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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    The man sitting across from me is my perfect match. He’s hot as hell, he’s successful, and a short while ago, he made me laugh so hard that a little wine went up my nose. 
 
    But something’s off. I can’t seem to get my ex out of my mind, and it’s not fair to the perfectly nice gentleman across from me. 
 
    I wish I could say I don’t know why my ex has been on my mind so much lately, but the answer is pretty obvious. The little black and gold invitation that came in the mail just two days ago sits on my kitchen counter taunting me. 
 
    Mocking me. 
 
    Laughing at me. 
 
    That damn invitation brought every happy, tragic memory to the surface. It’s been ten years since he broke my heart; certainly by now, I should have moved on...but I haven’t. My heart won’t allow me to when it’s so wrapped up in the past, in every catastrophe that simultaneously collided into me at once. 
 
    I hadn’t realized I was still in love with him until that damn invitation arrived in the mail. 
 
    “So, Delaney, tell me about your job,” Aidan says, and I can’t help but think even his name is kind of hot. I sigh as I wish I could focus on the potential between us. 
 
    “I have a classroom of twenty-seven fourth graders.” 
 
    “Fourth grade? What’s that like these days?” One side of his mouth lifts in a smile. 
 
    “We just started fractions. They’re basically every fourth-grade teacher’s living nightmare and also the reason why I drink.” I lift my wine glass as evidence to support my statement, and Aidan laughs. 
 
    “You know how I learned fractions?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head and raise my brows. 
 
    “Baking. I had such a sweet tooth as a kid and I loved helping my mother in the kitchen. She taught me how to measure and double recipes, and I was ahead of the game when they were introduced in class.” 
 
    He loved helping his mother in the kitchen? This guy is way too good to be real. “That’s not a bad idea,” I say instead of what I’m thinking, my mind formulating different ways of getting the idea of fractions across to my struggling students. “And I suppose knowing math is essential to your job, too?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder modestly. “It helps to be able to do basic computation in my head, but most of the numbers financial analysts use are generated from spreadsheets and formulas these days.” 
 
    “What sorts of finances do you analyze?” I break off a piece of bread from the basket sitting on the table. 
 
    “I’m a portfolio manager, so basically I recommend what my company should invest in, but I have to study products and regions and explain my decisions to our board.”  
 
    My body chooses that exact moment to bring more oxygen to my blood through a large yawn. 
 
    He chuckles. “What I do sounds pretty boring when I explain it that way.” 
 
    Pink colors my cheeks. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t yawning because I’m bored, I swear. I’m having a really nice time, actually.” 
 
    “You say that like you’re surprised.” He grins. 
 
    “Have you ever had a successful blind date?” I counter. 
 
    He purses his lips as he looks up at the ceiling in deep thought, and then his eyes return to mine. “Not until tonight.” 
 
    His words are perfect, just like him...and it only has the effect of making me feel about a thousand times worse because as much as I wish things could be different, they just aren’t. I can’t force this to work, and I hate that it’s Chase crowding my thoughts once again as I compare yet another man to the one I’ve held on a pedestal for far too long. 
 
    But deep down, I know he’ll be there. That invitation on my counter isn’t just taunting me. It’s there for every single person who graduated the same year I did, waiting to irritate me like a bad case of herpes. Only this feels much, much more painful. 
 
    I’d guess. 
 
    I don’t know exactly what herpes feels like, but the feeling of knowing my best friend will somehow talk me into going to the reunion isn’t exactly pleasant. 
 
    “What are you doing Sunday afternoon?” Aidan asks, pulling me from my reunion thoughts. 
 
    I have a standing Sunday morning activity during the school year, but this week’s is sure to bleed into the afternoon. “I’m volunteering with a few of my fourth-graders and their families. It’s our last event of the school year.”  
 
    He holds a hand to his chest like he just can’t take it. “Beautiful, funny, and philanthropic? Be still my heart.” 
 
    I giggle. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, season tickets to the Dodgers was on my bucket list, and I got ’em this year. I was hoping you’d want to go to the game this Sunday with me.” 
 
    I purse my lips and shake my head in mock disgust. “I knew you were too good to be true.” 
 
    His brows furrow. “Why? What’d I say?” 
 
    “Dodgers.” I wrinkle my nose. “Now if you would’ve said Angels, I would’ve given you a maybe. Or, better yet, the Rams, but since it’s the off-season, I guess I can let it slide.” 
 
    Both his brows shoot up in surprise. “You’re a football fan?” 
 
    Now if that’s not the understatement of the century, I’m not sure what is. I’ve always cheered for the Rams, and more recently for the Broncos, but I wouldn’t say I’m a football fan, exactly.  
 
    I’m a Chase Camden fan.  
 
    As he enters my thoughts once again, I can’t help but think it’s funny that Aidan mentioned his bucket list.  
 
    I’ve got a few items on mine, too—things I’ve been thinking about a lot the last couple days. At the top of that list is finding my way back to the boy I fell in love with when I was a teenager. Second on the list is falling in love with a good man who would never hurt me, but I guess that bucket list item completely contradicts the first one since Chase did, in fact, hurt me.  
 
    Yet here I sit across from a perfectly good candidate to fill that second role, and I can’t focus on anything other than the fact that this reunion is coming up and Chase will be there. 
 
    I can’t keep living like this. As much as I don’t want to face everyone I left behind when I was forced to grow up, I can’t help but think this reunion is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. It’s my chance to see him and maybe even to talk to him again.  
 
    Either we’ll find our way back to each other or I’ll finally get the closure I’ve needed for a decade. Because if I can’t figure out how to close the books on him, I’ll never find my way to happiness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    “How’d the date go?” Rose asks. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “That’s all I’m getting?” she prods. 
 
    “He was perfect, Rose. Hot and funny and sweet. But it just...I don’t know. It wasn’t there.” 
 
    She sighs. If anyone knows why, it’s her. She changes the subject. “Did you get the invitation?”  
 
    I stare at the gold lettering set against the thick, black paper and run my finger over the text for the hundredth time since it arrived. It’s embossed, I realize, and I try not to roll my eyes. Of course it is. I wouldn’t be surprised if they used actual gold for the lettering. “I did, and I don’t think I want to go.” 
 
    I realize just last night that I’d sort of made up my mind that I’d go with the intention of seeing Chase, but certainly there are other avenues to get in touch with him while he’s in town aside from subjecting myself to the cruelty of the people I really have no interest in seeing again. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I prepare myself for battle with my best friend even though I have a fairly strong inclination I’ll lose. I always lose against her. “Because I don’t care about any of those people. I talk to the only people I care about from that school, and the rest can go fuck themselves.” 
 
    “But Beyond Gold is playing a short set. Don’t you want to see Gavin and Liam again?” 
 
    I can’t admit to my best friend that Gavin Brooks and Liam Ward have nothing to do with the real reason I’m so set against going to our ten-year high school reunion. “I can see them when they come through the Forum.” 
 
    “It won’t be the same,” she says. “It’s not like you’ll get to go backstage, not like it’ll be at the reunion where we can actually talk to them.”  
 
    I fan myself with the invitation as I cradle my phone between my ear and my shoulder, and then I open my fridge and grab a can of diet Coke. “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Because of Chase?” 
 
    “No, because of everyone else. You know I want to see Chase more than anything.” 
 
    “Then there’s your answer,” she says. “Forget about everyone else. Go and show him what he lost all those years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, is that the plan? And I suppose you’re going to show Liam what he’s been missing out on, too?” I toss the ball right back into her court. 
 
    “That could be a motivator for me,” she conceded. “Have you seen him recently?” 
 
    “Just with Gavin on the cover of every magazine in the check-out stand.” I don’t admit I’ve opened one or two of them to get a glimpse of all the success one of my best friends from high school deserves. “Just admit the real reason you want to go.” 
 
    “Fine. I want Liam in my bed.” 
 
    “Was that so hard to admit?” I tease. She had a crush on him back in high school but was never able to seal the deal because he had a long-term girlfriend from a different school. Rumor has it that it wasn’t too far into our freshman year of college when he broke it off with her, but by then Rose was dating someone new and they’d lost touch. 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Her voice is soft. She’s still vulnerable even ten years later...and she’s not the only one.  
 
    “So let’s see. Since we graduated high school, there was Troy, Max, Steve, Caden, and what was that one guy with the farmer name?” I tick them off on my fingers as I name them even though she can’t see me over the phone.  
 
    “Wyatt?” she guesses. 
 
    “Yeah, Wyatt.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Trevor and Mike.” 
 
    I blow out a breath. “And none of them can make you forget about Liam?” 
 
    I can picture her shaking her head as she says softly, “He was my first real crush, Dee. Has anyone made you forget about Chase?” 
 
    “No. Not even perfect-on-paper Aidan last night. But it was more than some crush.” 
 
    “Listen, I need to get back to work,” she says with a sigh. “At least tell me you’ll think about it, ‘kay?” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say with another roll of my eyes that she can’t see. 
 
    “Delaney...” she prods. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Love you. See you tonight.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    I hang up and eye the invitation one more time. 
 
      
 
    Prestbury Academy cordially invites you to your ten-year graduation reunion 
 
    Saturday, June 15th starting at 7:00 PM 
 
    The Waldorf Astoria Beverly Hills 
 
    A black-tie charity ball featuring dinner, cocktails, auction, and dancing 
 
    With a special performance by Beyond Gold 
 
      
 
    The Prestbury class reunions are renowned for being star-studded events that raise money for both the private school and a local charity. And everyone goes back for the reunions. It’s just the way it’s always been.  
 
    The data doesn’t lie; over eighty percent of our graduating class earns over a million bucks a year, my best friend Rose included.  
 
    And Gavin and Liam. And Chase. 
 
    But one person who doesn’t? Me. 
 
    And that’s why I don’t want to go. Everyone else had opportunities I didn’t, and everyone there knows about my family’s scandal. Even after ten years, the cuts are still fresh. I’m hurt, I’m scared, and I’m not ready to face the people who will judge what I’ve become. 
 
    I’ve worked my ass off to become a fourth-grade teacher, and most days I love what I do. It may not have been my dream job when I had the means to reach higher, but it’s a good and stable career that mostly pays the bills.  
 
    The people I went to high school with would never understand that. They’re not part of the same working class that I am. They don’t know what it’s like to stay in and cook macaroni and cheese for dinner instead of going out to some five-star restaurant without a second thought of the cost. They’re not my people...not anymore. 
 
    There. As promised to Rose, I thought about it. That doesn’t mean she’s going to like my answer.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you actually agreed!” Rose says a few days later. 
 
    I heave out a breath as I flip mindlessly through the rack of dresses in front of me. I find one that’ll be okay, but it’s not perfect. I check the price tag, and my stomach twists. For that price, it better be more than okay. “For the record, I didn’t really agree. You badgered me until I figured it’d be easier to go than listen to you for another second.” 
 
    She giggles. “Whatever it takes. That’s what I always say.” 
 
    I pull out a beautiful Oscar de la Renta dress with a six grand price tag. Shaking my head, I set it back. 
 
    Next I spot a gorgeous Gucci one with a two-grand tag. 
 
    My jaw drops at a five-figure Valentino dress.  
 
    None of these dresses would’ve fazed me ten years plus a few months ago. In fact, I wore Oscar de la Renta to my senior prom. 
 
    “Can we shop somewhere else?” I ask softly so the boutique owner doesn’t overhear me. 
 
    “Like where?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe somewhere that doesn’t have price tags with five numbers before the decimal.” 
 
    She sighs like I’m being a downer. “Babe, you know I got you.” 
 
    I press my lips together. “I don’t want your charity, Rose. I’ve never wanted it, and while I appreciate your generosity—” 
 
    She cuts me off. “Delaney. Stop. I want to. I’m forcing you to go. The least I can do is pay for your dress.” 
 
    She’s not listening, but when it comes to money, she never listens. 
 
    She doesn’t get it, though. She’s always had it. She’s never had to worry about paying bills and having enough left to put food on the table. She doesn’t have to pay off the student loans for the degree that led to her very lucrative position as an event planner—at her own company, no less. One that she’s openly tried to hire me at but I’ve declined because I don’t want her charity. 
 
    Sometimes I think maybe I should just take it. She has more than she needs while I’m living paycheck to paycheck.  
 
    But I have this stupid thing called pride. 
 
    I try to be understanding of her position because truthfully, I didn’t know what a life without privilege was like in my first eighteen years, either. And then my father’s scandal broke and everything was ripped away from us overnight. 
 
    But they couldn’t take away my diploma from the high school I graduated from along with all the daughters and sons of the upper crust Beverly Hills elite. 
 
    Prestbury Academy was by far the best school in the area, and there was never a question as to whether my brothers and I would attend despite the steep, mid-five-figure yearly tuition. According to my parents, it was well worth it.  
 
    Until my estate attorney father gambled away our family savings, embezzled money from his clients, and ended up in prison, leaving my mother who lacked any real skills apart from shopping to figure out how to support my brothers and me. 
 
    My older brother, Theo, was the lucky one. A special trust was set up for each of us, and it was granted to us on our first day at a university. He got his since he went off to college three years before I did, but my younger brother, Porter, and I weren’t so lucky. Dad spent our trust funds before we had the chance to step foot on a college campus. 
 
    So Theo went from an elite high school onto an elite college and into an elite profession. 
 
    While I had dreams and aspirations of becoming a surgeon who could travel to foreign countries to care for the poor of the world, I couldn’t afford the schooling. So I worked odd jobs, took out loans, and went for a degree that still sounded like something I’d love but had much fewer years of schooling involved. 
 
    I’d always planned to dedicate my life to helping others since I had the means to do so...and I do still help others in my position as a teacher. But I no longer have the means, and my measly paycheck tends to cover rent and food. 
 
    Not new dresses with price tags that rival new cars. 
 
    Rose pulls out a vivid sky-blue dress. It’s silky and has a smattering of silver sequins placed in a messy chevron design at the neckline and again just below the waist. It’s perhaps the most gorgeous dress I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Oh, Dee. This is perfect for you.” 
 
    I sigh, because she isn’t wrong. I glance at the price tag with a gasp. I shake my head. “No, Rose. I can’t.”   
 
    She holds it up near me and squints. “Oh my God, your eyes glow hazel with this dress. You have to.” 
 
    I shake my head again. “Stop. I can’t, and you know I can’t.” I step away from her because I don’t want to see that perfect dress and wish I could wear it when we both know I can’t. I don’t want to look perfect for the reunion I don’t want to attend because I’m sure as shit not perfect.  
 
    Instead of merely stepping away like I intend, I walk all the way out of the store. There’s a bench just outside, probably meant for husbands instead of broke friends, and I plop down on it. Rose doesn’t come out right away, but I don’t really expect her to. She probably doesn’t even know I walked out. 
 
    My mind wanders back to Chase Camden. 
 
    He’s the only reason I want to go, and he’s the real reason I want a dress like the one in there that I can wear for just one night...one night that’ll knock his socks off. 
 
    He was the quarterback and I was the head cheerleader. We belonged together. Prom king and prom queen. We dated our entire junior and senior years. I lost my virginity to him, among many other firsts we shared during what felt like a much simpler time. I was sure it was love, and I was sure it was forever.  
 
    And then he broke up with me just before he left for college—two nights before I, along with the rest of the world, found out the Lockwoods were flat broke and the course of my life changed forever. 
 
    I think back to that dark time of my life. I somehow managed to pull myself together, withdraw from Stanford, and start with a few classes at the community college while I found a job. 
 
    I’ve always been a go-getter, but even so, it feels like life constantly tries to pull me down. And this reunion is no different. 
 
    I’m embarrassed to show my face after a scandal that was very public right after I graduated with all the people who will be there. I don’t want to see everyone who had the means to easily obtain success while I’ve struggled and worked my ass off with no breaks since the day we lost everything. 
 
    But Rose wants to see Liam, and she plied me with liquor until I said I’d go. 
 
    And now, as I sit on a bench and watch traffic zoom by a block over from Rodeo Drive, I can’t help but wish I’d never agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    I walk my usual pattern in my classroom as my fourth-graders take their last vocabulary quiz of the school year. “Frequent,” I say, and then I repeat the word three times slowly so they can spell it. I can hardly believe another year has come and gone, and as I look at the little faces in my classroom, I can’t help but think how much I’ll miss these kids. 
 
    It’s been a great year, a year of laughter and learning, a year of feeling safe and loved in the environment I’ve worked so hard to create, and it’s always a little bittersweet for me as we close in on the end of the year. Fourth grade is a fun age to teach. They’re not the monsters of junior high yet, but they’re not quite babies anymore. They can work independently to some degree, and they can work with others in small groups. But this group of kids has been really special. 
 
    I look around the room and wait until it looks like everyone has had a chance to spell the word, and then I say the next one. “Generosity.” 
 
    I think of Rose as I repeat that word three times.  
 
    She says the reason I’ve thrown all my time and energy into my classroom this year is because I don’t want to put the time into my personal life, and maybe she’s right. 
 
    Not that she’s exactly a good example of putting relationships with men above her work. In fact, she’s even worse than me.  
 
    Yet my best friend is a great example of generosity. She took me out to lunch after the dress store, her treat, and she let me guide the discussion. I talked about one of my students, Olivia, who I’m worried about as we transition into summer. My eyes flick over to her as I think about what Rose and I talked about. 
 
