed,” Locke agrees.

“She says we can talk after the concert,” I comment. “Do you think she’ll tell me I’m a fucking idiot?”

“Probably,” Axel snorts. “But hopefully, she’ll also tell you something good. Harley tells me I’m a fucking idiot all the time.”

“Because you are a fucking idiot,” Locke says happily, and Axel nods, agreeing.

I can’t help but laugh. I’m in an impossible situation, and I’m still mad as hell, but I have until tomorrow night to try to figure out how I’m going to convince Brooklyn that I’m not a stupid, jealous idiot.

And she better have a good explanation, because if not, I’m going to be done.
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Tears start streaming down my face as soon as I see Theresa and the realization dawn on her face.

“Robin—” I start, and she cuts me off with her hand up.

“Is this what all this is about, Brooklyn?”

I wince. She hasn’t called me Brooklyn in years, and she only does it when she’s mad at me.

“I can explain,” I begin, and Theresa chuckles.

“This was all about Samuel? He’s the one you’ve been seeing, right? The one who knocked you up? God, I’m so stupid; I should have put it together.”

“Robin, I’m so sorry,” I sob, taking a step toward her. She doesn’t back away, and I’m hoping that’s a good sign.

“Sorry for what? For fucking my ex or for lying to me about it?” she asks harshly, and I choke in a breath, wanting to fix it, just wanting to make everything better again.

“I didn’t know he was your ex, Robin! I swear, I didn’t. You never told me you dated a rockstar, you don’t even like rock music!”

Theresa pauses. “You... you didn’t know?”

“No, of course not! I had no idea. I got dragged to a concert in a different state by someone I thought was a friend, and they ditched me. Samuel offered me a ride home.”

“I didn’t even know you listened to The Spades,” Theresa says incredulously.

“I’m a big fan,” I say weakly. “Samuel is my favorite.”

“Clearly!” Theresa snorts, and then she begins to laugh.

I stare at her, confused. “Robin? Are you okay?”

She doubles over, holding her stomach. “I was just about to tell you and Julian that I had a boyfriend. I was just about to tell you how glad I was that Samuel found someone else because he’s such a great guy but he’s not my guy, and it turns out you were the one he was seeing all along!”

I swallow hard, my head spinning. What is she saying?

“Theresa, you really have to explain this to me because I don’t understand.”

She stands up straight, wiping at her eyes and smiling. “Sparrow, I don’t care that you slept with Samuel. I don’t care that you’re seeing him. He’s a wonderful man. I couldn’t think of someone better suited to be with my best friend, have a baby with her.”

“I don’t even know if he wants babies,” I admit, smiling a little now that Theresa is smiling at me. Maybe she won’t be too mad. Maybe it’ll all work out somehow.

“He does,” she says. “And I could have told you that if you didn’t lie to me!”

“I’m sorry! I just felt so damn guilty and I didn’t know what to do—” I manage, before Theresa steps forward and hugs me so tight it cuts my words off.

“Brooklyn, you’ve always been my little sparrow. I nest and you fly, that’s how it’s always been. Samuel’s perfect for you, and I would have told you that if you’d only been honest with me.” She speaks close to my ear and I can’t help but choke out another sob.

Julian comes out looking like we’re both crazy and Theresa and I break down laughing and crying and he just pulls us into a group hug.

“Whoever that guy was is pissed off that I had my arm around you,” he says, and I start, remembering that Samuel has the completely wrong idea about me and Julian.

“Shit. Shit,” I curse. “I have to find him. He thinks I’m dating Julian.”

“Does the man have no gaydar at all?” Theresa asks wryly, and Julian snorts.

“Clearly not. He looked like he wanted to punch me in the throat.”

“I don’t even know where he lives,” I panic.

“I do,” Theresa says, and then I start to wilt.

“I can’t go there. I’m going to see him tomorrow. I was going to tell him about the baby, try to work things out so we could co-parent,” I babble, and Theresa takes my hands in hers.

“Do you love him, Sparrow?”

I swallow hard. “I love him so much,” I choke out.

Theresa smiles. “Then that’s all that matters. He’ll understand everything. I understand everything. I think you two will be great together.”

“Really?” I ask, tears welling in my eyes again. “I have your blessing?”

“You have it and then some.” Theresa drops my hands and points at me, looking stern. “But if you ever lie to me like this again, we’re going to have problems.”

“I won’t,” I promise. “I swear I won’t.”

“Let’s go finish your food, preggo,” Julian says, leading me back into the diner and it takes me a long moment to get myself together but once I do, I show them the ultrasound pictures.

Julian bursts into tears at the sight of them and makes me promise that he can be the baby’s uncle, and I ask Theresa to be the godmother.

Theresa doesn’t cry much. It’s just not the way she processes emotions. But I see some tears in her hazel eyes when I ask her, and she bites her lip hard to stop them.