    Olivia comes to school hungry every morning, which breaks my heart. I’ve taken to allowing her into my room early and bringing something for her to eat—a muffin, or a granola bar, or a little box of cereal and some fruit. Where will she get her breakfast from when she’s home for the summer? Can her family afford to feed her? 
 
    And, most importantly, what can I do to help? 
 
    This is just one example of how humbled I’ve become since stepping out on my own. I had to learn how to pay my way through school, how to manage my own finances, how to make sure I have enough money for rent and bills every month—plus, now, feeding a nine-year-old breakfast every morning. 
 
    But it’s Rose to the rescue. Her solution? Give each kid a going away present, funded by her. 
 
    As much as I hate taking charity from her, it’s not charity for me. It’s for my students, and that’s different. 
 
    So I took it, and I’ll be making sure Olivia has enough breakfast food to last her through the summer. Once school’s back in the fall, I can talk to her teacher next year to make sure she doesn’t go hungry. The other kids will all get something nice, too—a book, or a small gift card, or a toy depending on needs and what I’ve learned about them this year. 
 
    “Heroic,” I say. I repeat it three times again. I guess what Rose is doing could even be considered heroic. She calls it a business write-off, but I call it something more. She’s saving these kids, and they won’t even know she’s a hero to them. 
 
    She shows her generosity again when my doorbell rings the morning of the reunion a couple weeks later. I’m not expecting anybody, and I don’t know if Porter is. His bedroom door is still shut, which either means he’s still asleep or still entertaining the screecher—my nickname for the nice young lady he brought home last night. 
 
    My younger brother and I live together in a tiny apartment. It’s halfway between the school where I teach and the hospital where he works. It’s perhaps an unconventional living arrangement, but we both needed someone to split the rent with and neither of us was too keen on the idea of living with our parents.  
 
    Porter put himself through school to become a doctor, and he’s currently interning under one of the best staff doctors at Los Angeles Medical Center. I’m proud of his accomplishments and do my best not to feel jealous that he went after his dream while I settled for less than mine...but, then, dreams change. I don’t even know what mine is anymore...or if I still have one. 
 
    I run to answer the door and find a delivery man standing there holding a huge, white garment bag. “Delaney Lockwood?” he asks. 
 
    I nod as my brows furrow. “Yes?” 
 
    “Delivery for you. Please sign.” He holds out his phone for me to finger sign. 
 
    “Who’s it from?” I ask before I accept the package. 
 
    “Rosalind Kincaid.” 
 
    The moment he says the name, I know immediately what’s in the bag. I heave out a breath. Goddammit, Rose.  
 
    I sign on the line, resigned to my fate even as images of silky blue fabric and silver sequins haunt me. It’d be rude not to wear it, wouldn’t it? 
 
    I thank the delivery man, take the bag, and close the door behind him. I toss the bag over the little black kitchen table and slide my phone out of my pocket to send Rose a protesting text, and as soon as I look at the screen, a text comes through. 
 
    Rose: Please don’t be mad. I really wanted you to have it. And one more thing...come over at three and we’ll get ready together. I’ve got a team coming in for hair and make-up and you know I won’t take no for an answer.  
 
    As much as I spout that I don’t want her charity because I don’t, I’m not so prideful that I wouldn’t take a day of pampering before heading off to face the judgment of my former classmates. Ten years have passed in the span of time since my family’s fall from grace. Certainly that’s enough time to forget the past and move forward. Right? 
 
    Trick question. I certainly haven’t forgotten, and I definitely haven’t moved forward. 
 
    “Who was it?” Porter asks, walking out in just a pair of pajama pants.        
 
    “Put a shirt on. It was a delivery for me.” I nod toward the bag. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A dress for tonight from Rose.” 
 
    “That was nice,” he says, stepping into the kitchen and opening the fridge. He pulls out the orange juice. 
 
    “It was overstepping and it’s way too much.” I make a face of disapproval as I slide into a chair at the table. 
 
    “Get over it, Dee. So she paid for a dress.” He grabs two glasses down from the cabinet, one for him and one for the screecher. 
 
    “A dress that cost more than I’ll make in the next six months,” I mutter. 
 
    “Tonight’s important for you.” He nods toward the juice. “Want some?” 
 
    I nod, and he grabs another glass. 
 
    “It’s the first time you’re seeing a lot of these people in a decade.” He pours the juice. “I don’t know anything about clothes, and frankly I don’t care, but don’t you want to dress to impress?” 
 
    “You sound like Rose. I don’t want to be some fake version of myself. And while we’re on the subject, I don’t even want to go.”  
 
    He places a glass in front of me, and I mutter a thanks while he walks back to the kitchen to grab the other two glasses. 
 
    He shoots me a look of sympathy before he heads down the hallway toward his bedroom. “You’ll knock ‘em dead, big sis.” 
 
    “Thanks, Porter.” 
 
    A few hours later, I’m sitting in a chair in Rose’s expansive bathroom as one stylist holds a curling iron to my long, auburn hair and another sweeps powder across my cheeks. 
 
    “Do you think Liam still smells like Joop?” I ask. 
 
    Rose laughs. “I bet he upgraded when his first album went platinum.” 
 
    “You think he wore the same cologne all through college?” 
 
    She lifts a shoulder. “You think Chase still smells like Aqua di Gio?” 
 
    I go to shake my head, but the hair girl, Mandy, has me locked in. “I’d peg him for something more like Polo these days.” 
 
    She giggles. “He always was such a preppy boy. I bet he bathes in it in the locker room. Like you can smell him when he walks by after the game.” 
 
    “I remember him doing that with Gio after our high school games. To this day I can identify that cologne.” 
 
    “Did you follow the Broncos last season?” Her voice holds more tenderness now. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Is the pope Catholic?” 
 
    “The question is whether you were cheering for them or against them.” 
 
    “I was never a Bronco’s fan.” I’ve always been a Rams fan, even back before they moved to Missouri and back to LA. “Yet I can’t help staring at their star wide receiver.” Chase played quarterback in high school, but the colleges who scouted him pegged him for a wide receiver position because of his speed, agility, and ability to catch. 
 
    And I know this because I’ve scoured every article I could find with the name Chase Camden in it. I haven’t gone so far as to save them or print them (barring that one with his rookie photo), but I can’t help looking him up every now and again. It’s stupid of me to do it, and I’m only hurting myself, yet I can’t seem to stop myself. I need to know. 
 
    And it’s also how I know he dated a girl named Theresa for almost a year before they had a very public break-up a few months back...which means he just might show up single tonight. 
 
    Not that it matters. He broke my heart all those years ago, yet now that I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I’m actually going to this shit show, I’m some mixture of nervous and excited to see him again. 
 
    Once my hair and make-up are done and I’ve slipped the silky blue fabric over my shoulders and buckled the perfect shoes to accompany the dress, also courtesy of my best friend, I stand in front of Rose’s full-length mirror staring at my reflection. 
 
    “Don’t make some stupid joke about how you clean up nice,” Rose says as she steps behind me. Her brown doe eyes have a gorgeous pop against the burgundy dress she chose for herself, and her dark hair cascades around her shoulders in gorgeous waves. 
 
    “I won’t,” I say, holding up both hands in surrender. “Even though I do.” 
 
    She giggles. “I knew that dress would make your eyes glow. Just gorge, Dee.” 
 
    “Back at you. If I wasn’t into dudes, I’d totally take you to bed before we head out to this shindig.” 
 
    Her eyes widen in mock horror as her hand flies to her chest. “And mess up this hair? Never.” I laugh, and she links her arm through mine. “Ready to do this thing?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. But it’s time to leave anyway.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    I drive a Honda Civic that just passed a hundred thousand miles. My best friend, on the other hand, has a brand-new, white Audi SUV that comes with a driver. I don’t even think she renewed her license after she got the one on her twenty-first birthday to prove she could drink at bars. She often works in the back of the car while she’s toted through the busy traffic of Los Angeles on her way to the next event that either she planned or is attending. She’s part of Los Angeles royalty. She was born into it, and she grabbed life by the balls and never let go. 
 
    It’s just one way that we’re totally different people, but that hasn’t changed the fact that we’re close friends. We have been since first grade, and no matter what our positions in life might be, that’ll never change. 
 
    “I stalked some Beyond Gold pics last night just for shits and giggles,” she says as we draw nearer to the Waldorf. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I murmur. My mind isn’t on Beyond Gold, the band fronted by two of the guys we were close friends with throughout our time at Prestbury. It’s on Chase...as always. 
 
    “I’ve seen the pictures, but damn girlfriend. Have you taken a look at how nicely Gavin has filled out in the last ten years?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “Gavin? My skinny band nerd best friend?”  
 
    The truth is that I have seen the pictures, but I still see the Gavin I always knew in them. The Gavin who moved in next door to the Lockwoods just before our freshman year, the same Gavin who I went to our sophomore year Homecoming with as just friends. Even back then, I thought he was cute in his own way, but I never felt the pull deep in my belly the way I did when I was around Chase.  
 
    Our graduating class was small at just seventy-three students, so we all sort of ran around in the same crowds. Gavin and I became close since we were neighbors. As a way to help the environment, something he was conscious of but I never was, we carpooled to school together. He waited around for me until cheer practice was over on the days Chase’s practices ran later than mine. He jammed with his buddies after school in the band room, and even back then I had some inkling that he’d find success as a musician. 
 
    Finding success in nearly any career takes money, and everyone who attended Prestbury had it. 
 
    But some of us lost it. 
 
    Rose giggles, allowing me to shift my focus away from that train of thought. She taps around on her phone before she flashes me a recent photo of Gavin. “He was never a skinny band nerd, Dee. He was always cute; you just never saw it because you were blinded by Chase.”  
 
    “You may be onto something,” I murmur, my eyes widening at the image on her screen. 
 
    His stormy blue eyes the color of the sky on a cloudy day and dark hair give him an edge of mystery, and Rose is absolutely right. He has filled out—maybe even more than the last picture I saw of him a few months ago. He’s gripping a microphone in this image, and he isn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    He isn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    When he came swimming in our pool over the summer, he sure didn’t have abs that looked like they do now. He’s still lean, but his arms have bulked up and now he’s got some muscle on them. 
 
    And the scruff lining his jaw? Lord have mercy. 
 
    This is a man I could get into some shenanigans with. This isn’t the just friends material of sophomore year. 
 
    “Show me Liam,” I say, forcing my eyes away from the screen.  
 
    She taps a few buttons and turns her phone around, and my jaw drops.  
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    She raises a brow. “Right? They both just...turned from boys into men.” 
 
    “And hot ones at that.” 
 
    “Maybe say fuck Chase and come with me to nab our chance with these bad boy rock stars.” 
 
    I giggle. “Right? Can you even imagine?” 
 
    She lifts a shoulder as her eyes twinkle. 
 
    The car pulls to a stop in front of the hotel. A few seconds later, the back door opens and I slide out first, followed by Rose. “Thanks, Jeff,” Rose says to the driver.  
 
    He nods once. “I’ll be here whenever you need me.” 
 
    She shoots him a tight smile of thanks, and then we head into the Waldorf. My heart pounds as we step into the very white lobby peppered with rich golds, turquoise accents, and fresh flowers. I don’t belong here, and despite the expensive dress and façade I’m wearing in the form of make-up and fancy hair, I feel like it’s stamped across my forehead.  
 
    I follow Rose across the lobby. She knows her way around this place. She’s probably planned events here herself, and I haven’t been here since...well, since prom my junior year.  
 
    I can’t help the flashback that hits me as we stand in front of a bank of elevators. I wore a white dress to that prom, and Chase joked early in the evening that I wouldn’t be pure enough to wear white by the time the night was over. We’d already had sex before, but I’d giggled at his joke anyway. He’d gotten us a hotel room for the night courtesy of his older cousin, who also sprung for a couple bottles of champagne. 
 
    We’d toasted, and I saw my future in that room. I saw us getting married someday, maybe even at this very hotel, and I saw a different white dress that he carefully peeled off the same way he did that night before he set it over a chair. I saw the same champagne flutes in our future, toasting as husband and wife instead of boyfriend and girlfriend. 
 
    I saw so much hope that night when I was merely a seventeen-year-old, and it was just a short year later that everything blew up. 
 
    I haven’t spoken to Chase since the day he broke up with me. My family’s scandal broke two days later, and I couldn’t take knowing if he somehow had found out the details and that was why he dumped me. I never saw it coming, and I wonder if that’s why I’m still so bitter over it all these years later. 
 
    And why I’m so damn nervous to see him tonight. 
 
    “Come on,” Rose says with a hint of exasperation, and I didn’t even realize I’d frozen in place. Rose stands in the elevator staring at me when I seem to come to again. She sticks an arm out to stop the doors from closing on me, and I shake my head and step through. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mutter. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    I feel her eyes on me, but I stare straight ahead as I answer her question with a whispered, “Not really.” 
 
    She slings an arm around my shoulders and squeezes me in a side hug. “I’m nervous, too, babe. I’ll be right by your side all night unless you give me a reason to leave.” 
 
    I wrap my arm around her waist and side hug her back. “Thank you.” 
 
    The elevator slows, and we both move away from the other as we brush our hands over the fronts of our dresses to ensure we’re perfect. The doors glide open to a foyer area already filled with familiar faces. The faces I knew before, though, were ten years younger. The people in this room have moved from teenagers to adults—me included, I suppose. But thanks to stylists, and in some cases, modern medicine, everyone here looks a hundred times better than they did a decade ago. 
 
    I say hello to Violet Buchanan and Norine Sheridan, two girls who were on the cheer squad with me. I spot Holden Landry and Bentley Hearst, both lawyers discussing business by the bar. I see Edward Upton and Ava Beaumont who appear to have come together tonight—a pairing I never would’ve put together back in the day, but two people who look perfect together tonight. 
 
    I see significant others standing looking a little out of place next to classmates who catch up with those they knew once upon a time. 
 
    I see drinking, chatting, and general merriment. 
 
    But I don’t see Chase, and so far, I don’t see Gavin or Liam, either. 
 
    Rose and I take off for the bar, stopping to greet old friends and acquaintances along the way. Three minutes into this shindig, not a single person has asked me about my family’s downfall. Not a single person has made me feel like I don’t belong here other than myself. I breathe out a little sigh of relief that so far, things seem to be okay.  
 
    Once we both have drinks in hand and I’m feeling a hell of a lot better, Reagan Garrett, the alumni from our class in charge of this posh event, takes the microphone. “In just a few minutes, Beyond Gold will be taking the stage up on the rooftop. Don’t miss our former classmates and their band’s performance.” 
 
    A small cheer of excitement rises up in the group gathered in the foyer, and we slowly start heading up to the rooftop, where apparently the rest of the party has already gotten underway. Loud music plays as we await the arrival of the band, and I feel excitement pulsing through the crowd. The people gathered here belong to the upper-class elite, but there’s something magical about hearing a band racing its way to the top of the charts play live.  
 
    Rich or poor, in the height of a career or unemployed, upper class or lower—it doesn’t matter. Music is just one of those avenues that has the uncanny ability to bring all types of people together, and for the first time in a decade, I feel part of the crowd again. I don’t feel like an outsider looking in. I feel like I belong. 
 
    I enjoy listening to music, but my job doesn’t allow for it during the day. I have a fairly short commute where I listen to a local news channel, and my evenings are short and typically filled with catching up on my favorite shows, grading papers, or losing myself in a book. I’ve heard a few Beyond Gold songs, and I love what I’ve heard, but I only ever hear them when they come on the radio. Buying music is one of those luxuries I’ve had to cut so I could afford to live in Los Angeles. 
 
    Come to think of it, I’m not even sure why I stay here. Maybe because it’s where I was born and raised...but it’s not like I’m attached to the area because I’m so close with my parents. After my dad spent a few years in prison and was released, he and my mother moved into a modest home in a suburb about a half hour southeast of downtown.  
 
    My mom has us all over for Thanksgiving, my brother Theo hosts Christmas in Chicago—our annual gift is plane tickets to come visit—and that’s about it for the time I spend with my family, apart from Porter, of course.  
 
    If I really thought about moving, I know it’d be hardest to leave him—and Rose—but apart from those two, I often wonder if I’d be happier living somewhere else. 
 
    Somewhere like Denver, for example. 
 
    And not because that’s where Chase lives...it’s just a place I’ve never been and from the photos, it looks beautiful. The cost of living has to be more affordable than where I am now. 
 
    The loud music fades out mid-song, and Rose and I exchange a look. Four men appear on stage, and I glance around for Chase again. I don’t see him, so I turn my attention back to the stage. 
 
    And holy shit, that picture Rose showed me didn’t do Gavin justice.  
 
    At all. 
 
    He’s not just playing the part of a gorgeous rock star up on that stage.  
 
    He is a gorgeous rock star.  
 
    He wears black jeans and a white shirt, tattoos snaking down his arms. I have the sudden urge to see what’s under that shirt, and I hope he’ll strip it off like he did at the concert Rose showed me the picture of.  
 
    They launch into one of their big hits—one of the only songs I know by them since it’s always on the radio—and I can’t take my eyes off Gavin. 
 
    He strokes the microphone stand with these long, strong fingers. He closes his eyes when he launches into the words, but then he opens them and I feel like he’s looking right at me. My heart seems to waver in my chest, and I’m at a loss as to why. I swear he winks at me as a smirk plays on his lips, and it leaves me feeling breathless. 
 
    I almost turn to Rose to squeal—just like back in high school when we went to see Vail, our favorite band, from the front row and I could’ve sworn the singer made eye contact with me. 
 
    But this isn’t our favorite band, and we’re not in high school, and the lead singer isn’t some unattainable god of rock. This is Gavin Brooks, the boy I’ve known since I was fourteen...but he’s definitely not fourteen, and the thoughts I’m suddenly having about him definitely aren’t approved for a fourteen-year-old. 
 
    Rose starts dancing next to me and bumps my hip with hers, and I take another sip of the champagne I’m drinking courtesy of the open bar. I feel myself start to relax and even loosen up a little, especially when I down the rest of the liquid in my glass.  
 
    Fuck it. I’m getting drunk and having fun tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    “I need another drink!” I yell over Beyond Gold’s third song. Rose points to the bar just across from where we stand, but I also need to use the bathroom. She holds up her empty glass to indicate I should bring her one back, too, and I grin before I take off. 
 
    The bathroom line is eight women deep, so I hop on the elevator and take it back down to the floor with the foyer where we got our first round. It’s quiet down here now except for a few late arrivals checking in and a few stragglers near the bar who catch up on the events over the last decade of their lives. 
 
    I run to the bathroom first, where thankfully there’s no line at all, and then I rush out to the bar because I don’t want to miss any more of Beyond Gold’s set than I absolutely have to miss. In fact, I’m already thinking of how to corner Gavin Brooks to catch up after the performance, though I’m sure every woman here is thinking the same exact thing. 
 
    I realize as I order another glass of champagne for myself and another gin and tonic for Rose that I haven’t even thought of Chase since Beyond Gold first took the stage. Being here with all these people who are so immersed in the history we shared should make it harder to stop thinking of him, but watching Gavin up on that stage is making me want to create new memories.  
 
    I don’t remember the sharp cut of his jawline or the way his blue eyes almost look through you they’re so hauntingly clear or the way his long fingers grip the microphone. I just remember him as Gavin...the boy I confessed my secret crush on the football star to, the boy who played guitar and made up silly songs and always, always knew exactly how to make me laugh. 
 
    We lost touch because of me.  
 
    The night the scandal broke, he was the only one who was there for me. Rose was on a family cruise, and Chase had already dumped me, and I remember feeling so alone. But as soon as our house was taken from us and we were forced to move, Gavin wasn’t my neighbor anymore. He’d gone off to college and I was starting over, and I just didn’t think he’d have room for me in his life anymore. I wanted him to fly without me dragging him down to the ground, and as I’ve had the chance to see him up on that stage, it’s clear he’s fucking soaring.  
 
    I’m proud of what he’s become, and I’m sad I allowed us to lose touch. Maybe tonight is a night where we can reboot our friendship, at the very least. 
 
    I’m so lost in thoughts of Gavin that I’m not paying attention when I turn around with two very full glasses. I bump right into the person behind me, a gorgeous blonde woman I don’t recognize as someone from our class whose cream and gold dress takes the brunt of the liquid. 
 
    “Oh shit!” I say. “I’m so sorry.” I turn around and grab the little cocktail napkins off the bar, but they’re as good as useless. 
 
    “Ugh,” she spits. “This dress is ruined.” She eyes me with disdain, and it’s only then that I notice the man standing beside her. I smell him before I see him, and it’s the same scent I remember. Fresh sea water blended with citrus. I might’ve noticed it before that moment if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in thoughts of someone else. Even now, it reminds me of warmth and birthdays and anniversaries and holidays—maybe because I bought a bottle of Aqua di Gio for him for all those different occasions. I used to love that scent so much that I’d buy myself a bottle, too, and spray my pillow to smell him at night when he was gone, so it makes sense that I’d immediately recognize it. 
 
    My eyes edge over to him, and since this is my life we’re talking about, there’s obviously only one person it could be. 
 
    Chase Camden. 
 
    Not only is he here, but he’s here with a date, and I just dumped my drink and Rose’s all over her dress. 
 
    I want to die. Can a person die of mortification? Is that a thing? Because I feel like I’m about to. 
 
    It’s the first time my hazel eyes have met his bright, royal blue ones in a decade...and I thought this moment would be very different. 
 
    I never imagined I’d be standing in front of him totally embarrassed as I ruined his date’s dress because I was lost in my own thoughts about another man. 
 
    And it’s not only all that. He’s here, but he’s here with a date.  
 
    And I’m not. 
 
    It’s a scenario I didn’t really think through. I assumed that because I’d done some social media stalking, he was single. And maybe he is. Maybe the date is just here as his friend, but friends don’t wear dresses with their boobs pushed up the way hers are if she isn’t planning to get laid later in the evening. 
 
    My heart drops and my chest feels heavy. 
 
    I’ve pined for this man for a really, really long time. I’ve compared every single date I’ve had in the last ten years to him. I’ve dated around here and there, and I’ve even had a few short-term boyfriends, but nothing has ever come close to touching the feelings I had with Chase. 
 
    And here he stands, a slight smirk on his lips—the same smirk that used to drive me crazy with lust for him—but this time it’s because he’s trying not to laugh at me for what I just did. 
 
    He looks good. Really good.  
 
    I can’t think of a worse way for us to meet again after all this time...unless I spilled my drinks on him. No, actually, I think that might’ve been better. Spilling on his date just looks like I was being petty, but instead I was oblivious to the fact that he was even here.  
 
    I’m not oblivious anymore. 
 
    One of the bartenders walks around the bar with a wet cloth and hands it to Chase’s date, who practically rips it out of the bartender’s hands and stalks off in the direction of the bathroom. He watches her as she walks away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I murmur to Chase, my voice shaky as my mouth forms the first words I’ve spoken to him since the night he broke up with me. 
 
    His eyes edge to me for a beat, and then of all the things in the world he could say right now, he says something totally unexpected. “I was hoping you’d be here tonight.” His voice is warm and rich and a little deeper than I remember it. 
 
    My heart races. “You...you were?” 
 
    His ocean eyes soften. “Of course.” He reaches out and places his fingertips on my bicep. He gives it a gentle squeeze, and I feel the heat of his hand as it pulses everywhere through me. “It’s been a long time, Delaney.” 
 
    He moves his hand and runs it through his hair. It’s a little darker now than it used to be, but still a dusky golden honey. He’s clean-shaven tonight, making him look younger than his twenty-eight years. And if I thought Gavin bulked up...well, this man in front of me is a professional athlete. He’s known for his speed and agility on the football field, and he isn’t the kid I fell in love with. He’s a man now, and he’s all man. 
 
    I can’t help my quick glance down at his chest. It was such a comforting place for my head to rest once upon a time, and now it’s broad and thick. It still looks warm and comforting—inviting, even—but it doesn’t much matter. He’s here with a date tonight, and that date isn’t me...and maybe this is the big, flashing, neon sign I’ve needed for a decade. It’s the cue to move on. He hasn’t been sitting back pining like a loser...but I have. 
 
    The thought weighs heavy on my shoulders, pressing an ache in my chest. He shouldn’t affect me this much, not after so much time has passed...and yet he does. Still. And it hurts like hell to see him here with another woman when all this time I felt like it should’ve been me. 
 
    I realize it’s my turn to speak. “It has been a long time.” 
 
    We face off for a few beats, unsure where this is going or what either of us should say next, and then the bartender interrupts the tense moment. “Your drinks, ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh! Right.” I turn around to get them, and when I turn back toward Chase, I move deliberately slowly. He chuckles. “Beyond Gold is performing up on the roof.” I hold up the gin and tonic. “I need to get back to Rose.” 
 
    One side of his mouth quirks up in a half-smile. “You’re still close with Rose?” 
 
    I nod, and I almost sense a touch of regret on his behalf. Like he and I could’ve still been close if he would’ve played his cards right. “Yeah. She’s still my best friend.” 
 
    “Good.” He nods. 
 
    “Well, I better head up.” I hold up both drinks. “It was nice seeing you.” I practically run toward the elevator and press the button to call a car for myself, my eyes filling with tears as the reality punches me square in the gut. 
 
    He’s here with someone. 
 
    He didn’t wait around for me. 
 
    “Listen, Dee...” He lowers his voice before trailing off, and his fingertips touch my forearm. I hadn’t realized he was so close behind me, and the way he says Dee takes me back ten years. 
 
    I pause and turn back toward him because there was never a choice not to. My brows draw down in curiosity as I tilt my head in a silent question. What? What words do you have to say to me after ten years of silence have gone by? Do you still want me as much as I want you? 
 
    I wish I had the nerve to voice those thoughts, but the look in his eyes halts me. There’s the same fire and determination I’ve seen on television when I watch him focus on a play. 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight.” He smiles a little sadly as the look in his eyes seems to smooth over as quickly as it appeared. “Even more beautiful than I let myself remember.” Just as he says the words, the bathroom door swings open and his date stalks across the foyer toward him. 
 
    I don’t really know how to respond to that, and it doesn’t matter because the woman he brought here tonight approaches us. “I’m sorry again,” I say a little louder to his date. “Is there anything I can do?” The elevator doors glide open. 
 
    She eyes the drinks in my hands warily. “I think you’ve done enough.” 
 
    I press my lips together and nod, and then I step into the elevator and head back up to the roof. The doors close, and my chest feels hollow as I note the symbolism, like those doors sliding shut are really closing on my dreams. 
 
    I eye Rose’s drink in my left hand then take a long sip of the champagne in my right as I wish I had a free hand to swipe at the tear that splashed onto my cheek the second those doors closed.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    By the time I get back to Rose, she’s already got another drink in her hand and she’s dancing with a group of girls we used to hang out with. I hand her the gin and tonic anyway, and she giggles as she holds up both glasses. 
 
    “Double fisting, just like high school!” she yells to me, and I laugh. She’s drunk already, and I’m only on my second glass. I really should’ve grabbed two glasses for myself, but I haven’t had champagne in a long time, so I expect it to hit me pretty fast. 
 
    I try to get my bearings back, but this whole night was so much easier before I ran into him...or, rather, ran into his date. I stare up at Gavin, and he smiles down at me. This time I’m sure that was intentional. It helps me get my mind back in the game, but then as I watch him sing, his eyes widen ever so slightly as he looks toward the bank of elevators I just got off. I turn to follow his gaze, and out steps Chase with his date. It’s dark up here, so no one will notice her wet dress...but I know it’s wet, and for some reason, a tiny sliver of vindication rushes through me. 
 
    I turn back to the stage only to find Gavin’s eyes on me. As soon as I meet his this time, though, he looks away. His hair is messy from sweat and as gross as I think sweat is, it’s really freaking hot on the man singing up on that stage. 
 
    “This is our last song,” he says, and they launch into another one I’ve heard before. “Locked Up” might be their biggest hit, now that I think of it. It’s definitely a rock song, but it’s got a vibe that makes me want to dance, and as I really listen to the words for maybe the first time as Gavin belts them out, I realize it’s a love song. 
 
      
 
    Standing there, tears in your eyes 
 
    I pretend again, but it’s all lies 
 
    I can’t be the only one 
 
    That feels the need to run 
 
      
 
    My heart is locked because of you 
 
    It’s all locked up, all locked up 
 
    And the one who holds the key 
 
    Is the one right next to me. 
 
      
 
    Stolen glances across the room 
 
    While you’re holding his hand 
 
    They make me believe  
 
    They give me reprieve  
 
      
 
    My heart is locked because of you 
 
    It’s all locked up, all locked up 
 
    And the one who holds the key 
 
    Is the one right next to me. 
 
      
 
    Whispers in the dark 
 
    Got me all locked up again 
 
    But the one who holds the key 
 
    Will never set me free. 
 
      
 
    When the song ends, the crowd goes wild—me included. Gavin grins and gives a little wave before he and the rest of the guys head off the stage and through a door presumably to clean up before joining the party. 
 
    “They’re fucking awesome live,” Rose declares. She finishes the drink in her left hand and starts up on the one in her right. 
 
    “I feel like I missed half the show.” I hold up my champagne glass, and I’m about to explain what held me up when Rose cuts me off. 
 
    “They only played seven songs. Just their six biggest hits plus one new one. I need to talk to them and get them on my vendor list. You missed the new one, but it was incredible. I can’t wait to hear it on the radio.”  
 
    She’s babbling in her excitement, and I try to inject some pragmatism into our conversation. 
 
    “You think a band as big as them is going to play weddings?” I ask, my voice full of doubt. 
 
    “For the right amount of money, a band as big as them will play anywhere.” 
 
    Reagan hops up on the stage and takes the mic. “Let’s hear it one more time for Beyond Gold!” 
 
    The crowd goes wild again. Once we simmer down, Reagan says, “Hors d’oevres will be served shortly, and the silent auction is now open along the back wall.” She points in the direction of tables I hadn’t even noticed were set up—not that it matters, really, since I won’t be bidding on anything. The food, though...that I’ll partake in. 
 
    “Come with me,” Rose says, and I follow her over toward the auction tables, something I was hoping to avoid. There are too many things there I’ll want but have no way to afford them. Even at just a quick sweep of the tables when I’m actively trying not to look, I see an all-expenses paid vacation to Hawaii, a football signed by a bunch of Broncos players with Chase Camden facing to the front, and front row tickets and backstage passes to a Beyond Gold show.  
 
    I sigh. A decade ago there was a possibility, but today none of these things could actually be mine except in my dreams. 
 
    I suppose that same statement holds true for Chase, who I spot near the bar with his gorgeous date. They’re chatting up some of the other guys who played on our state champion high school team, and I suddenly feel transported back over a decade—twelve years, really, to just before Chase and I got together and he’d taken Brittany Andrews to the Homecoming dance. I danced with Gavin all night while I wished it was Chase. 
 
    “Chase brought a date,” I say. I nod over in their direction, and Rose shakes her head. I let out a short giggle. “And I spilled our drinks all over her dress. That’s what took me so long.” 
 
    Her eyes widen. “On purpose?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder and raise a brow, but then I laugh to prove I’m just kidding. “I turned around and didn’t realize anyone was standing behind me. I was anxious to get back up here, and it just sort of happened.” 
 
    She covers her mouth with a hand as she laughs. “That’s amazing. What did Chase do?” 
 
    We pretend to look at the auction items as we talk. “He stood there and stared for a few seconds, and then he tried to help mop it up. She took off for the bathroom and he told me he was hoping he’d see me.” 
 
    She writes down a number on the trip to Hawaii. “He was hoping he’d see you?” 
 
    I shrug. “He sort of stopped me when I was getting on the elevator and he told me I looked beautiful. And then his date came back from the bathroom and that was it. I took the elevator up after the date gave me a death stare.” 
 
    Rose giggles again as she peruses a weekend getaway at a spa. She writes down a number on that one, too, and I just walk along beside her. “So now what?” she asks. She looks up at me after she sets the pen down. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s here with a date. But you know who isn’t here with a date?” 
 
    She presses her lips together before she answers. “You.”  
 
    I nod sagely. “Yup.” 
 
    We mingle, we catch up with old friends, and we eat some hors d’oevres. So far, not a single person has asked about my family’s downfall, and when they ask what I do, I quietly tell them I’m in education and leave it at that. It’s not that I’m embarrassed to be a teacher...it’s just that a reunion is when you’re supposed to impress everyone with all your accolades over the years. Somehow I don’t think these people will understand how hard I worked to put myself through school when they’ve all had everything handed to them on silver platters their entire lives. 
 
    It’s nearly an hour after Beyond Gold left the stage that we hear a small ruckus over by the doorway. Rose and I both turn to look in that direction, and I spot Gavin as he moves into the room. Everyone wants to catch up with him and Liam, and so the girl who was once upon a time closer to him than anyone else in this room will have to wait her turn. 
 
    I should be paying attention to the conversation I’m having with Rose and Violet, but I can’t help looking over Violet’s head at Gavin. I watch as the women in the room turn from successful, powerful, business-minded people to flirty teenagers in front of the rock stars. All four members of the band are here, and it appears that they’ve all come without dates...which apparently is an open invitation for some of my former classmates. It’s almost comical watching from across the room as they pose for photographs and women hang on them like they’re best friends when they didn’t bother to give Gavin or Liam the time of day back in high school. 
 
    Funny what a little success and a little money does to people...and not so funny what losing it all does to others. 
 
    His eyes meet mine as Reagan gives a cheesy smile for the camera, her arms tossed around both Liam and Gavin. I feel like he’s trying to tell me something just from that one gaze, but I miss whatever it is as he looks down at the camera to smile. 
 
    That smile. 
 
    God, I just can’t get over the fact that he’s all freaking man now. 
 
    A short while later, Rose and I are giggling and drinking some more when someone bumps my shoulder. 
 
    I turn to glare at the offender, but my expression immediately smooths when I see who it is. “Gavin!” I say with a big smile as I toss my arms around his neck for a hug like I always did back in high school.  
 
    But we’re not in high school anymore, and nothing proves that more than his next word: “Laney.”  
 
    I’d forgotten about his nickname for me. He was the only one who ever called me by the last two syllables of my name, and the way he says it now in one husky rasp close to my ear sends shivers down my spine. 
 