“I’d be honored,” she says, and by the time I get back to my apartment, I feel so emotionally exhausted that I pass out on the bed with all my clothes on.

I don’t wake up until the next morning, which says something about how exhausted I’ve been all week, and that’s when I decide I can’t wait until after the concert. I need to tell him right now, and if I don’t, I might lose him forever.

I call him once, twice, and he doesn’t answer. I frown down at my phone and call Zoe.

She answers right away.

“Zoe Arden.”

“Zoe, it’s Brooklyn. I’ve been trying to get ahold of Samuel⁠—”

“Oh, shit, I meant to call you,” Zoe says. “We took off for Vegas a little early – last night, actually. The guys were hungover and just wanted to get to the hotel so we left and we’re already here in Nevada. No rush, though, the concert doesn’t start until seven⁠—”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I say, and hang up the phone.

I’ve got to find a flight to Las Vegas, and quickly.

Zoe has already paid for the flight, sending me the money via Venmo, and I have to pay extra to get a flight right away, but I don't mind. This is for me and my baby’s future, and it’s important.

My head is all over the place. What if he doesn’t want me after all this drama? What if he rejects me like I rejected him?

My flight gets delayed, of course, during the layover, and all I can think about is getting to him, telling him everything.

I make it to the venue about thirty minutes before the concert and I do everyone’s makeup and hair quickly but efficiently. When I get to Samuel, there’s something hard in his eyes. We’re all in the same room, now, a big green room that they have set up, and it’s not close quarters like before and my heart is beating out of my chest.

“Samuel,” I say, when I finish up, and he’s sitting in a chair in front of me, looking up at me with big brown eyes.

“Brooklyn,” he responds, his tone low, and I bite my lip.

I can’t do it. I can’t blurt out everything in front of all the Spades and the staff that’s in here.

Samuel looks at me for a moment longer and then sighs, standing up and heading toward the stage. I run after him but when he turns around, his face is shuttered, blank.

“I’m done, kid,” he says sadly. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Samuel, please—” I plead, but then he’s gone and the crowd is screaming and Gemma and Zoe are just watching me from backstage and I can’t breathe all over again, my heart aching in my chest.

They’re halfway through the first song when I can’t take it anymore.

I don’t care if everyone will hear my embarrassing tale. I don’t care what will happen afterward, because it doesn’t matter.

I always leap.

So, I leap. I run out on stage and the music stops after just a moment and Jackson slyly hands me the microphone. I’m nervous and I can’t believe I’m doing this but there’s only three words I really need to say.

I look right at Samuel. “I love you,” I say, my voice broken. “I love you and I know it’s stupid and we’re in front of all these people but I love you and I don’t want to pretend that I don’t anymore.”

Samuel’s eyes widen and he walks toward me, swinging his bass guitar around to his back and pulling me into his arms.

“You’re serious?” he asks, and the crowd goes wild. I can barely hear anything but it doesn’t matter because he kisses me, hard, in front of everyone, and there’s all the butterflies in my stomach and all the fireworks going off in my head.

It’s love at first sight. It’s fairytale, romance stuff that I’ve always dreamed of.

It’s perfect.
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SAMUEL




I make every cue and keep looking at her backstage, her smile keeping me going until I can hold her again. I can hardly wait.

She rushes up to me when I leave the stage and I kiss her as I’ve wanted to do for the past two hours.

Together, we get to the green room, and everyone disappears as if they know we need some time alone.

The door is barely closed when she starts talking. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt. I love you so much and I know that you were mad at me about Julian but he’s really just a friend, Samuel. He’s not even into women. And the whole thing with Theresa just had me so twisted up.” She’s babbling and I just look at her fondly. Having her in my arms again feels unbelievable. “And I was so worried because what if you didn’t want the baby, because we never talked about having a family or anything. I mean⁠—”

“Baby?” I cut her off, shaken, blinking at her. “Wh-what baby?”

She blinks. “Um, uh… I… I’m pregnant, Samuel. I just found out, and I told Theresa but I didn’t tell her who you were and then she saw us⁠—”

Brooklyn’s mouth is still moving, so I know she’s still babbling, but all sound except my heart beat has faded after “I’m pregnant” and I just stare at her.

I’m frozen. So many emotions flood me at once and I can’t deal, I can’t react. I can hardly remember how to breathe.

I’m having a baby with Brooklyn. She is having my baby. My baby is in her belly.

All variations of the news are running around my head and the warmth that floods me is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. My eyes drop to her belly, but there’s nothing there yet to show me that this is real.

Her touch in my arm brings me back to the here and now. “Do you… do you not want kids?” she asks hesitantly, looking up at me with those wide, brown eyes.

“No,” I say, and her face falls. “Wait, I mean… yes.” I stumble, nervous. Taking a deep breath, I try again. “Yes, I want kids. Yes, I want you. Yes. All of it, yes.”

“Really?” Tears well in her wide eyes. “You really want me?”

“God, Brooklyn, I want you so bad,” I tell her, being honest for what feels like the first time maybe ever. “I love you so much that it’s been driving me crazy. When I thought you were with someone else—” I pause, searching her face. “I thought you didn’t want me. I thought I wasn’t good enough.”

She shakes her head emphatically. “I was just worried about Robin… Theresa. But she doesn’t care. She told me we were perfect together.”

I snort out a laugh as tears threaten to slide down my face, overflowing due to the happiness inside me. “I kept telling you that!”

“I know, I know, I was being stupid.” She pouts. “But you still want me, right?”

I look at her closely. At the end of the day, we still don’t know each other very well. We still have a lot of obstacles ahead of us. And I’m not the guy who leaps. I’m not the guy who doesn’t think things through.

But the way I feel… it’s like somethings trying to burrow out of me, reaching out of my chest toward her.

I want to tell her everything about me, make her know me more deeply than anyone else ever has.

“I love you, kid,” I tell her. “And I want you and this baby and everything you are willing to give me.”

She jumps up into my arms and I kiss her and kiss her until Jackson threatens to burst open the door to try and get us back to the hotel.

I just laugh into her mouth and carry her to the tour bus. I think I’m owed a make-out session on the bus, after what I’ve witnessed in the last few years.


EPILOGUE
SAMUEL


Six months later

Finally, the day I’ve been dreaming of since I met her is here.

The guys have spent the whole morning with me. We had my bachelor party last night, and with them being dads with little kids and our Rockstar life style, we went big… As in a big night’s sleep. We hung out for a little bit in my hotel room after dinner, just laughing and shooting the shit, and we were in bed by ten.

This morning we were all refreshed and rested and ready for my big day. With the baby almost here, and having witnessed my brothers going through it, I know I have to get my rest anytime I can, since soon, I won’t be able to for a few months.

And I can hardly wait.

A knock on the door has the four of us looking to see who is on the other side. Gemma opens the door and says, “It’s time, Sam.” Her smile is huge and she looks beautiful , though I know the girls were up a lot later than we were. They had wanted to celebrate by visiting all the bars on the island.

Yes, we decided to get married on a tropical island. The band needed a vacation and we talked about it and the decision was to come here and have the wedding and stay for a joint honeymoon. None of them had much of one, so we’re all taking this week to just sit back and relax.

But for now, it’s time to head to the arbor that would serve as our wedding arch.

With the ocean as our landscape and soundtrack, The guys are beside me as my groomsmen as I stand there waiting for the moment I finally get to see my bride. I miss her.

I haven’t seen her since yesterday and it feels like forever.

Suddenly, music starts playing softly around us and I look at the doors. The girls come out one at a time starting with Gemma, then Harley and finally Zoe. They all look beautiful, but my eyes don’t follow any of them. They are glued to the door where Brooklyn looks about to pop in her wedding dress, her belly swelling out, but she has never looked more beautiful.

Tears well in my eyes and a smile spreads in my face.

That is my woman right there.

She walks to me and our eyes never leave each other’s.

When she gets to me, I hold out my hand to her. There is no way I can just stay here and not touch her. Keeping her hand in mine, I turn us to the officiant.

The ceremony is beautiful and Elijah is amazing as the ring bearer. Jackson is beaming with pride at his boy.

Looking into Brooklyn’s eyes, I hold the ring touching the tip of her finger and tell her my vows.

“Brooklyn, I’ve loved you from the moment your eyes met mine from across the venue that first night when you were stranded. To this day and every day for the rest of my life I’ll forever be thankful that what was a terrible event for you brought us together. I’ll always be here to give you a ride home, to give you a room to sleep, and to be your safe haven whenever things don’t go so well.” Her tears are streaming down her face, but by the smile on her face I know these are happy tears, the only ones I want to ever fall from her eyes again. “I love you, baby. Now and forever. And even after that. You are stuck with me now,” I wink at her as I slide the ring on her finger.

Picking up the ring that will go on my finger, she takes my hand and a thrill goes through me. I love her so much.

“Samuel, you were my favorite Spade even before I met you in person. Sorry, guys,” she says, smiling and shrugging as she peers behind me at the coughs and grumbles coming from my band mates. Looking into my eyes again, she continues, “We went through a lot to get here and I love you for your patience and for waiting for me, for fighting for me, for loving me through everything. I promise that I’ll love you forever and will never put you through anything like that ever again. Together forever, baby. And even after that.” She winks at me and I smile a mile wide as a tear fall down my face. As she slides the ring on my finger, she adds, “You’re stuck with me too.”

“I love you so much,” I tell her.

I don’t hear anything else until the officiant says, “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” And I do.