    We hug a few beats longer than old friends should, but my heart’s racing and my back’s still all tingly from hearing my name drop from his lips. 
 
    I don’t want to let go.  
 
    It feels good being back here in his arms, and it’s only now I realize how very much I’ve missed my friend. Life has certainly changed in very different and vast ways for both of us. 
 
    And his arms...they’re stronger than I remember. He is stronger than I remember, and leaner, too. He’s firm everywhere—not that he wasn’t the last time he hugged me, but this hug feels so different. So much better. 
 
    Meaningful. 
 
    Or maybe that’s just me projecting. Despite the chaos in my brain after my strange encounter with Chase, being here with Gavin after watching him perform up on that stage feels somehow like everything has fallen into place exactly as it should. 
 
    Except this is just two old friends sharing a hug of greeting. Nothing more. 
 
    I pull out of our hug first. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” I say softly. 
 
    He grins a mega-watt smile at me that makes my tummy do this weird flip...something I’ve never felt before. I’ve felt butterflies and tingles, but a flip—well, that seems new. “You too.” 
 
    “Your songs are incredible.” I pat his chest, surprised at how firm he is there, too. “You are incredible. Watching you sing up there with your band was awesome. Truly.” 
 
    The big smile turns a little shy—something I hadn’t expected to see there based on the confident demeanor he’s projected since he walked out on that stage earlier tonight. 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, his eyes moving down to the ground.  
 
    I touch his shoulder gently, and his eyes move back to mine. “I mean it, Gav. I’m really impressed with everything you’ve accomplished.” 
 
    “Brooks!” someone yells, interrupting our moment. “We need to go.” 
 
    We both shift our gazes to the interrupter, and it’s the drummer of his band.  
 
    Gavin glances at his watch. “Shit, you’re right.” 
 
    “Delaney Lockwood,” another voice booms, and I turn around to see who’s behind me. It’s none other than Liam Ward, the lead guitarist of Beyond Gold and Gavin’s other best friend from high school. He pulls me into a hug. 
 
    Liam has aged almost as well as Gavin has. He’s all lean muscles from playing guitar, and he’s sex on legs, much like the lead singer of his band who suddenly and unexpectedly has all my attention. 
 
    Rose sidles up next to me when she sees me talking to Liam. “Hey, Liam!” she says a little overly enthusiastically, and Liam hugs her next. They get into some small talk of their own, and I distinctly remember Rose saying in the car something about how I should forget about the guy I’ve held onto for so long and go for these bad boy rock stars.  
 
    Gavin tugs on my elbow, and I turn my attention back to him. “Come to my hotel and wait for me.” 
 
    “What?” I ask stupidly. Of course my mind immediately goes to sex, because why else would a hot rock star like Gavin Brooks invite any woman back to his hotel? 
 
    He chuckles a little, and I wonder if it’s because he can read my thoughts as they appear on my face. I’ve never been particularly good at masking what I’m thinking. “We have a club appearance we need to get to, but then the hospitality suite is ours for the night. Come over for a few drinks and we can catch up. Bring Rose, too.” 
 
    I glance over at my friend for a beat. She’s laughing at something Liam just said, and I know she’d kill me if I rejected his offer. 
 
    I nod. “Okay. But bring us to the appearance, too.” 
 
    He chuckles and raises a brow. “You sure?” 
 
    “Hell yeah I’m sure!” 
 
    He grins, says something to Liam so only he can hear, and turns back to Rose and me. “Follow us,” he says. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widen, and all I can do is smile as we follow the band through the room filled with our old classmates who eye us with jealousy and wish they were in our shoes...the one way I never imagined people at this particular reunion would be looking at me tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    There’s a big, black SUV waiting at the curb for the band. Liam gets in first with Rose right behind him, then the two guys I haven’t been formally introduced to yet, and Gavin helps me in toward the middle row of seats before he gets in last and closes the door.  
 
    “Have you met Dane and Ollie?” he asks, nodding behind us at the third row. 
 
    I turn around. “Dane,” one of them says, holding up his hand in a wave. 
 
    “Ollie,” the other says, and he does the same thing. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I say with a wave. “I’m Delaney.” 
 
    Both men glance at Gavin, as does the third man squeezed into the back row with Dane and Ollie. I don’t have time to process their quick glance as the third man says, “And I’m Rob, band manager.” He holds his hand out to shake mine. 
 
    I smile at Rob, and then a man in the front passenger seat who I hadn’t even noticed yells, “I’m Tony.” 
 
    I glance at Gavin with my brows furrowed in curiosity. 
 
    “Our agent,” he says, and I nod. 
 
    “So, Laney, what have you been up to since I last saw you?” he asks quietly as he tosses a casual arm across the back of the seat. His arm isn’t quite around me, but it sort of is. A man hasn’t held my attention long enough in the last few years to warrant that little tingle that zips through my spine this close to Gavin. I realize even as a twenty-eight-year-old woman that I want his arm to be around me. An eighteen-year-old me never did...just another thing that’s changed in all the time that has passed. 
 
    It’s an automatic response when I settle into the seat just a smidgen closer to him, and now I’m close enough to smell him. He didn’t smell like this back in high school. This is a scent I would’ve remembered. It’s rich and masculine, earthy and sensual. Kind of like the man himself. It’s warm and makes me think of the ocean. I think I’ve just puzzled out a woody amber mixed with the leather of his jacket when I feel him nudge me a little. 
 
    It’s only then I realize he asked me a question and I haven’t answered.  
 
    I clear my throat. “I put myself through school. I’m a teacher now.” 
 
    He nods slowly, like that makes sense. “I thought the medical field was what you always wanted.” 
 
    I press my lips together as I look over at him. “A teaching degree is what my means could afford me when I had to make a snap decision ten years ago.” 
 
    His eyes darken a little even in the back of a dark car as I refer to the scandal that I’d always just assumed was painful for me because I was the one directly affected by it. I never took into consideration that it could’ve been painful for someone else—like Gavin. 
 
    “I could’ve helped you, Laney,” he says softly. “Why’d you cut me out?” 
 
    I look away from him. I have to. Those blue eyes are so hauntingly beautiful and different from how I remember. All the champagne from tonight is making it hard to think...or maybe it’s Gavin. That woody amber and leather smell is distracting me from our conversation. 
 
    “Do you really want to do this now?” I ask. He’s got this appearance to make and I don’t know what that entails. Doesn’t he need to focus? Talk to the guys in his band? 
 
    “I’ve been desperate to do this for ten long years.” 
 
    My belly flips at his words. 
 
    Historically, my belly never flipped for Gavin. Not once in the fourteen years I’ve known him. But tonight...it flipped. Twice. 
 
    And that flip may have also flipped a switch in me. 
 
    Maybe Rose is right. What if it’s time to forget about Chase Camden and his stupid warm chest and his late-night whispers in my ear and his dumb date and her very wet dress? It has been ten years, after all, and ten years ago he filled my stomach with butterflies, but tonight he was with someone else. 
 
    What if it’s time to let someone new in my life? 
 
    I can’t believe I’m having these thoughts—especially not after Chase gave me a flicker of hope by telling me he was hoping to see me tonight. 
 
    I lower my voice even though the conversations all around me are too raucous for anyone to hear us. I want this conversation to be solely for us. “I was embarrassed, Gav.” 
 
    “We were best friends. I tried to be there for you.” 
 
    I nod and shift my gaze out his window. “I know you did.” I shrug both shoulders and lift my hands a little helplessly. “It was easier to start over. No one wanted to be around the sad girl who lost everything.” 
 
    He cups my chin with long fingertips, and it has the effect of forcing my gaze back to his. “I did. I always wanted to be around you. Before the scandal, after it, and every moment since.” His eyes flick to my lips. 
 
    A sense of confusion washes over me. Every moment since? What the hell does he mean by that? 
 
    “Right, Brooks?” someone yells, interrupting the intense, heated moment passing between us. 
 
    He doesn’t break our gaze to respond—not right away.  
 
    “Brooks!” the same person yells, and he finally turns toward the seat behind us.  
 
    “What?” His voice is lined with an edge of irritation, and I can’t help wondering if it’s because we were interrupted. 
 
    I don’t remember which one is Dane and which is Ollie, but one of them speaks. “I was just telling Dane you booked us a second appearance tomorrow night.” I presume that’s Ollie. 
 
    Gavin nods. “After we play the Greek, we’re doing a two-song appearance at a little dive bar called Lark.” 
 
    Dane huffs out a sigh, and Gavin rolls his eyes. He leans in a little closer to me but talks loud enough for the others to hear, and I can’t help when I inhale his scent as it moves a little closer into my space. “Dane hates appearances because they’re usually too small to set up his drums. The poor guy feels left out.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Brooks,” Dane sulks from the back, and Gavin chuckles while I giggle. 
 
    Rose turns around and gives me a look that I decode to mean we need to talk. And we do. I need to dissect this sudden lust I feel sitting beside a man who was only ever my friend back when he was a boy. 
 
    But he’s sure as hell no longer that boy, and I can’t stop the intense need to do something about it. 
 
    “I think there’s definitely something between us,” Rose says in the ladies’ room once we’re at the club while the men of Beyond Gold meet with the club manager. 
 
    I squint at her for a beat as I picture it. “Yeah,” I say, nodding. “I can definitely see you two together. I think it’s finally your time.” 
 
    “And you and Gavin? Hot as fucking fire, Dee.” 
 
    “But it’s Gav,” I say softly, a feeble argument that has no real ground after that car ride. 
 
    “So?” She’s looking at herself in the mirror, but her eyes edge over to me. “You’re not exactly the same person you were back in high school.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I take a look at my own reflection. “But what about Chase?” 
 
    “What about him?” she asks. She turns toward me. “He showed up tonight with a date that he went home with. But Liam and Gavin? They’re here. They’re single. They invited us to come with them. They’re interested.” 
 
    I turn toward her, too. “So I’m just supposed to erase the feelings I’ve had for the last twelve years because of a couple of guys in a band?” 
 
    “I’ll give you a hundred dollars if you can look me in the eye and tell me that’s all Gavin is to you in this moment.” 
 
    I blow out a breath. I glance at the ground, and she clucks her tongue at me.  
 
    “Shut up,” I mutter. “Fine. I can’t say that, all right?” 
 
    I glance back up at her, and she’s positively gloating. I roll my eyes petulantly. 
 
    “I knew it!” She bounces on the balls of her feet and claps her hands together like a child. 
 
    I sigh. “It’s not like anything’s going to happen, Rose. It’s Gavin. The boy who was always there for me as a friend. Why would he possibly be interested in me when he can have any woman out there?” I ask, gesturing wildly toward the door to indicate any girl in the entire club. 
 
    “Babe, look at the facts. His arm? Around you the entire car ride. And when I turned around to communicate telepathically with you, he totally leaned in and took a deep breath when you were looking at me. You know what he was doing?” 
 
    I make a face. “Breathing? Something normal people tend to do.” 
 
    It’s her turn to roll her eyes. “He was smelling you. Men don’t sniff women they’re not into. Men don’t sniff their friends.” 
 
    “You’re making him sound like a dog. And speaking of dogs, he’s the lead singer of a band and he looks like that.” I can’t help when I sigh a little dreamily as I think about how much he’s changed in the last decade. “There’s no way he’s the relationship type.” 
 
    “Who said anything about relationships? I’m a little drunk and I’m going home with Liam. End of story.” With that, she spins dramatically on her heel and beelines for the door. 
 
    If there’s one thing that’s predictable about my best friend, it’s that she always gets the last word. 
 
    I follow behind like a lost puppy dog through the throng of people toward the back room where the band is waiting to be announced for their appearance. An energy pulses through the crowd, and I wonder what Gavin’s feeling as he waits behind a closed door to come out and sing in front of all these people. 
 
    The boy I knew once upon a time was on the shyer side. He’d occasionally play guitar, but never for big crowds. And he rarely sang in front of other people. When we drove to school together, we’d both sing along to the radio and he’d make up silly little songs for me, but he never really wanted the attention straight on him—unlike Chase, who thrived in the spotlight. 
 
    But we change as we grow, I suppose. As I nearly run into a woman wearing heels that are too tall and a shirt that’s too tight, I wonder if this is what he wants—women like that, who are clearly here for one thing. Women who will try to go home with him and who want him because of who he is on the outside. 
 
    If only they had any inkling of what he’s like on the inside. 
 
    Back when I knew him, at least, he was a good guy. And from what I’ve seen tonight, even though we’ve both grown up, he’s still the boy I knew on the inside. He’s as good as gold. Beyond it, in fact, and that’s what makes their band name all the more perfect. 
 
    The man guarding the back door recognizes us and lets us back in. When we walk into the room, we find the men of Beyond Gold sitting around a table laughing at something. They quiet when they spot us, and I hate the awkward, uncomfortable seconds that pass as I feel like maybe we’re the butt of some joke. Maybe it’s my own insecurities because I always feel like I’m the butt of a joke after what happened to my family, but silence falling over a laughing room the second I walk in never feels good. 
 
    “Find the restroom okay?” Gavin asks. 
 
    I nod as my eyes dart to the ground. 
 
    “What’d we miss?” Rose asks, plopping down right on Liam’s lap and helping herself to a sip of the drink sitting in front of him on the table. 
 
    “We go on in ten. Just finishing up some band business,” Ollie says, and I sense a pointedness to his tone that makes the former silence feel nearly comfortable. 
 
    “Why don’t we get out of your way so you can have at it?” I say, glancing over at Gavin. He shakes his head a little then nods toward the empty chair beside him. I sit demurely as I feel my cheeks burn with embarrassment. 
 
    “You’re welcome here. We don’t have any secrets,” Gavin says. He leans in toward me. “Except Ollie can sometimes be a big bag of dicks.” 
 
    I can’t help my giggle as Ollie rolls his eyes. 
 
    “All right, boys, let’s focus,” Rob, the manager, says. “You’re playing the two songs and then we’ve got thirty minutes for meet and greet. Take photos, schmooze, do what you need to do to make lifelong fans, and then we’ll head back to the hotel. We’ve got an early meeting in LA tomorrow, and this one’s important, so don’t get fucked up tonight.” 
 
    Liam laughs loudest. “Yes, Father,” he says, and the rest of the guys laugh along with him. 
 
    “I’m serious. Ashmark doesn’t fuck around and while you’ve had a measure of success, they’ll drop your asses faster than the speed of light if they want to.” 
 
    Liam rolls his eyes. “No they won’t. Ashton’s a cool guy. Besides, have you met Ethan? Back in the day, I hear he was pretty crazy.” 
 
    “Ashton?” I say softly to Gavin. 
 
    “Mark Ashton. Owner of Ashmark Records, our label.” 
 
    “Mark Ashton as in the lead singer of Vail?” I ask. 
 
    He nods, and I gasp a little. Mark Ashton is like the holy grail of rock stars. His band is one of the top bands in the world, and Beyond Gold is meeting with him tomorrow? 
 
    As much as I grew up with celebrities and the children of them, that’s not my life anymore—no matter how much I want it to be.  
 
    And this new information is pretty damn impressive. 
 
    Rob says some more things, but I’m having a hard time getting over the fact that the boys sitting around the table with me right now will be in Mark Ashton’s office tomorrow morning. “You’re on in three,” he finishes, and Gavin turns to me. 
 
    “You two might want to head out so you don’t miss the songs.” He finishes the liquid in the cup in front of him, and I wonder what it is. What does a man like Gavin Brooks drink these days? Whiskey? Scotch? Something simpler, like tea and honey before taking the stage? 
 
    In high school, he drank beer—but that’s because we all drank beer back then. I’m sure his tastes have refined over the years. 
 
    I glance over at Rose, who now has one possessive arm tossed around Liam’s shoulders, and I stifle a giggle as I shake my head at her. She finally catches me eyeing her, and I nod toward the door. “Let’s go out so we can watch.”  
 
    She plants a kiss on Liam’s cheek and whispers something into his ear. His eyes widen a bit, and I’m curious what, exactly, she said. “Break a leg,” I say to Gavin, and he laughs. 
 
    “Thanks, Laney.” 
 
    I stand and lead the way to the door with a reluctant Rose following behind, and the energy pulsing through the crowd has only heightened in the minutes we’ve been in the back room. 
 
    “This is crazy!” Rose yells to me over the loud music blaring from the speakers and the raucous din of the people gathered. “Let’s try to get up close!” 
 
    I’m more of a hang-in-the-back kind of girl, but I know better than to try to talk Rose out of something she wants.  
 
    We’re more than a tad overdressed in this jeans and a t-shirt crowd with our designer gowns, but somehow it allows for success as we shimmy our way to the front of the crowd. People part to allow the girls in the dresses through, and suddenly we find ourselves standing about three people behind the front of the stage. The crowd is thick up here, and the tangy and distinct smell of weed burns my nostrils. Just because it’s legal in this state doesn’t mean it’s legal to smoke it in a bar, but apparently that doesn’t stop some people. 
 
    A man approaches the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, give a warm welcome to Beyond Gold!” 
 
    Screams and cheers erupt all around me. A spot on my back feels a little wet, like someone spilled a drink on me, and I try not to lament the cost of this dress versus the cleaning bill, which I’d never ask Rose to foot for me. Besides, karma was coming for me since I spilled all over Chase’s date’s dress earlier. 
 