Cheers and catcalls sound all around us, but I don’t let go of my bride until the officiant clears his throat. I smile into her lips, give her one final peck and, holding her hand, turn us go our friends and family gathered to be with us in the happiest day of my life.

At the reception, the Spades and I perform a cover of Etta James’s “At Last,” our song.

We eat and dance and laugh with our friend, but soon it’s time to leave this party. I want to be alone with my wife.

As we enter the limo to head back to the hotel, Brooklyn’s water breaks.

I ask the driver to get us to the hospital after making a stop at the hotel to get her maternity things. Looks like our baby wants a destination birthplace either and I, for one, can’t wait to meet her.

The following morning, all the Spades and the wives are in the room to meet baby Melody, the little girl who has come to make our family complete. We decided to call her Melody because we owe her to our love for music, so it fit just right.

As I hold her in my arms, I realize how much all of our lives have changed in the last few years. The four of us, along with Gemma as our Manager, have become a family of eight, plus two boys and two girls who are our future.

And Theresa is here as well, as the Godmother, of course.

Everything went perfectly, and Brooklyn was amazing while looking so small against the sheets of the hospital bed.

I place Mel in her arms and kiss her forehead. “Thank you. You have made me the happiest man alive twice in twelve hours. Our marriage is off to a great start.” I look at them with all my love flooding me. “I love you, baby. And I love you, baby girl.”

“I love you too.” Her smile is tired but full of joy and tenderness.

They’re beautiful, and I can’t believe they’re both mine, finally, after what seemed like ages of back and forth.

“Did you think all this would happen when you first saw me crying in Dallas?” Brooklyn asks, nuzzling against our baby girl’s head.

I shake my head. “No idea. But I do know one thing, kid,” I tell her.

She looks up at me and I lean down to kiss her first, and then Mel’s forehead.

“What’s that?”

“I’m glad I took a page out of your playbook. I’m glad I leaped.”

Thank you for reading Baby For My Best Friend’ex.

If you like this one, you will love Unexpected Baby For My Brother's Best Friend…


UNEXPECTED BABY FOR MY BROTHER’S BEST FRIEND(PREVIEW)
PREVIEW


I broke the bro code and took my best friend’s sister’s V card.

Now there’s hell to pay.

Rock-n-roll and relationships don’t mix, at least not for me.

I knew my best friend’s sister was trouble, but I wanted a taste anyway.

I shouldn’t be thinking about how her minidress would look crumpled on the floor.

Or how good she’d look on my bed.

Or the feeling of her thighs resting on my shoulders.

But it’s all I can think about.

She’s all I can think about.

One night of bliss may cost me everything.

My best friend, my career, and my carefree future.

But when she tells me I’m going to be her baby’s daddy…

Keep reading Unexpected Baby For My Brother's Best Friend…


CHAPTER 1
DYLAN


The soft music playing in the background as I write down the lyrics to my new song is my motivation. I always enjoy light upbeat tempo, and the bass guitar sounds. It is why I love The Beatles, regardless of how old-school modern-day rock bands consider them to be. They are my inspiration.

I was in the ninth grade when I first discovered my passion for music. It was also the year I met Lucas for the first time. A perfect guitarist and best wingman. Together, we grew up, made music, and had fun. It’s funny how the best things in life happen when you least expect them. My journey with Lucas has been just that.

We are different in many ways, with music the one thing that makes us connect. But while Lucas enjoys the full life of our popularity and the benefits, I prefer to remain in the comfort of my room and make music.

“Hey D-man, come on.” Speak of the devil. Glancing beyond the balcony of my suite, I spot him outside, along with his fiancée, Mika Robertson, and our band mates. They are all dressed for the beach and Mika is clinging to his arm, like always, as he is speaking to Chase and Jay.

“Dylan, let’s go,” Lucas calls again, looking up at where I am. “You’ve been in there all day.”

Resigned, I stand up and walk to the balcony so I don’t have to shout. The smile on my face stays wide, but Lucas frowns at me. “You promised to make this trip fun,” he complains.

“Yeah, D. You know what they say about all work no play, right? Get your ass down here and let’s go!” Chase adds.

“Tonight, I promise. I just need to perfect some notes on the demo. Trust me, we’ll rock and roll tonight.” Winking at Mika, I add, “I promise, Mika. I know I owe you.”

“Whatever, D-man.” Jay dismisses me. Turning to the guys, he says, “I can only imagine what, or should I say who he is working on.” Laughing, they turn and walk away. Always the prankster, that Jay. Shaking my head, I go back inside to the comfort of my solitude again.

Relief fills me as I sit on my chair, face the mirror, and begin practicing the lyrics for the demo.

“Late nights … I love the late nights with you.” The sound of my voice, the melody from my guitar, and my foot tapping on the ground bring the melody to light.