    The boys...ahem, men...I was just sitting with in a back room walk onto the stage. Gavin moves with purpose toward the microphone and grips it with both hands, but before he says anything and before the music starts, he looks out over the crowd. He’s sexy like this, in his element like I’ve never really seen before save for Beyond Gold’s performance at the reunion, but there was so much going on there that I wasn’t really focused on Gavin.  
 
    He’s commanding, confident, and supremely charismatic on stage, and he hasn’t even opened his mouth yet. 
 
    His eyes find mine, a bit of surprise in his—maybe because we made it so close to the front in such a short amount of time. His lip curls into a little half-smile, and a little shiver runs down my spine...not from the drink that was spilled on me. 
 
    That lip curl—Jesus.  
 
    The woman in me can’t help but think how badly I want those lips on mine.  
 
    On my body.  
 
    Everywhere. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m having these thoughts about Gavin Brooks, but I also don’t want them to stop. 
 
    Some girl tugs on my arm like we’re old friends and starts gushing. “Oh my God! He’s so fucking hot!” She smells like rum, and the drink bouncing in her hand and sloshing over the rim of her cup is the firm sign that she’s drunk.  
 
    “Isn’t he?” I gush back, because what the hell else do you say to a drunk girl? 
 
    “I’m totally going home with him,” she says, and something unexpected inside me snaps a little. 
 
    Because no, she isn’t. 
 
    But I sure the hell am. 
 
    It isn’t just seeing him up there on stage, working the crowd and doing this amazing thing that he was seemingly born to do. It’s this weird connection I have to him, something we’ve always shared but I always attributed to friendship. But tonight?  
 
    I suddenly feel like I want more than just friendship. 
 
    Maybe it’s the champagne talking, or maybe hindsight really is twenty-twenty.  
 
    I never, not in a million years, thought I’d feel this way tonight about anyone other than Chase. It might’ve been the big dose of reality that hit me over the head when he showed up with someone else. 
 
    As I watch Gavin move across the stage with practiced ease, I feel like I could finally be ready to grow up and move forward. I feel like I’m ready to bury the past and figure out some way to start fresh, and that beginning might just come in the form of the talented man singing with conviction on the stage in front of me. 
 
    Everyone in this room wants Gavin, and I never thought I’d say this...but that includes me.  
 
    But he didn’t invite everyone in this room back to his hotel for drinks after this performance. 
 
    He invited me, and I intend to accept that invitation...and maybe any others he chooses to extend tonight.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “Where are you staying?” I ask once we’re back in the car after the appearance is over and we’ve already celebrated their awesome performance. 
 
    “I don’t know. Some place close to Ashmark. Rob always checks us into hotels when we have an early meeting. It’s easier than trying to round up the four of us from our own places.” He’s sitting closer to me than he did on the way toward the club, our thighs pressed warmly together. I don’t dare move mine, and neither does he. 
 
    “How early is the meeting?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call that early, exactly.” 
 
    He laughs. “Well, you’re not a rock star, either.” 
 
    “What’s a typical day like for you?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “A lot like anyone else’s, I suppose.” 
 
    I huff out a laugh. “Doubtful.” 
 
    “Tell me what yours is like, then.” 
 
    “During the school year, I’m out the door by six-thirty and at school by seven. I make sure I have everything ready for the day, plan for the next day or week, grade papers, that sort of thing. School starts at eight-thirty. I teach all day and get a little break for specials and lunch. After school, I either tutor or go to meetings, and then I head home sometime after four. I make dinner for myself and Porter, and then I grade papers or read until it’s time to go to bed.” 
 
    His gaze is fixed on me as I talk, like he’s studying and memorizing every word I’m speaking. “Your brother Porter?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. We live together in a little apartment that’s halfway between my school and the hospital where he works.” 
 
    He nods thoughtfully. “How’s Porter these days?” 
 
    “Good. Brings home some annoying girls, that’s for sure,” I mutter, and Gavin laughs. 
 
    “How about Theo?” 
 
    I’m vaguely surprised he remembers my brothers’ names after ten years, but that just shows how entrenched we were in each other’s lives. I’m briefly transported back to family barbecues and pool parties, nights when our parents played pinochle together and we camped out in Theo’s room watching some movie. “He lives in Chicago and practices medicine. He’s the only one who got his college trust fund money, and he pulled away from my family faster than the blink of an eye after everything went down.” 
 
    “Shame he didn’t stick around to help you and Porter.” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “He flies us out to Chicago for Christmas every year. It’s his own weird way of acting like he’s helping so it doesn’t feel like charity.” 
 
    Gavin presses his lips together like he’s trying to stop himself from making a comment. 
 
    “Enough about me. How are your sisters?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Mila is married and doing the stay-at-home-mom thing with three kids, and Joss is an attorney. She’s been dating a guy for a few months.” 
 
    “And your parents?” I ask. 
 
    His eyes take on a ghostly shadow, but he masks it quickly. “Fine.” 
 
    Something tells me all is not fine, but he doesn’t seem to be in the mood to discuss it, so I don’t press.  
 
    “What are your parents up to?” he asks. 
 
    “Should be retired and living the good life, but my mom works retail and my dad was lucky enough to score a position as a researcher at a law firm.” I glance out the window beside Gavin because his eyes are suddenly boring into me in this intense way that feels slightly overwhelming. “I don’t talk to them much these days.” 
 
    “Because of what happened?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “In part, I guess. Because of life. I’m busy. They’re busy.” 
 
    He nods slowly. “I get it,” he says, but he doesn’t really look like he does get it. 
 
    It’s only then I realize how feeble my excuse must sound. Gavin travels the globe playing music and seemingly maintains a good relationship with his family, and I live a half hour from my parents and can’t be bothered to pick up the phone. The truth of the matter is that I don’t want to pick up the phone.  
 
    I should’ve been able to depend on my parents. Maybe it sounds selfish or spoiled, but they’re the ones who made me that way. Instead of supporting our family in an honest way, my father blew all our money by being stupid, and my mom had to have known what he was doing—otherwise, why would she have stayed with him in the aftermath?  
 
    It’s just easier to stay away than feel like I’m constantly being lied to. Freaking Theo moved halfway across the country to escape them. The only one who seems to feel differently is Porter, but it’s one of those topics we just choose not to discuss. 
 
    “Annnnd somehow you turned the conversation back to me,” I say as I realize that’s exactly what he did. 
 
    He chuckles. “Just one of my many talents.” 
 
    The car pulls in front of the JW Marriott and Rob hands hotel keycards to each of the band members as they get out of the car. “The hospitality suite adjoins the two suites reserved for you,” he says. “Dane and Ollie are sharing one, and Liam and Gavin are sharing the other. There are a few guests awaiting your arrival up there already. Your ride will be down here at nine sharp, so don’t make it a late night. I’ll be calling you by eight-thirty to ensure you’re awake.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Liam says, drawing more boisterous laughter from the men.  
 
    We follow the men through the lobby and toward the elevators. Rose’s hand tangles with Liam’s, a sure sign of what’s to come for the two of them. Meanwhile, Gavin and I stand close beside one another, but we aren’t actually touching. I have this strange yearning to grab his hand in mine, but I restrain myself. For some reason, it feels right to let him make the first move. 
 
    We all stand outside the hospitality suite as Liam opens the door to go in first, and I catch a glimpse of what looks like a party already in full swing. Gorgeous women mill around, and it’s the first glimpse I have at what Gavin’s life is really like now. A few beeline right for him, but he tosses a casual arm around me to fend them off. It’s almost like he’s showing them he’s found his bait for the night. 
 
    While it should send me running, instead it totally and completely turns me on. He’s choosing me tonight over all the possibilities in the room. His words from the car on the way to the appearance flash through my mind: I’ve been desperate to do this for ten long years.  
 
    Chase showed up with a date. 
 
    Gavin didn’t. 
 
    Chase presumably went home with his date. 
 
    Gavin invited me back to his hotel. 
 
    The math on this one is simple. 
 
    Gavin’s arm is wrapped around my shoulder possessively as he introduces me to people in the room. “This is Delaney,” he says. “We were best friends in high school.” And every time after he says the words, he looks down at me with eyes full of awe—like he can’t believe I’m here with him. 
 
    I can’t believe it, either.  
 
    And every time he pins me with his eyes that way, in a completely different way than I ever saw in his eyes before, another throb pulses between my legs for him. 
 
    It’s something I never saw coming, something I never knew I wanted until I saw it within my reach. 
 
    This isn’t just about being hurt that Chase showed up with someone else, though deep down I know that’s part of my emotional equation tonight. This is about finding comfort in someone I trust from my past, reconnecting with an old friend in a new way...someone I know is safe, someone who has always been there for me, someone who would never hurt me or abandon me the way Chase did. 
 
    After we put in our time at the little get together, making small talk with his manager and the guys in the band and acquaintances of his, he looks down at me again. “Can we get out of here?” 
 
    I smile and nod, not sure where, exactly, he’s planning to take me, but suddenly I want nothing more than to get out of here and get some one-on-one time with this boy turned man. 
 
    He mutters something I don’t catch to Liam, who nods, then grabs my hand and pulls me out the doors and down the hallway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “To my room.” His answer is as simple as it is complicated. 
 
    “Oh.” It’s more of a grunt, really, and it’s all I can seem to manage to say right now even though I have about a million questions. 
 
    “I just wanted to catch up with you some more without feeling pulled in a hundred different directions.” He taps his key to the pad on the door, which grants us entry. He holds the door open and motions for me to go first. 
 
    I walk through a little entry hall into a living room area. I set my clutch on top of a half-wall by the door.  
 
    Doors leading to bedrooms sit on opposite sides of the room, and the room we’re in has couches, a television, a huge table with ten chairs, and a long counter with stools sitting in front of it. It’s certainly not the first time I’ve been in a nice hotel suite, but it’s the first time in ten years I have. It’s beautiful, and I might take more time to inspect the artwork on the walls and the view out the window if I wasn’t so damn curious about Gavin Brooks. 
 
    “So this is your life now?” I ask, meandering toward the windows as I pretend to look out over Los Angeles when really I’m staring at Gavin in the window’s reflection. He peels off his leather jacket and tosses it on one of the couches. My eyes dart to the thick biceps stretching the fabric of his white t-shirt and the ink on his arms. 
 
    “Yeah, this is it.” His voice is modest in the quiet room, but we can both hear the sound of music coming from the suite next to this one. 
 
    “Impressive. All of it, Gav.” I turn around to face him. “Watching you on that stage tonight, seeing all your success...it’s all I ever dreamed for you.” 
 
    “That means a lot coming from you.” His voice is raspy and low. 
 
    “Why’s that?”  
 
    He takes a step closer to me, and he’s close enough now that I can smell that woodsy amber scent mixed with a little bit of leather even though he’s not wearing his jacket anymore. He runs a long fingertip from my shoulder down to my elbow, his eyes following the trail while my eyes are glued to his face...his lips. “Because you’re the one girl—the one person—I’ve ever wanted to impress.” 
 
    His voice is a whisper, and my stomach flips again.  
 
    His eyes move to mine. They hold an intensity there that takes my breath away. Looking at him looking at me this way is raw and real, and for the first time, I piece together that maybe I was wrong all those years.  
 
    What if it was never meant to be Chase and Delaney?  
 
    What if Gavin was the right guy for me the entire time, but I’d been so consumed by my feelings for someone else that I never even saw what was right in front of me? 
 
    I see what’s in front of me right now, though. His words that I’m the one girl he ever wanted to impress...I don’t just hear them. I feel them as they burn through me, igniting some passionate flame I always thought could only be sparked by another man. 
 
    I close the final gap between us, my body flush against his as I bring a palm up to his cheek, the slight stubble there scratchy and glorious against my skin. He lets out a soft grunt, and I see a shift in his eyes. Gone is the confidence he projected up on that stage, replaced now by something akin to anxiety. 
 
    We’ve known each other a long time, and despite the long span of quiet over the last decade, our friendship rekindled the moment our eyes met across a crowded reunion.  
 
    But what we’re about to do isn’t friendship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    His eyes flick down to my lips, and mine to his. I can’t help but stare at the mouth of the man who makes such beautiful music, who says so many lovely words, who smells like he does and makes my stomach turn over with nerves. His lips are firm and straight, slightly parted with a perfect cupid’s bow. He draws in a shaky breath, prompting me to make the first move. I shift my neck back and tip my lips toward his, and even though they look firm, they’re soft as our mouths connect. 
 
    He starts slow, his arms wrapping around me, and those flips in my tummy turn into something else entirely, a battle of somersaults and cartwheels and spins and jerks that carries down much lower as an ache settles between my thighs.  
 
    His mouth opens to mine, a kiss fourteen years in the making as his tongue pushes gently into my mouth. I run my fingertips along his jaw before sliding my hand around his neck, keeping him planted against me as the kiss turns from gentle to a little more forceful. He thrusts his hips toward me, evidence of how much he wants this clear against my stomach, and the intensity kicks up even more as his hands move up my back to tangle in my hair and then down again. One hand moves over toward my ribcage, and every other thought in my mind vanishes as I start to fully comprehend that Gavin Brooks is about to grab my breast.  
 
    God I want it.  
 
    I want him.  
 
    Do it, do it, do it, I silently chant, and then his fingertips graze the underside. I push my chest more fully into his hand, and he surprises me by palming it. I groan into him as I press my body toward his, giving him all the signals that I want this to happen. 
 
    All I can think about is that this is Gavin, and a decade ago it would’ve felt strange to be making out with him like this, for my tongue to be thrashing against his while he felt me up, but right now it feels the exact opposite of strange. It feels right, like that missing piece from a puzzle finally clicking into place. 
 
    Voices outside the door prompt him to action. He pulls apart from me, his entire face the picture of intensity from the penetrating gaze of his stormy eyes to the sharp angle of his clenched jaw. “Come with me,” he mutters, his voice thick with lust as he grabs my hand and leads me to one of the bedrooms.  
 
    I don’t think. I just act as I allow him to pull me through the suite. Once we’re in the dark room lit only by the lights outside the window, he kicks the door shut behind me then his big, beautiful body pushes me up against it as his mouth crashes back to mine. I can’t help but think I’ve never been kissed so passionately by anyone before in my life. One of his arms is braced on the door above my head as he leans some of his body weight against me, and the other clutches me around my back. I’m still in my fancy reunion dress, and his fingertips dig into my back just above the hem of the low cut. His big hand is warm and wonderful on my skin and I want nothing more than to feel it all over my body. 
 
    I slide my arms around his neck as I try to pull him closer, but we’re pressed so tightly together that I can feel every hard cut of his granite muscles against me. 
 
    We kiss this way for seconds or hours—I can’t be sure, because time doesn’t exist in this space. It’s just two people who are each in a desperate frenzy in their own ways. 
 
    I need more of him. 
 
    I need all of him. 
 
    The champagne dulled my senses earlier, but it had nothing on the way every part of me springs to life in the presence of this man. When the ache between my legs becomes unbearable, I shift my hips against his, and he grunts out a moan as he thrusts right back at me.  
 
    “God, Delaney,” he says against my lips. His tone is reverent as just those two words fall from his mouth. I push my hips toward him again, and he drives back again before he pulls me from the door, swooping me up so my legs are hitched around his waist as he carries me over to the bed. He sets me down gently, a striking contrast to how the rest of this has played out, and before I have the chance to think through what I’m doing, I pull my four-figure dress over my head and toss it on the floor beside me like some sort of rag. 
 
    It’s not that I don’t have respect for the garment, because I do. It’s because I’m so caught up in this moment with Gavin that nothing else matters. 
 
    We both pant as we try to catch our breath after the kiss. I kick off my shoes, and he does the same, his gaze never leaving me. He takes in every inch of me with his eyes, and rather than feeling embarrassed that I’m standing in a strapless bra and panty set in his hotel room, I feel worshipped. Maybe this is just what he does when he’s with a woman—after all, he’s a god of music, a real, honest-to-goodness rock star who could have his pick of any woman in the world.  
 
    But something in his gaze tells me this is different for him. I’m not just any girl; I’m a reminder of his past, and if anything, tonight has told me there was an entire history between us that I was never privy to. 
 
    He tears his shirt over his head, and my eyes go right to his solid, perfect abdomen. He has tattoos on his arms—ink I don’t know anything about yet, which tells me we don’t know each other as well as we once did—but his stomach and chest are pure planes of solid muscle and smooth skin. 
 
    I can’t help it. I move toward him and guide my hand from his hard chest down to the gorgeous cuts of his six-pack. I trace my finger down one side of the perfect V sliding into his jeans, stopping only when I get to the top of his pants. I hook a finger in the top and look up at him through lowered lashes to find his gaze down on me, his eyes heated and intense as they take me in. His mouth hangs open just a little as tiny puffs of breath come out, like he’s still panting but trying to hold still as if I might disappear should he make any sudden movements.  
 
    He raises a brow at me, and I give him a sly smile before I run my hand along his impressive, concrete length. He closes his eyes with a quiet moan, and then he flexes his hips into my hand. I rub him over his jeans, the heat building inside both of us until it combusts into something I never saw coming when this night began. 
 