Perfecting my music is my life; it is all I can think of doing most of the time. And as much as I enjoy spending time with my friends, and especially hanging out with Lucas, making sure our band is successful is still the number one goal for me.

It’s the only way I can have the platform to help the people who need a voice.

Also, I enjoy the golden silence of being alone. It helps me think … helps me plan.

There’s one note that’s not quite right, yet, or I’m not quite hitting it. Groaning, I start from the beginning. Again. Taking my time to perfect the tone I want for the bridge of the song. Playing the guitar makes me feel alive, and as I approach the high rock part of the song, I feel my nerves settle inside me.

For years, my peace, my escape came from music. At fourteen, it was the one thing that kept me afloat. “Your son’s borderline depressed, and I think music keeps him going.”

Not like my mother cared what the therapist she was making me see twice a week thought when she came for a joint session. And she let me know just what she thought about it when we got home that day. She had two settings with me: caring mother for the public eye, and insults or just plain right ignoring me the rest of the time. I preferred when she ignored me. It hurt less.

The therapist had been right about so many things, but none of it mattered in the end, because when I reached fifteen, my mom said there was no need for the therapy sessions anymore. So, just as it had started, my therapy stopped. No regard for what I wanted or needed. It was never about that.

Playing at the back-alley club down the street where we lived in San Jose became my new therapy. I didn’t need to listen to my mother’s constant nagging, the loud noises when my parents got into a fight, or the harsh words whenever she was in one of her moods, as Dad called them.

I found solace at that bar. With Lucas, Jay, and Chase, I found my happy place.

Music.

I can’t imagine doing anything else. At seventeen, when I moved out of my parents’ house, my father finally found the courage to ask for a divorce. I suspected my mother would put up a fight, like she always did when she wanted to have her way, but none came.

Their divorce had been silent. Papers were signed, and I never had to see her again. Neither did my father. It had been all over. And yet, fifteen years later, I’m still somewhat that little boy who hated loud sounds and raised voices. Ironic considering my line of work, but when I’m singing and playing, my mind is somewhere else. However, I rarely ever enjoy hanging out in bars.

My cell phone buzzes on the table, distracting me from my thoughts, and I pick it up. “Ken,” I say as I rub the back of my neck. “How’s it going?”

“Great,” Ken Daystar, our manager, and number one fan, answers in a light tone. “Lucas and the others?”

“Having fun someplace at the beach,” I reply.

“And you? Who do you have beside you right now? Blonde or redhead?”

I laugh at Ken’s question, then shake my head and stroke my jaw. Ken thinks I’m a major player. That I am always with a different girl anytime I’m not with the guys. I don’t correct his assumptions.

“Blonde,” I reply, glancing at the poster of Gwen Stefani on my wall. She is my number one celebrity crush and blonde as can be, so it’s not like I’m lying.

“Great, don’t forget, two weeks and we need you back for the tour,” Ken says. “With Lucas out on his honeymoon, we will need you to cover for him for a couple of shows. Think that will work?”

The plan is for Lucas to join us by the time we get to Wyoming. With me as the lead guitar player and second voice, I usually leave the lead singing to him. Not having him there means I’m stuck as lead singer and lead guitar since Chase is our drummer and Jay plays the bass.

Double the fun for me, right?

He doesn’t give me time to answer. “Either way, congratulate Lucas for me. I should join you all on the island before the wedding.”

“Will do, talk later.”

He drops the call, and I drop my phone on the table, place my guitar on the bed, then rub the back of my neck. Rising to my feet, I stretch my muscles for a bit to release the cramps starting to build up on my shoulders.

Guess I should join the others. I take off my shirt and walk to my bathroom for a quick shower.
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Lucas and Mika excuse themselves and leave. Jay and Chase left earlier to go to a club they heard was pumping nearby. Those two are party animals. I’m nursing my third glass of brandy, the same one I had just started when the happy couple decided to call it a night, enjoying the light music in the bar, and thinking it is time to call it quits too when a group of people walks in. Guess the night is just starting for some people.

My eyes immediately land on two girls coming in. Specifically a woman with dirty blonde hair waving down her back and a killer smile. She is facing my way, and I’m blown away by the sparkle in her eyes.

A rush of adrenaline suddenly flows through me. Though beautiful women are always surrounding us when we play, that doesn’t make me appreciate true beauty any less. And unfortunately, no matter how I act, as soon as they find out what I do for a living, they always have one impression of me.

Playboy.

Regardless of how nice or how rough I act, though, they love the attention they can get from hanging out around me. Which is not surprising either. Women are fickle. I often wonder how people manage to find just one to stick with.

And it’s not that I have a thing against commitment, love, or big weddings. Lucas is all in that scene and I am happy for him. I can tell he loves Mika very much, and I like her too because she is one of the few good women I have met, but that’s just it.

Besides Mika and Carol, Lucas’s mom, I never keep any other women around long enough to know what they are like. We meet, have a fun time together, and on they go.

I respect them and admire them, but that is it. There is no point in losing myself, like my father did, or risking the heartbreak that comes with it.

It’s not worth it.

So, I always keep a clear head. I’m always honest about how things are, and we keep things simple and easy. I empty my glass and stand up. I can’t take my eyes off this blonde.

She laughs again. Somehow, her deep timbre reaches me and it’s like every other noise around me fades away. Like a parched man to water, I can’t stop myself from following the sound. As I draw closer, the woman sitting to her side stands and walks away. The blonde casts a glance over her shoulder, and her eyes briefly land on mine.

That single moment is enough to get my pulse racing and my heart thundering in my chest. It is an intense response; one I have never felt.

“No wonder the sky is dark outside,” I say as I take the empty stool next to hers and order for the waiter. “All the color is in your eyes.” My voice is a low, deep baritone that sounds husky even to me, but it doesn’t matter because I love the tingles already racing through me when she gives me a side grin.

“That’s a cheesy pick-up line,” she says and looks at me again.

God, I love her eyes and her smile.

She is gorgeous. The perfect set of white teeth flashes at me. I notice the small button nose on her face and the way her brows arch softly as her eyes flicker over mine.

“You think so? I should try again, then,” I answer, and she laughs.

“I was wondering if you were an artist because you were drawing me in,” I say cheekily. She laughs.

“Wait. I have another one. We are not socks, but we’d still make a great pair. How’s that?” I lay it on really thick, with a smile on my lips.

“That’s so bad,” she replies, still laughing. “Does that work for you?”

“Every time,” I say. “I mean it, though,” I add when she laughs again. “I can’t take my eyes off you. I think it’s your eyes … or maybe your smile. Either way, you’re the most beautiful woman I have seen here tonight.”

Her laugh mesmerizes me for a second. The effect is even stronger at close range and I can’t help but feel like I have superpowers for making her laugh so much in just these couple of minutes.

“Tonight, huh? I see. Do you keep a tally every night?”

“Oh, no. This is definitely a special night,” I play along. She has spunk and I find I’m even more intrigued by the beauty before me.

“Oh yeah? And what’s so special about tonight?”

“You’re here.” And I thank the rock gods that I decided to join my friends tonight.

“Flattering,” she says. “I like it. And I like you.”

She turns back to the table and picks up her glass. The waiter arrives in front of us then, and I ask her, “Let me buy you a drink, and then you can tell me what your story is.”

“What makes you think I have one?”

“You’re at a bar, drinking alone … It’s either, you’re done with one relationship or you’re scouting for another.”

The waiter pours us a drink and I down mine in one go. She does the same, and orders for another. I discreetly notice the rings on her fingers. Her hands are slender, her nails a hot, red shade that makes my blood start to hum with a low wave of desire as I imagine them scratching down my back while I make her scream my name.

“Are you scouting for another?” she asks me. When she looks at me again, her round eyes latch onto mine. There is something so intense about her gaze that a shiver races up my spine. I just can’t explain it, but I sense the fire in her instantly.

The corners of my lips lift into a smile, and I shake my head. “Not at all,” I say. “That’s the last thing on my mind tonight…. You?”

She hesitates. I wish I knew what she’s thinking because her eyes get clouded. I find myself leaning into her without even realizing it, and one more breath brings in her scent. It is intoxicating. My body comes alive and a dance of raw hunger starts inside of me.

My eyes drop to her lips. They are full, soft, and inviting. I can already imagine myself tasting them.

“No,” she answers, and I pull myself back to reality and look into her eyes again. “I’m not looking for one either. Not tonight.”

Keep reading Unexpected Baby For My Brother's Best Friend…


CHAPTER 2
AMY


He has the most captivating eyes ever. His smile and small hand gestures as he talks suck up my attention. I am lost in his eyes and drowning in the sound of his voice. I instantly know this is the man I came looking for tonight.

As I sit here with him and let him pour me another drink, I remember Casey’s advice to me before she ditched me for some random guy some minutes back.

Try to have fun, Amy … It’s a vacation, and you work too hard. Loosen up, get laid, maybe. I remember Casey’s giggle before she left me. As if I could afford to take any time off. This might be a vacation spot, but other than the wedding party, this is business as usual for me. I’m here to work first and enjoy the island second. But then her words, Get laid, come back again as I look at the man before me, leaving me shuddering at the mere thought of some action with this guy. Casey thinks I’ve been with a few guys, but truth is, I haven’t found anyone who made me want to go all the way. I have fooled around, of course. And been in a few relationships. But when push comes to shove, I have never been able to just let go and give myself to anyone. So, here I am, at twenty-two and still a virgin. How sad is that?

I look at him then, and he is staring at my lips. The first thing that crosses my mind is panic. Would I really be able to give myself away to a stranger? Even if it is this god before me?