    His lips are on me again, and this time he kisses me as he lays me down on the bed. His body hovers over me, and I want him covering me, I want to relish in his weight pressed upon me, to feel every part of him against me as he thrusts his hips into me over and over. But instead, he slowly slides down my body, pressing kisses against my skin as he goes. Once he gets to my hips, he slides my panties down my legs and tosses them on the floor. I lean up to unhook my bra, sending it the way of the panties. He looks up at me with a gleam in his eye and a carnal smile on his lips, and then he dives face first between my thighs. 
 
    My hips buck up off the bed at the connection, pushing toward him to get more of his mouth on me. He runs his tongue along my slit, stopping to dip in before lapping up over my clit. My hips buck again, as if they’re completely out of my control at this point. 
 
    I clutch the comforter in one of my hands and my own breast in the other as he goes to work on me. I don’t know that I’ve ever felt such intense shocks of pleasure waving through my body, and as he flicks his tongue up over my clit again, I’m lost. My hips move up again, and this time my thighs clench around his ears as my entire body constricts tightly before unraveling into the state of ultimate orgasmic bliss. Pulse after pulse of pure satisfaction plows through me as my hips keep moving toward his mouth, like I can’t get enough even though he’s still attached to me. 
 
    When the throbs start to subside, my entire body trembles from the shock of what just happened, and Gavin sits up on his knees and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, his lips glistening from what he just did to me. If anything, the glow in his eyes has turned even more carnal, even more animal, and even though he just made me come like I’ve never come before in my life, I need him inside me. I need him to feel one-tenth of the pleasure he just gave me. 
 
    This man’s mouth is multi-talented. Not only can he sing, but he can do that with such skill. 
 
    I sit up too quickly as a wave of dizziness washes over me, but I ignore it because I have one goal in mind: getting those jeans off his body so he can properly fuck me. 
 
    I reach for the button and pull it before tugging down the zipper, and then I push them down his hips as much as I can in his kneeling position along with the black boxer briefs he wears. He stands and pushes them the rest of the way off, and I wish it wasn’t so dark in here, wish I could see his body lit by more than the smattering of lights coming in through the window, because I want to see him and stare at him and take in everything he is. Even in the dark he’s a masculine beast of a man, his body all gorgeous angles cut from stone. 
 
    And then he comes back to me, hovering over me again but this time with no clothes between our bodies. I moan when his dick brushes against the apex between my thighs, and he lets out a growl. I want nothing more than him inside me, pure and base, but even through the champagne and the lust from tonight I realize we don’t know each other’s most recent ten-year history for that to be a good idea. He kisses me again, and I taste my own tang on his tongue. While that might’ve grossed me out with some other man, with Gavin it’s natural and erotic and fucking hot. 
 
    He slides down to lavish some attention on my nipple, and then he leaves the bed for a second. He grabs something from the suitcase I didn’t even notice was in the room, and then I hear the rip of a condom packet. He slides it on and returns to me. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Laney?” he asks, hovering over me once again. His voice is low and sexy and I don’t think I’ve ever been so sure about anything in my entire life. 
 
    I nod, words failing me, and wrap my arms and legs around his body to draw him closer. He grunts, and he doesn’t waste any time once he has the green light, plunging his perfect cock inside me. 
 
    I close my eyes at the feel of him, relishing everything about this moment: the fullness I feel inside as he drives in and out of me, the heavenly smell of the woodsy amber and leather, the sound of our bodies slapping together, the taste of his lips on mine, and, when I open my eyes, the sight of the most gorgeous man I might’ve ever laid eyes on.  
 
    He slows his pace as our eyes meet in the middle, and I physically feel the emotions pouring out of him from his gaze on me. I feel cherished beneath him as he makes love to me. This isn’t just two old acquaintances fucking. This could be something so much more, something I never expected and didn’t know how much I needed until it happened. 
 
    “God, Laney,” he murmurs as he picks up the pace of his thrusts. “I’ve wanted this for so damn long.” His voice breaks a little on his words, and a tear slips out the side of my eye. I never could’ve imagined how emotional this would be for both of us. He thumbs away my tear before kissing me again, and I’m lost in this perfect moment. 
 
    He moves faster and faster, his sexy grunts and growls growing louder along with my moans. His body tightens for a beat before he slows his thrusts, and then he pushes in and keeps himself there as he comes. His eyes are open and on me as his face twists in pleasure, and it’s the single most beautiful sight I think I’ve ever witnessed. He rams into me a few more times after he comes, and that’s enough to push me over the cliff again. I squeeze my body around his and close my eyes tightly when I come, my moans turning into screams of bliss that I don’t even hear over the rushing in my ears. 
 
    He stays inside me long after my body has stopped pulsing, the two of us panting and clutching each other like the other might disappear, like this was all just a dream. 
 
    But it wasn’t a dream. 
 
    I just slept with Gavin Brooks, my best friend from high school turned into a famous rock star, and despite what might’ve happened earlier, it ended up being one of the best nights of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I’ve already gotten dressed, forcing myself to remember I came here with Rose and she may want to go home tonight.  
 
    “I don’t want you to leave,” he says softly as he zips up my dress. 
 
    “And I don’t want to leave,” I admit. “But all I have is this stupid expensive dress and considering my profession, I shouldn’t really do the walk of shame from a rock star’s hotel room not far from where I work the morning after spending the night here.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Well, when you put it that way, I guess I understand.” He presses a kiss to my lips. 
 
    “Besides, I need some time to think about what just happened.” 
 
    His eyes darken, and if I’m not mistaken, I see a little fear in them. I grab his hand and squeeze it tightly in mine. “It was just unexpected, Gav. But it was perfect.” 
 
    His lips tip up. “Can I see you again tomorrow?” 
 
    I nod. “I’d like that.” I know he has his meeting in the morning, and I need to process everything that just happened. I need to figure out whether getting involved with a musician is really the right move for me. For all intents and purposes, he’s a celebrity. And I’m...a schoolteacher with ghosts from my past that are better off left in the closet where they’ve lived since I cut out everyone from Prestbury Academy. Surely that’s not something he’d want associated with his brand. 
 
    And yet... 
 
    Tonight, he didn’t seem to care about any of that. 
 
    He slides his phone out of his jeans pocket. “What’s your number?” he asks softly. 
 
    I give it to him, and he taps his phone for a few seconds. “I just sent you a text so you have mine. I’ll get in touch after our meeting tomorrow and let you know a good time.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    He grins, and then he leans in and kisses my temple, a move so soft and sweet that I’m transported back ten years to the night Chase dumped me. Gavin cares about me. He always has, and somehow I missed it all that time ago.  
 
    But I won’t miss it this time.  
 
    “So am I,” he says.  
 
    I offer a smile, and then I open his bedroom door. I find Rose kissing Liam on the couch in the suite. 
 
    I glance over at Gavin, who rolls his eyes at me, and I giggle.  
 
    “Rose!” I yell, and she breaks away from Liam with a sheepish smile. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “Coming,” she says. She winks at Liam, gives Gavin a little wave, and finally stalks over toward me so we can head home and dissect our night with a couple of rock stars. 
 
    Rose’s driver is waiting for us at the entrance to the hotel when we emerge from the lobby doors. We step into the backseat, and Rose starts in first. 
 
    “Spill it, sister. What happened behind that closed door?” 
 
    My champagne may have worn off, but she still seems a little tipsy.  
 
    Heat creeps into my cheeks, and I’m thankful for the darkness in the back of the car. 
 
    I clear my throat just as my clutch vibrates, and I realize it’s the repeat alert of the text Gavin sent me just a few minutes ago with his number. “We had sex.” 
 
    “Oh my God! How was it?” 
 
    I close my eyes and allow my head to fall back onto the seat. “Incredible.” I sigh a little more dreamily than I intend to. “It was intense and passionate, like fourteen years of foreplay and finally getting to the main event.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks. 
 
    I sit up and open my eyes. “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Fourteen years of foreplay?” she repeats. “What about Chase?” 
 
    “What about him, Rose?” I practically spit out. “I waited ten years to see his stupid ass again and he shows up with some bimbo. How am I supposed to take that? Just wait around a little longer with the hope that he’s still the one for me?” 
 
    Her jaw drops a bit with my outburst. “I’m just surprised you’re moving forward so easily, I guess. That’s all.” 
 
    I blow out a breath.  
 
    “I wish we each had a glass, because I want to toast to something,” she says. 
 
    I hold up an imaginary glass. “Go for it.” 
 
    “To starting over with the past.” 
 
    I fake clink her glass. “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    My phone buzzes again, and when I finally slide my phone out of my clutch, I find more than one text message waiting for me. 
 
    I read the most recent one first. 
 
    Gavin: It’s Gavin. Thank you for tonight. It was perfect, and it’s something I’ve wanted for fourteen years. See you tomorrow. 
 
    My heart melts a little. He wanted to do that with me for fourteen years? I wish he had. Maybe then I wouldn’t have been so goddamn tied up in Chase for so long. 
 
    I’m at once excited and terrified for the possibilities ahead of us. 
 
    I tap out a reply. 
 
    Me: I hope it was worth the wait. Thanks for tonight. I didn’t want to leave, but I was afraid of what I was feeling for you already.  
 
    “Who are you texting?” Rose asks. 
 
    “Gavin.” I glance up at her after I hit send. “He said he wanted to do that with me for fourteen years.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Dee! Are you serious?” 
 
    I nod and flash my phone at her so she can read it for herself. I feel the vibration indicating another text came through. She reads it first, her eyes widening, and then I turn the screen toward myself. 
 
    Gavin: I’ve been afraid of my feelings for you for a long time, Laney. 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say to that,” I murmur. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she says softly, as if something just dawned on her. And then, a little louder, “Oh my God!” 
 
    “What?” I ask, my brows drawing down as I wait for her to spit it out. 
 
    “That song tonight! The one they played. It was at the reunion. You were getting drinks. Their new one.” She’s spitting out short sentences that aren’t making any sense to me. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    She looks up at the ceiling like she’s trying to remember. “It was about ten years going by and wanting someone who never really belonged to him. It’s you, Dee. He was singing about you.” 
 
    I make a face. “Don’t be ridiculous. He didn’t write a song about me.” 
 
    “The hell he didn’t.” She purses her lips and raises her brows pointedly. “And you know how it ended? He said he still wanted the girl. Shit, I wish I hadn’t been drinking gin or I’d remember it better.” 
 
    “And I missed it because I was busy pouring drinks down Chase’s date’s dress.” I roll my eyes. “Not that I would’ve thought for a second it was about me.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes in exasperation. “Of course it was about you. Don’t you see? Gavin has loved you for the last ten years the same way you’ve loved Chase.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    She pauses, brows knit together in thought as she chews a nail. “Wait a minute! That song that’s their big hit! Oh my God, that’s about you, too!” 
 
    “What song?” 
 
    “That ‘Locked Up’ one!” She pulls her phone out and presses play, and we listen to the words. “The one who holds the key is the one right next to me!” she yells triumphantly, repeating words from the refrain. “Because you two were always together back in high school. I wonder if he wrote this song back then.” 
 
    “Shh!” I scold her as I try to listen to the words. 
 
    “Stolen glances across the room while you’re holding his hand. That’s you holding Chase’s hand while you’re looking across the room at Gavin. Those looks made him believe he had a shot with you.” She’s analyzing every lyric, and I’m almost starting to believe her. 
 
    When the song ends, she repeats the final line. “The one who holds the key will never set me free. Jesus Christ, Dee. Could it be any clearer to you?” 
 
    “What the hell does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means you. You hold the key to his heart, and you’ll never set him free because you’ve always loved someone else. But maybe you don’t anymore. Maybe he’s got a real chance now. This is like a freaking soap opera and I’m living for it!” 
 
    I huff out a sigh as I turn toward the window. It’s late, and we’ve had a full night of drinking and partying and dancing and, for me at least, sex.  
 
    “What happened with you and Liam?” I finally ask in an attempt to get the heat off me. 
 
    “He played it a little cool but I’ll wear him down.” 
 
    I can’t help my giggle. Leave it to Rose to convince a guy that he’s right for her. 
 
    “I mean, we kissed and he felt me up, but that was about it. Nothing rock stars don’t do with every woman they bring back to their hospitality suite.” 
 
    And there she goes, mucking up my already jumbled thoughts with still more confusion. 
 
    Is that what Gavin was doing? Did he just invite me back to the suite to kiss me and see how far he could get with me? Is this just a game to him? 
 
    Or is there more? 
 
    The emotions that passed between us in our passion tonight tell me there’s more to it, but to hear Rose break it down so callously has me a little bit on edge. Is that what he’s like? Does he just screw any girl he wants because he simply can? Or has he played the field because there was only ever one girl who held his heart? 
 
    Those are questions only Gavin can answer, and it’ll be up to me to interpret those answers as truths or lies. 
 
    It’s only then I remember that I still need to reply to his last text, and I have yet to come up with a witty response. So I fire off a quote I have hanging in my medicine cabinet. 
 
    Me: Les Brown said, “Too many of us are not living our dreams because we are living our fears.” Let’s not live our fears. 
 
    After I send off that text, I glance at the other text waiting for me. It’s from an unknown number, but I know who it’s from before I even get to the last sentence. 
 
    Unknown Number: I got your number from Reagan. I need to see you. I have so much to say. Can you meet for breakfast tomorrow? This is Chase, by the way. 
 
    My heart squeezes in my chest. “Um, Rose? I have a text from Chase.” 
 
    She freezes for a beat, eyes wide. “What does it say?” 
 
    “He needs to see me and can we meet for breakfast tomorrow. What the fuck, Rose? What do I do?” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” she asks, her voice one of reason where it was anything but that a few seconds ago. 
 
    What do I want to do? What a great fucking question. 
 
    I want to luxuriate in Gavin a little longer before muddling it up by seeing Chase and allowing all those old feelings to return. I want to pretend I didn’t get Chase’s text because I don’t know how I’ll handle seeing him for breakfast and Gavin later in the day. 
 
    I want there to be a clear answer either way...but I don’t know if there actually is one. 
 
    “I want to hear what he has to say,” I finally mumble, my gaze returning to the streets passing us by as we make our way back to my apartment.  
 
    She nods. “Then meet him for breakfast. Simple.” 
 
    “What about Gavin?” 
 
    “It’s a breakfast meeting, Dee. You’re not committing to a lifetime with the guy.” 
 
    I nod. Of course she’s right. It’s just breakfast. 
 
    But my new fear is that it could be so much more than just breakfast.  
 
    I think back to the quote I literally just texted to Gavin. “Too many of us are not living our dreams because we are living our fears.”  
 
    I thought I knew what my dream was. It used to be crystal clear to me. 
 
    But now that I’m presented with two completely different opportunities, I’m not so sure anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    My little old Civic sticks out like a sore thumb in the valet lane at the Peninsula Beverly Hills the next morning. I’m slightly hungover and tired as fuck, but I texted Chase back late last night and he asked me to be at his hotel by eleven. So here I am, after getting home well after four in the morning. 
 
    He told me to meet him at the Roof Garden restaurant, and I’m really glad Rose forced me to sleep over at her place so I could borrow one of her fancier sundresses this morning. The one I chose is knee-length, white with a floral print in a variety of feminine colors, and I feel fresh and pretty in it. My hangover is partially covered by a large pair of her designer sunglasses, hiding my face made up with her fancy name brand make-up rather than the cheap shit I bought at the grocery store. 
 
    Apart from my elderly vehicle, I don’t look the part of the working-class gal I’ve become. 
 
    I make my way through a luxe, ivory-colored lobby toward the bank of elevators that will take me to the rooftop restaurant. When I step out, I immediately spot Chase in a pair of khaki slacks and a short-sleeved, white button-down shirt. He looks casual and relaxed, but the way the shirt stretches across his broad chest belies the thought that he’s just another preppy guy. He’s an athlete, proven moreover by the strong veins in his forearms that always managed to make me hot for him.  
 
    As I get closer, I smell the Gio on him, transporting me back to a simpler time when the two of us could’ve come here for a breakfast because we didn’t have a care in the world and we were young and dumb and could afford it. 
 
    He stands when he spots me, and he takes a few steps toward me. “Good morning,” he says before he hugs me—something missing from last night’s reunion—and gently kisses my cheek before pulling out the chair across the table from him. 
 
    His lips on my cheek send a ripple of nerves down my spine. 
 
    “Good morning,” I say lightly. I pick up the menu and pretend to peruse. I don’t remove my sunglasses even though we’re sitting under a shady umbrella and he isn’t wearing any. It gives me further chance to study him without him really knowing that’s what I’m doing. 
 
    He’s as handsome as ever. He hasn’t changed much in the last decade apart from the sharper lines of his jaw and cheekbones. The scruff on his jaw is more pronounced than it was back then, a little darker than it used to be. He’s also more muscular than he was back in high school, but I imagine that has a lot to do with his chosen profession. 
 
    He’s still hot—but just hotter now. More defined and toned. 
 
    I glance down at the menu when his eyes move up toward mine like he can feel me watching him. I decide on the blueberry pancakes because that sounds fantastic this morning, and I remember many shared breakfasts together made up of nothing but carbs.  
 
    I keep staring at the menu even after I’ve made my decision because I suddenly feel awkward sitting here. 
 
    “How was your night?” he asks, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Fun. Rose and I went to a bar to watch Beyond Gold play.” I leave out the fact that we ended up at their hotel.  
 