I came here to Hawaii, regardless of the workload I have right now, for my brother’s wedding. Both he and his fiancée made me promise to show up, and as the designer for the wedding dress and the groom’s sister, how could I not? But the truth is, I would have preferred to avoid my mother. She is a bit too much. And now, with this wedding, I know I will never hear the end of her disappointment—that I am yet to bring any man home, or even a date for the day—all of which I am used to. Sheesh, you’d think I’m going on forty the way she talks sometimes.

My brother was always the golden boy. Mom loves him, Dad was proud of him, and it is difficult being my own person without the tag… My brother’s sister.

I used to hate it when everyone addressed me in association with him, but with time, I learned to get over it. Making my own name and being my own person is all I want to do now, and designing this wedding dress is a huge deal for me because it can give me the exposure I need.

My fashion brand, Keaton Designs, is solely me. Keaton is my late granddad’s name. He was my favorite person in the world and I was his. He always made me feel special. To him, I was always the light that shone brighter. Too bad we lost him so soon.

Shaking myself out of it, I look at the man in front of me again, and I decide maybe I can be bold and stupid for once and do something Casey would do.

“First time in Hawaii?” I ask him.

He immediately shakes his head. “Third.”

“Wow, they say the third time is a charm, right? Have you found yours yet?”

The way he looks at me after that question sends a shiver down my spine. I can’t tell what it is about this man that gets to me. Can it be the perfect shape of his face? Long, light brown hair tied to the back of his head, or his eyes that are a forest green shade? Or is it that voice?

It is smooth and yet terrifying. It makes my skin flush and tingle, and he hasn’t even touched me yet. He lifts a hand to pick up the bottle the waiter left for us, and I move to pick up my glass at the same time. Our fingers brush and his touch on my skin lingers.

The slow hum rising in the pit of my stomach sends my pulse into a pounding rage. My nerves immediately flair. I have never felt anything like this.

“I think I found one,” he says, then picks up his glass and winks at me before drinking.

My heartbeat triples and knocks the wind out of my lungs. I drink too. The fiery liquid burns a path down my throat and the impact on my head is intense.

“It’s my first time in Hawaii,” I tell him, then set my glass on the table. “I’m here for a wedding.”

“Crazy, I’m here for one too. My best friend found his love match and they are perfect for each other.”

“That sounds nice,” I say.

“It does. I love that he is happy.”

“But?” I ask, sensing there is more he wants to say.

He cocks a brow. “No buts.”

When he doesn’t add anything, I raise my left brow suspiciously.

“I mean it,” he says with a smile. “No buts. I genuinely love that he is happy. I’m not some sucker who believes people can’t fall in love.”

“I am not either,” I say, but keep my eyes on him. We stare at each other for a second and he laughs at the exact same time I burst out laughing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he says, and points a finger at me. “You think I’m a playboy who doesn’t think he can fall in love.”

“Aren’t you?’ I ask. “I mean, here’s one thing. The hair,” I say with a hand demonstrating. “That tattoo that says, ‘For the love of man,’ which sounds sexist, by the way, and then there’s that smile, the rings … Everything about you screams I’d get my heart broken.”

He laughs harder. “But that’s only if you’re looking for love. Are you?”

“No,” I answer. Love is the last thing I want right now. I still have a lot to accomplish. This year, I plan to strike one major milestone and get my designs on a top fashion show like New York or Paris. Then I have to travel for shoots and deals. Love is down at the bottom of my list.

“But I’ll want it someday, won’t you?”

He seems to think for a second before he shrugs. “Let’s just say I’m not out searching.”

Our eyes meet again, and I have the feeling there is more to that story, but I say nothing.

Not my concern.

“What’s with that shirt?” I ask, laughing as I point at it, letting the topic go so we can move on to lighter topics.

[image: ]


Time goes by unnoticed, and the bar starts to get emptier and emptier. Still, we sit there, laughing and drinking. We talk about anything and everything until he tells me about his passion for music. I can imagine him singing on a stage. His voice is lovely even when he speaks.

“Sing for me,” I ask, but he shakes his head.

“You’d have to do something for me in return,” he answers. I hesitate and he quickly adds, “Don’t worry, it’s not difficult.”

“What is it?”

“Maybe I should get your word and sing first so you can’t back out later,” he says.

I giggle again and I press a hand to my lips. For some reason, I can’t stop laughing and smiling with him.

“Alright, I’ll tell you what it is first.” He sighs theatrically, then shifts back on his chair. “Let me take you someplace nice tonight. I know a great spot near the beach. It’s only past midnight and it’s the perfect time to go there.”

“You think so?” I ask.

He nods. “I promise I’ll sing when we get there.”

“Fine.” I don’t need to think twice.

Standing up, I reach for my purse, but when he puts his hand on mine, I freeze. His skin is not cool like I thought it would be. It’s hot, and the warmth seeps through my skin. My fingers curl even before he tightens his grip around them and places a dollar bill on the table.

The waiter gives him a small salute as he is leading me toward the exit.

Once outside, he pulls me to a power bike and takes out some keys from his pocket. “Ever ridden one of these?”

“Yes, my brother used to have one,” I reply as he hands me a helmet. I secure it on my head and wait for him to climb first.

“Hold on tight,” he says to me, and my hands instinctively tighten around his midsection. Feeling the hard muscles of his rock-solid abdomen, I lick my suddenly dry lips.

My pulse starts racing again, and there’s a fluttering movement inside me. The leather and wood scent combination wrecks my senses. I imagine what it would be like to touch his bare skin.

The leather jacket he is wearing is cool against my cheek as I press it onto his back. He kicks the engine of his bike alive in one start, swerves, and enters the road.

We ride for a while, and the entire time, I am melting inside. When he finally slows his ride at the beach, I get off and he takes my hand again.

He leads me toward the small stand at a distance. There is a crowd of people there, some people seated, others dancing. A band is playing, and though the music is loud, lots of laughter and the cool wind of the night make everything more charming.

“What’s going on?” I ask at the top of my voice because I can barely hear myself.

He grins as he turns to me and says, “It’s a live band for hula dancing.”

“Hula?”

He does a small movement with his hips and hands in front of him, and oh boy, I can’t hold back my laugh. He looks funny and sexy at the same time.

Cheeks wide from all the grinning, I ask. “Who taught you that?”

“It’s Hawaii, everyone loves to dance,” he says, then takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor.

We spend the next twenty minutes dancing and I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m just moving my hips and legs to match his rhythm and having too much fun. The best fun I have had in a while.

“Okay, I’ll sing now,” he says and walks to the stage. He says something to the lead singer, and they give him the mic. Then he turns and points in my direction. “This one is for you.”

He starts to sing a slow song, and my heart warms as I listen to his melodious voice. The warmth spreads through me, and I love the feeling. When he ends the song, as the crowd cheers and claps for him. He comes back to my side and we sit.

“That was amazing,” I tell him.

“Thank you.”

We stay on the beach for a long time, just enjoying the weather, the vibe, the night. Each other. As soon as the crowd starts to disperse, I realize I drank too much. I am laughing hard as I hold onto his hand and stroll with him toward his bike.

The night’s wind is heavy now, probably because we are at the beach. When he faces me as we get to his bike, the wind ruffles my hair and makes it fly all over my face.

I laugh and use both hands to arrange it. He reaches out to help me, and the minute he touches my face, something tenses in the air around us. His eyes are on mine again, and there’s this magnetic pull. My blood starts to hum to the tune of desire stirring inside me, and I feel myself floating away even before his lips touch mine.

His kiss is cool, and it is the best thing I have ever tasted. His tongue sweeps over my lips and makes me shiver. Who knew a kiss could feel like this? His hands move around my waist, and he pulls me to him. I part for him and give in to the sensations wracking through me.

As his hands move up and down my back, I press into him. The stir of his erection makes me yank my lips from his. I am panting and so is he, and he is staring deep into my eyes again.

Oh, the warmth surrounding me is unbearable. I’ve never been with anyone like this before. No man has stirred any feelings as powerful as this. That’s why it was easy for me to focus on my career and school before that. That is why I was able to stay away from boys my age. But that’s just it. This is not a boy, this is a man. All man. And I want to lose control and let myself go for one night because this man is that exciting.

He kisses me again and I can’t deny the passion it stirs in me. His taste is addicting. The blend of rum and brandy on his lips steals every logical sense of reasoning I have left.

“The beach has a suite,” he is saying as he drags his lips down to the side of my neck and feasts on the pulse there. I arch for him, giving him better access. His kisses leave me shivering.

“Hm?” I can’t even form words.

“There’s a suite on the beach.”

I can finally make sense of what he is saying to me.

“I know,” I say, but my voice is husky, and I can barely hear myself. Not sure if he heard me, I nod, moan, and then nibble on my lower lip.

He takes my hand and leads me in the direction of the magnificent building to our left. Once we get inside, he gets a key for us from the reception, and leads me upstairs. Everything is happening so fast I don’t even have the time to question if I’m doing the right thing. Your first time is a big deal, but this feels so right. To be here with him now. And then the time for thinking is over because as soon as the door shuts behind us, I’m in his arms again and what was still left of my brain shuts down.

His lips dip and take mine for another kiss that leaves me breathless. Nothing else matters as I slip my hands under his shirt and touch the hard muscles of his chest.

This is it. I’m really doing this. My first time. And this is going to be the best night ever!

Keep reading Unexpected Baby For My Brother's Best Friend…
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