    “Nice. You and Brooks still close?” he asks a little flippantly, like he doesn’t really care if we are or aren’t...but a memory rushes back, a fight we had once upon a time about my friendship with Gavin. I remember assuring Chase over and over that he was the one who held my heart, that he had nothing to worry about, no reason to be jealous, yet he was. He was always envious of what Gavin and I shared, and only now, ten years after the fact, does a question hang over me. If he was so jealous, why’d he send Gavin over the night he dumped me? 
 
    And another thought hits me before I respond: he’d really hate the fact that Gavin and I were together last night, but what stake does he hold anymore anyway? He was the one who wanted to move on without me.  
 
    He was the one who showed up with a date last night. 
 
    I’m not sure how to answer his question. I feel pretty close to Gavin after last night, but we didn’t keep in touch. “The only person I kept in touch with from high school was Rose, but seeing Gavin last night was like no time had passed at all.” 
 
    It’s a casual response to his casual question and not entirely truthful, I suppose. Plenty of time had to have passed for me to realize how badly I wanted him. To see how much he’d changed in our time apart. To look at his mouth as something other than the engine that produces words and songs and to want it to work me over. “You still close with anybody?” 
 
    “I kept in touch with some of the guys from the team the first couple weeks after I got to college, but then games started and I didn’t really have time anymore.” He shakes his head like he regrets not making the time—just like he could’ve made the time for me but chose not to. 
 
    I don’t know what to say to that. Before last night, I might’ve gotten defensive and spoken my thoughts aloud, but now I’m not so sure if that’s what I want. Especially with Gavin’s touch planted firmly at the forefront of my mind again. 
 
    I don’t have to come up with a response, though, because he speaks first. “For the record, last night I dropped off Savannah and came back here for an early night so I could get up to get a workout in this morning.” 
 
    “You dropped her off?” I squeak. I drop my menu and take a gulp from the glass of water sitting in front of me to try to clear my throat. 
 
    He blows out a breath. “Yeah.” He glances away from me, but those blue eyes of his always gave him away. I immediately know he’s about to make a confession, and then he turns back to me, eyes full of the same familiar authenticity that was always there when he looked at me barring one night when he ended things between us. “I couldn’t spend the night with her when I was thinking about you.” 
 
    My chest warms and there it is...butterflies in my stomach for Chase. He always managed to give me butterflies and tingles. 
 
    God, I’m in real trouble here. 
 
    “What can I get you to drink?” the waitress asks, interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    “Mimosa,” I say immediately, because that’s always the right answer when you meet someone for breakfast. 
 
    “Just water and black coffee for me,” Chase says, and I feel stupid for ordering alcohol when he doesn’t. 
 
    “Are you ready to order?” she asks, looking at me. 
 
    “I’ll have the blueberry pancakes with a side of hash browns,” I say. She squints at me and nods as if memorizing my order, and I wish she’d just write it down. 
 
    “I’ll have the same.” He smiles up at the waitress and hands her his menu. After she walks away, he leans in close. “Don’t tell my trainer. He’ll kill me.” 
 
    I giggle. “What does he make you eat?” 
 
    “Egg white omelets.” He wrinkles his nose. “But it’s the off-season and this is an important breakfast.” 
 
    “You get a pass in the off-season?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Brett says it’s especially important to eat right in the off-season. He wants us to keep up our normal workout routines and meals so we don’t fall behind when training camp starts, and it’s important to maintain flexibility to prevent injuries.” 
 
    “When does training camp start?” 
 
    “End of July.” 
 
    “So you’re off another month and a half?” I ask, thinking how interesting it is that our schedules are such that we both have time off for nearly two months in the summer—provided I’m not picking up summer school classes for extra cash, which I did do this summer. A brief thought that we could travel together or spend lazy days in bed enters my mind, but his next words quickly dash away those thoughts. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I have it off, exactly. A lot of guys are rehabbing or having surgery, some head home. I live in Denver now so I already was home. I spend a lot of time with local charities, and I run a youth football camp while kids are on summer break. Round two starts Wednesday, and that’s why I need to head home on Tuesday.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I breathe as I take in everything he’s telling me. The Chase I knew was a good guy, but we were raised with privilege. We did charity work because it looked good on our college entrance applications, and we enjoyed the feeling we got when we helped others. It’s nice to know he’s still helping people—just on a much larger scale these days, using his means to help the less fortunate. 
 
    But telling me about his charity work isn’t why he invited me here this morning, and curiosity wins. “So, uh, your text said you had so much you wanted to say to me, and I assume you didn’t want to meet for breakfast to discuss your charity work.” 
 
    He laughs. “That’s not usually the response I get when I tell people what I do for the city.” 
 
    “I’m not most people.” I shrug and shoot him a cheeky smile. 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, you’re damn right about that.” We stare at each other for a few beats, and then he finally speaks again. “It’s good to see you again, Dee.” 
 
    I nod, but I can’t seem to make words come out of my mouth. I wish I had a witty response, but I don’t.  
 
    “Last night when I first saw you, it all came rushing back.” He shakes his head a little like he can’t believe it. “All the feelings, the pain of what I felt like I had to do at the time, all the love. It doesn’t just go away. I thought it faded. I thought it was gone. But it’s not. It’s all still there, as intense as it was back then.” 
 
    My heart races in my chest and my stomach twists as I try to comprehend what he’s telling me. My brows draw down in confusion or misunderstanding or shock as all those same feelings swirl in my brain. 
 
    He reaches across the short space of our table to take my hand in his. “I still love you, Dee. I never stopped, and I was stupid to let you go.” 
 
    Gavin’s lips flash through my mind, and I have no clue why they chose this particular moment to show back up in my brain. So soft...so firm...so perfect. 
 
    Why am I thinking of Gavin after Chase just said everything I’ve wanted to hear for the past ten years? 
 
    Words finally find me. “You’re right. You were stupid to end things the way you did, and you broke my heart.”  
 
    I’m proud of the profound strength behind those words. I never thought I’d have the nerve to say anything like that to him—especially now that he’s become someone else, a god of football and this ideal man I’ve built in my mind that no other man could ever possibly measure up to.  
 
    But sitting across from me now, he just reminds me of the boy I once loved...the boy I always loved. 
 
    The boy I want to love again? 
 
    After the revelations I had last night, I’m just not sure anymore. 
 
    “I know I did. I broke my own heart, too.” His eyes turn from mine down to the table, and I get the sense that he’s really uncomfortable with the direction of this conversation. 
 
    “That’s a convenient thing to say after all this time,” I say. If I’m even going to entertain the idea of taking him back, I need to take stock of his sincerity here. It’s all I can do to protect myself. 
 
    His eyes flick back up to mine. “I know, but it’s the truth, too. I’ve tried to forget about you, tried to move on. No one compares, and I want you back.” 
 
    I know the sentiment.  
 
    And I know how much he’s tried to move on. It’s been all over the tabloids—his many, many conquests, a different woman on his arm at seemingly every major event, tagged photos of him on Instagram from the morning after spending the night at some girl’s place. 
 
    It all hurt, but one single kiss last night seemed to heal the pain I’d been carrying with me for so long. 
 
    Gavin’s eyes flash through my mind. So stormy and blue and somehow haunting me on this sunny morning. 
 
    Gavin’s kiss made me feel things I hadn’t felt in a long time. Maybe ever. And his body did even more damage to my frame of mind.  
 
    But the one boy I ever really wanted is sitting across the table from me telling me he wants me, too. 
 
    The waitress drops off our food, my plate mounding with blueberry pancakes that look delicious, but suddenly my appetite is gone. 
 
    “You could’ve called. Why didn’t you?” I blurt. 
 
    He looks surprised by my question. He sets down his fork and stares at me for a beat. “I didn’t know what to say.” 
 
    I let that settle between us as I eye the syrup, not sure how to respond.  
 
    “Are you seeing anyone?” he asks as he digs into his first bite. 
 
    “Kind of,” I admit, thinking about last night again. “But its new and not serious.” My eyes follow the syrup as I pour it from a fancy little dispenser. I glance up at him as I contemplate telling him about Gavin, and then I look back down at my pancakes and attempt to cut myself a small bite. Chase’s jealous streak runs through my mind again, and even though I plan to be honest with him at some point if I see him again, this doesn’t feel like the right time. 
 
    “Nothing serious for me, either,” he says through another bite of his food.  
 
    We chew in silence for a few beats until I can’t take it anymore. I toss my fork down on my plate with a loud clatter. “So what does all this mean? What, exactly, do you want from me?” 
 
    He looks up in surprise, both brows shooting up his forehead at my little outburst. “I, uh...” He looks around a little wildly for a beat before he takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. Once he’s fully composed, he says, “I want you back in my life. Whatever that means. We could try long-distance, or since you’re on summer break, you could come to Denver for a while, and maybe if you like it you can just stay. I want to take you out to dinner. I want to date you. I want to hold you in my arms, your head against my chest.” He taps his chest for emphasis. “I want to kiss you. God, do I want to kiss you.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “And I want to do all the things that come after kissing.” 
 
    The butterflies in my stomach are out in full force again, and I have the sudden urge to let him take me down to his hotel room and do all the things he just said. Especially the last one. 
 
    But I don’t even know him anymore. Not really. 
 
    My phone dings with a new text alert in the clutch I set next to me on the table when I first sat. My eyes break from his to look at the offending sound, and I know who it’s from without even looking. 
 
    Gavin. 
 
    He said he’d text me this morning. 
 
    “I can’t just...uproot my life and head to Denver, Chase.” I have an upcoming summer school session I volunteered to teach for the extra cash. Oh, and I have that meeting with Gavin this afternoon... 
 
    “I don’t expect you to. But I had to be honest with you.” 
 
    I wrinkle a brow. “You know all this from seeing me for ten seconds last night and a few minutes this morning?” 
 
    “In my heart, I’ve known for the last ten years, Dee.” 
 
    I’m not sure why I’m questioning him or fighting it because this is all I’ve wanted since the night he broke up with me. 
 
    My repeat text notification dings, and I have a sudden inkling as to why I’m fighting it. 
 
    I just can’t figure out why the idea of Gavin is pushing me in the opposite direction of Chase. 
 
    “Well, then you had ten years to get in touch. Why’d you wait?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder, eyes back on the scenery instead of me. “I told you. I didn’t know what to say.” 
 
    “That’s a copout. Give me the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Life moves fast, you know? One minute you’re floating through high school, and the next some coach convinces you that your future is the most important thing because you’re young and stupid. And then suddenly you’re wrapped up in practice and training and workouts and you just kind of find yourself a little lost.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible, but he somehow manages to make me feel sorry for him. Just because his life seems glamorous to an outsider doesn’t mean it is. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. It’s an automatic response when someone makes a confession like that. Manners win this time over the hurt of the past. 
 
    “I’m sorry, too.” His eyes find mine, and I see all that sincerity there again. But I’m having trouble figuring out what the right thing to do here is versus the thing I thought I wanted for so long. Would Chase really be what twenty-eight-year-old Delaney needs? Or is Chase simply Delaney’s dream as an eighteen-year-old come to life? 
 
    That’s the magic question, and I don’t have the answer. Especially not when I can still feel Gavin’s lips on mine and his body hovering over me.  
 
    “I just need some time to process all this,” I say. I stand, my pancakes virtually untouched, and pick up my clutch. “I’ll text you, okay?” I turn to leave, but his voice stops me. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder and shoot him a smile. “Faster than it took you to get in touch with me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors taking me down to the lobby have barely shut behind me when I slide my phone out of my clutch along with my valet ticket. 
 
    Gavin: Meeting is over. When can I see you? 
 
    I smile at my phone in spite of everything. 
 
    Me: I don’t have any plans today. 
 
    Gavin: Have you eaten breakfast? 
 
    The elevator doors open before I have a chance to respond. I head over to valet and hand them my ticket, getting caught back up in my conversation with Gavin. 
 
    Me: Sort of but I could eat again. 
 
    Gavin: I’m not sure what that means but I’m heading home. I can pick up something on the way and meet you there. 
 
    Gavin’s house? Why does the very thought make my hands sweat and my knees feel weak? 
 
    Me: Text me your address and I’ll be on my way. 
 
    He does, and I immediately pull it up on the map. He lives in Santa Monica, and according to the map, his place is right on the beach. 
 
    I swoon a little. 
 
    The valet pulls my car up, and I hand him a tip before getting in and texting Gavin back. 
 
    Me: I’ll be there in 33 minutes. 
 
    His quick reply is a laughing face emoji, and then another one comes through. 
 
    Gavin: I’ll try to get there first. 
 
    I take my time to allow him a little more time, and as I drive with my window down, a warm breeze blowing my hair wildly around and the scenery become less green and more beachy, I realize this is why I’ve stayed in California all this time. 
 
    I love living minutes from the beach—not that my apartment is really all that close, but it’s less than a half hour drive. I love the warmth of the California sun and the mountains and the salty ocean air. It reminds me of an easier time in my life, but it also reminds me how far I’ve come. 
 
    I turn up the radio when Beyond Gold’s smash hit comes on, and I really listen to the words as my conversation with Rose pops back into my mind. 
 
    If it really is about me, which I’m still convinced it isn’t, because how fucking egotistical would I be to say yeah, that song is totally about me...but if it is...could the first verse be about the night Chase and I broke up? Gavin sings, “Standing there, tears in your eyes, I pretend again, but it’s all lies...” 
 
    That night he held me close through the entire night. Was he pretending he wasn’t in love with me all those years ago? And did his heartache lead him to a number one song on the charts only a few short years later? 
 
    Now that Rose put that thought in my head, I can’t help but wonder. 
 
    And hope. 
 
    Is it wrong to hope that he did love me all that time ago? And is it even worse that I want him to still have those feelings for me today? 
 
    I haven’t felt loved, and I mean really loved, since Chase and I were together. Too much changed in the aftermath of our breakup that I didn’t even really feel it from my family anymore. It was my own fault for distancing myself from everyone and everything I knew—except for Rose. Porter and I didn’t get close again until after he graduated from college and we happened to be looking for a roommate at the same time.  
 
    He asked me why I didn’t just move in with Rose, and the answer was simple: my pride. If I was going to live with someone, I wanted to be able to split the rent. And Rose’s tastes were so far out of my budget that I couldn’t even entertain the possibility of renting just a single room from her. 
 
    As I pull in front of Gavin’s beach mansion, because let’s face it, this isn’t just some little beach house, I feel an overwhelming sense that I’m not good enough to be here. 
 
    Once upon a time I belonged, but that just isn’t the case any longer. I put the car in park and head up the driveway. 
 
    “I beat you here by ten seconds,” Gavin says, emerging from a Land Rover parked in the driveway with a bag of food and a grin on his handsome face. Sunglasses cover those gorgeous eyes of his, and I’m suddenly filled with nerves.  
 
    I wasn’t even this nervous to meet Chase this morning. 
 
    I pretend to glance around through Rose’s sunglasses, but really my eyes are glued to the man standing by the car. He’s wearing that leather jacket again even though the sun is warm despite the sixty-four-degree temperature this close to the water. He has a white shirt underneath his jacket just like last night, like it’s some sort of rock star uniform. His jeans are the perfect fit, and as he turns to close his car door, my eyes wander down to his ass. I can’t help my little gasp at the sight. Tight and perky, and last night he admitted his feelings for me and I got to spend some time in his bed.  
 
    I shouldn’t be nervous given all the facts, but I am.  
 
    I take a few tentative steps toward him. 
 
    “Come on in,” he says, and my eyes shift to his lips and then to his square jaw that’s covered in the perfect amount of stubble. 
 
    Good God, if only this man knew the thoughts running through my head. 
 
    And then one interrupts the rest.  
 
    I still love you, Dee. I never stopped, and I was stupid to let you go. 
 
    I close my eyes for a beat, willing Chase out of my thoughts. Why is he popping up now? I don’t want to think of him—just like I didn’t want to think of Gavin when I was at the restaurant with Chase. I just want to immerse myself in the moment, but instead these wandering thoughts peck painfully away at me. 
 
    I follow Gavin up the driveway and up some stairs into his living room, which is connected to a dining area and a lush kitchen. The countertops are a white quartz with gorgeous silvery sparkles, something I’ve only seen on those house flip shows on HGTV. His cabinets are a dark gray, the perfect contrast to the white, and when I turn around, I see a gorgeous view of the beach. This place is clean and luxurious and I get this sudden sense like despite everything, I belong here. 
 
    With Gavin. 
 
    My friend. 
 
    Maybe more. 
 
    “I got breakfast burritos. I hope that’s okay,” he says, setting the bag on the kitchen table and heading for a cabinet to grab some plates. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I say, my voice a little huskier than I want it to be. I realize only now these are the first words I’ve spoken since I belted out the lyrics to Beyond Gold’s hottest song in the car. 
 
    “So you sort of already ate?” he asks. 
 
    I feel a little well of guilt rise up, and even though I want him to kiss me again, I have the urge to be honest with him. “Yeah. Uh...Chase asked me to breakfast this morning, and I met him. But I didn’t really eat much.” 
 
    He raises a brow but doesn’t say anything, and I feel stupid for having mentioned it. 
 
    “I ordered pancakes but lost my appetite. I’m actually starving right now.” 
 
    He chuckles, grabs a package out of the bag, and sets it on the plate before handing it to me. 
 
    “Drink?” he asks. 
 
    “Just some juice if you’ve got it.” I set my plate on the table and walk over to grab his plate for him, too. I set his across from me so I can look at his hot face while we eat. 
 
    “Apple, grapefruit, or orange?” 
 
    “Orange please. But obviously I can’t let the grapefruit one slide. Isn’t that for the elderly?” 
 
    He chuckles. “It’s good for your liver. And with the amount of drinking rock stars do, it’s nice to keep something healthy around. Plus I’m really working on my AARP membership and liking grapefruit is a requirement.” 
 
    I laugh. “Are you including yourself in the heavy amounts of drinking, or is this something you keep for your buddies?” I slide into the chair and unwrap my burrito. 
 
    “I have the occasional night of debauchery, but for the most part I’m the same guy you knew ten years ago.” He pours us each a glass of orange juice, and I find his words hard to believe. 
 
    “Would you have kissed me ten years ago?” I ask, and I don’t know where the sudden bold version of me comes from...but I like her. A lot.  
 
    I glance over at him as he puts away the orange juice, and then he stares down into the two glasses as he answers. “I wanted to kiss you every second of every day ten years ago. But I had to pretend I didn’t. For you.” He looks up at me, and I duck my head down as my cheeks burn and my stomach does a cartwheel.  
 
    The first verse of “Locked Up” repeats itself in my head, and I almost voice the question...but then I chicken out—even though he basically quoted the song in his candid response to my bold question. 
 
    He brings the juice over. 
 
    “I don’t know how I never saw it,” I finally say. 
 
    “We miss a lot when our eyes are closed.” He grabs the bag from the counter and sets it between us. “Chips and salsa,” he says, nodding toward the bag and somehow removing the awkwardness I feel in his response.  
 
    I can’t help but think how casual this is compared to the rooftop restaurant. Even as I draw the comparison, I realize how much more I fit into this setting versus the one where I always thought I belonged. 
 
    “So what did old Chase have to say for himself?” he asks, his voice full of false brightness. 
 
    I giggle. “Well, he said he was an idiot all those years ago and he wants me back.” 
 
    His face falls at my truth, and I suddenly feel horrible that the words fell out so bluntly. “And you said...” 
 
    “I said I need some time to process that and I left.” I take a bite of burrito and can’t help my moan of satisfaction. 
 
    Gavin readjusts in his seat. “You left?” he repeats. 
 
    “Yeah. Your text came through on my elevator ride down.” 
 
    He clears his throat. “Did...uh...” 
 
    My brows draw down as I wait for him to spit out his question. 
 
    “Did anything happen?” he finally asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “No. But something happened last night between you and me, and I’m thinking about it still this morning. Even at my first breakfast.” 
 
    “Do you want him back?” 
 
    I glance out the window at the beach, hoping to find the answer there. I don’t see it, and so I settle for more truth. “I don’t know. I spent the last ten years wanting him back, comparing every single man I dated to him, never wanting anybody else, thinking someday it would just work out. This morning should have been my every dream come true. But this rock star who used to be my best friend took me to his hotel room and challenged everything I believed for nearly half my life.” 
 
    I turn back to him and meet his surprised gaze. 
 
    Neither of us speaks over our burritos for a few beats, just staring across the table at one another. I wish I knew what he was thinking. I wish he’d say something to the daring confession I just made—but if he could make them with such honesty, so should I. 
 
    After all, after all this time...I don’t have anything else to lose. 
 
    He breaks our gaze when he stands, and then he stalks over to my side of the table, pulls me up from my chair, and crushes his lips to mine. One hand palms his face, the scruff there more grown in than last night and rough against my skin. My other fingers dive into his thick, dark, luscious hair. I tug and pull, the passion between us escalating.  
 
    His arms are around me, his fingertips digging into the bare flesh of my back exposed by the low cut of the sundress. His fingertips, his kiss, everything about him just sets me on absolute fucking fire. This is intense passion, and maybe it stems from having been such close friends all those years ago—or maybe this is the manifestation of Gavin’s own pining for the last decade.  
 
    His mouth batters mine, an angry assault of tongue against tongue. My chest buzzes with the excitement of it and the apex of my thighs aches with a pulsing, pounding need. 
 
    He grunts when I tug a little harder on his hair, digging his fingers a little harder into my flesh, and I moan with the utter thrill of it all as I lose myself to him, to this moment, to this thing I’ve wanted to happen again since last night. 
 
    And then, an unwelcome thought creeps in. 
 
    Would kissing Chase feel this passionate, this exciting after all this time? 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to show me one way or the other...and I realize as my mind wanders back to him that I shouldn’t be kissing Gavin while I’m thinking of another man. 
 
    With total and utter reluctance, I move my hand from his hair and slow our kiss, giving him a final gentle peck before breaking away. His chest heaves with exertion like he just sprinted across the beach, and I find I’m panting, too.  
 
    “What?” he asks. I expect him to be annoyed or frustrated that I backed away first, but his expression is smooth in his single word. 
 
    I shake my head. “I just...this is a lot to process.”  
 
    “You can’t make declarations like you just did and think I’m not going to drop whatever the fuck I’m doing to kiss you.” His timbre is low and raspy, and it sends another shot of need right between my legs.  
 
    I didn’t feel that same ache there during breakfast with Chase. I feel like my answer should be simple. See where things go with Gavin and forget about the guy I’ve been in love with for the last fourteen years. 
 
    But life is never quite that simple.  
 
    I wish it could be, but this morning, Chase offered me everything I’ve wanted since one fateful night so long ago, and I’d be a fool not to at least explore the possibilities with him. 
 
    But I’m not quite ready to let Gavin go just yet, either.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I’m mostly the same guy I was back then, but a few things have changed. I go after what I want, and I stop at nothing to get it.” 
 
    He sits across from me and resumes eating his burrito like he didn’t just ravage me with his mouth. I’m still sucking in air and trying to compose myself as I question whether stopping was really the right thing, because right at this moment it feels like the exact wrong thing. I grab onto the back of the chair to try to steady myself, a fruitless endeavor in the same room with Gavin Brooks. 
 
    “And, just to be clear, what I want is you.” He stares across the table at me like he’s looking through me, and it’s a little intimidating. “It’s what I’ve wanted since I was fourteen.” 
 
    I finally pull out the chair and slide in, my cheeks burning with his revelation. “Why me?” I ask on a whisper. 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “It’s always been you.” He takes another bite of burrito and chews slowly.  
 
    I blow out a breath, unsteady and unsure once again. “Why didn’t you tell me back then?” My voice shakes as I ask the question. 
 
    “We were friends first, and one day I realized I wanted more. But I was too late. You’d already fallen for Camden and I was stuck in second place. But being beside you as your friend was better than not being beside you at all. I knew if I told you, I’d lose you forever.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure that now is the right time? I mean, I just told you I came from breakfast with him.” 
 
    “Ten years gone.” He shrugs meaningfully. “I already lost you for ten years. I tried and tried to stay in your life until you forced me to do what I thought you wanted. I promised myself if you were at the reunion, I wouldn’t miss my chance this time. Besides, I’ve been sharing you with him since the day I realized I was in love with you. Why should that be any different now?” 
 
    My jaw falls open. “In love with me?” 
 
    “Come on, Laney. Did you really think it was some childhood crush? Haven’t you heard ‘Locked Up’?” 
 
    My eyes widen. So it is about me. “When did you write that song?” 
 
    “I wrote it a few weeks after you and Chase broke up. I couldn’t get it out of my head how I felt so locked in on you but you never even knew it.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I’m the one who holds the key that will never set you free?” I ask, repeating the last two lines of the song. 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “Yeah. That night you whispered to me how much you needed me and what a good guy I was and it was all I could do to hold you through the night without kissing you and confessing how I really felt. And then the scandal broke and you locked me out. That’s the real irony. You had me locked up and locked out at the same time.” He grabs a chip from the bag between us, totally calm and collected, like this isn’t the deepest conversation I’ve had with another person in the last...jeez, maybe in the last ten years. 
 
    “So why is this so easy for you now?” I ask.  
 
    “It’s funny you think this is easy for me. Do you have any idea how nervous I was to see you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You didn’t seem nervous at all.” 
 
    He glances out the window. “Years of training to mask it, I guess.” 
 
    “Because of your career?” I surmise. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Do you get nervous to go on stage?” 
 
    He raises his brows and nods as he presses his lips together. “Every time.” 
 
    “Even at that bar last night?” 
 
    He nods. “Especially last night. It was only the second time you’ve ever seen me play live.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I finally pick up my burrito and take a bite. 
 
    “Just a guess. Am I right?” 
 
    I nod. “I listen when Beyond Gold comes on the radio, and I’ve seen you in magazines. But it’s hard dredging up that time of my life.” I stare down at my food, not adding the fact that going to concerts is a luxury I can no longer financially afford. 
 
    “Is it hard sitting here with me now?” he asks softly. 
 
    My eyes return to his, and I shake my head before answering with my heart. “It’s the easiest, most natural thing in the world.” 
 
    A small smile of satisfaction plays at his lips. I can tell he wants to ask me how things went with Chase this morning, but after all his confessions, I feel like keeping him and Chase separate is best. 
 
    Besides, I can’t really lay it all out on the table the way I might’ve done ten years ago now that I know his real feelings for me. 
 
    “And how are your feelings now?” I ask, treading carefully. I want to know, but I’m terrified to know. 
 
    “You know those old friends that you don’t need to see or talk to every day but you sort of pick up right where you left off?” 
 
    I nod. I know exactly where he’s going with this because I feel that with him. Only things are more intense...and different, I suppose. 
 
    “Like that. Like nothing has changed. Like I picked up right where I left off with you even though I’ve had years of experiences to change or dilute things. Nothing has changed. Nothing is diluted. Maybe it’s stronger, if anything.” 
 
    “How’d your meeting at Ashmark go?” I ask, desperately needing to change the subject. 
 
    “Excellent.” He’s holding his cards close to the vest on this one, it seems, which is probably appropriate since I’m holding a few close cards of my own. 
 
    “Do they always conduct business on Sunday mornings?” 
 
    “Only if it’s of the utmost importance.” His eyes twinkle in amusement, and I can’t help my giggle. 
 
    “And this was?” I’m prodding, but I don’t know how else to get him to spill some details. 
 
    His eyes narrow at me, like he can’t really decide whether or not he should tell me. And then he does. “Ashmark is putting together a headlining tour for us.” 
 
    I drop my burrito. “Holy shit, Gavin! That’s awesome!” 
 
    He grins. “Yeah, it’s pretty fucking awesome. We’ve headlined a bunch of gigs, we’ve co-headlined a tour, and we’ve opened a shitload of shows, but we haven’t had our own headlining tour yet.” 
 
    I raise my brows with his impressive news. “So this is, like, a pretty big deal then.” 
 
    He nods slowly and drags his teeth over his bottom lip. It feels like an intimate invitation. “Yeah, it’s a really big deal.” 
 
    “What does it mean? Do you have any details yet?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Mark wants to launch as soon as we can, but I’m not totally sure what that means just yet. It’s up to the booking agent to find us venues and map out a schedule, and we’ll go from there. We talked a bit about who might open for us and which cities we want to be sure to hit, and the booking agent has already started scoping things out.” 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Could be anywhere from a few months to a year or more.” 
 
    “A year or more?” I repeat. My first thought is how that might affect whatever’s potentially starting between us, but I realize immediately after that it isn’t fair for me to have those kinds of thoughts, especially not when we’ve made zero commitments to one another. Hell, I’m still reeling over Chase’s confession this morning. It’s beyond unfair and selfish for me to think about how this will affect us when I’m currently torn between possibilities with two men. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says softly. “It’s exciting and terrifying at the same time.” 
 
    “Why terrifying?” 
 
    He licks his lips while he looks out the window, and I want to kiss him again. Despite the expert way he supposedly masks his nerves, I see it now. “Just putting life on hold for some indeterminate amount of time. I want this for Beyond Gold. I want the success. It’s the goal we’ve dreamed of for years. But at what potential expense? Of other things I’ve dreamed about for years, too?” He tilts his head as he looks at me, and I’m floored that he’s taking me into the equation whatsoever. 
 
    “Depends on what those dreams are, Gav. Anyone who’s worth your time would understand.” 
 
    The anxiety splashed in his eyes seems to ease at those words. We’re talking in codes, but I’m not totally sure I understand those codes.  
 
    It’s something to bear in mind as I try to figure out who I really belong with, though...just as it’s only fair to think about relocating my life to Denver if I decide to pursue things with Chase. 
 
    Strange how I went from zero possibilities to two in the matter of one night—and two completely different choices, but two that could potentially be perfect for me in each their own ways.  
 
    “Where did the name Beyond Gold come from?” I ask in some attempt to clear the tension in the air. 
 
    “Gold is an acronym for our names. Gavin, Ollie, Liam, and Dane. Beyond came from this being bigger than us—our music, I mean.” His eyes are full of passion as he talks about something that’s clearly close to his heart. “We wanted our music to reach far beyond the four of us. And our collective goal when we first started was to hit platinum, so we wanted to shoot beyond a gold record.” 
 
    “I love that,” I say. “How long did it take you to come up with that?” 
 
    “Dane was the one who figured out that our names spelled GOLD. It just clicked during a band meeting one day when Liam said he wanted to reach beyond gold and go for platinum.” 
 
    I have a million other questions—like when did Gavin and Liam meet the other two, and what venues have they played, and what’s their favorite city to rock, and what’s it really like being a rock star, and does he really bring a different woman to his hotel room every night as the tabloids suggest?  
 
    But we have time. We just reconnected, and we’ve already had talks that run deeper than the drivel that seemed so important back in high school. 
 
    He shoves the last bite of his burrito into his mouth, and I can’t help when my eyes move to his square jaw as he chews. How does he manage to make chewing look sexy? Nine times out of ten, the way a man chews grosses me out.  
 
    Not Gavin, though. It’s the clench of his jaw, the little bit of stubble there that’s at once sexy and manly...things I never saw in him ten years ago. Things he most definitely is now. 
 
    “Want the grand tour?” he asks once I’ve motioned that I’m done eating. 
 
    And get the chance to see his bedroom? Hell. Yes. 
 
    Nearly every room in this house has a view, and as we walk up the stairs toward the bedrooms, even the hallway has windows that overlook the beach. He nods into the first room on the left. “This is Liam’s room.” 
 
    “You two live together?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “Did you know we roomed together in college?” 
 
    I nod. “I remember that was the plan. UCLA, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He turns from Liam’s room and heads down the hallway. “That’s where we met Ollie and Dane. They were tossed together as random roommates freshman year, and they lived next door to us on our floor.” 
 
    “That’s some stroke of luck that all of you were musical,” I muse. 
 
    “Luck of our assignment. We were all music production majors at UCLA and they grouped our floor by major.” He nods into another bedroom. “This is the guest room.” 
 
    “Do Ollie and Dane live here, too?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Dane has his own place and Ollie lives with a few buddies from high school. We spend a lot of time here, though.” 
 
    “Do you ever want to live alone?” 
 
    “Only when Liam’s being a cockblock.” 
 
    I giggle, and he laughs. 
 
    “Technically it’s my place and he rents from me, but we’ve traveled a lot over the last three years, and with this upcoming tour it’ll probably be even more. It’s never made sense to me to have a big house to myself when I’m only here part of the year.” He stops outside a closed door and then opens it to let me in. “This is my room.” 
 
    The room is vast, with one wall entirely made up of glass doors that lead out onto a balcony overlooking the beach. The California King bed is the centerpiece with its white and beachy blue comforter, and there’s a sand-colored couch at the foot of the bed with a coffee table and plenty of space separating it from an expansive television on the wall. A recliner sits in the corner with the perfect view out the window. The walls are white and mostly empty, though, and I can’t help but think they’re in need of a woman’s decorative touch. 
 
    A woman like me, for example. 
 
    “This is gorgeous,” I breathe, stepping over to the windows to look at the view. The waves roll in and out rhythmically, and I suddenly feel so...relaxed. 
 
    “Thanks.” His voice is quiet—almost shy, and it’s surprising given how we both grew up. He would’ve been able to afford this place even before hitting it big with the band just because of his roots. In fact, the house he lived in next door to me was probably twice the size of this one, albeit not directly on the beach. 
 
    “Why’d you decide to live on the beach?” I ask at that thought. 
 
    “The views.” His answer is immediate and a little rehearsed, but I don’t stop to ask if there’s more to it. 
 
    Instead, I collapse onto the couch at the foot of his bed and turn my gaze to the view. He opens the slider doors and we can hear the ocean as the waves roll in and out. Seagulls dive into the water and a few runners pepper the walkway separating Gavin’s place from the beach. It’s a perfectly tranquil moment in here with the salty sea breeze blowing in and the gorgeous view, including Gavin in my periphery. 
 
    He turns toward me. “The perfect view.” 
 
    I nod as I move my gaze to the beauty outside the window. “So perfect, Gav.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’m not looking out there. I’m looking at you. Sitting in my house, in my bedroom, on my couch. As perfect as ever, but even more beautiful ten years later.” He’s musing, staring nearly through me again, like he’s composing song lyrics while he takes in his view. 
 
    “Stop it,” I say shyly because I’m certainly not the gorgeous girl I was ten years ago when my family had the means for the best stylists and products.  
 
    He takes a few steps toward me then slides down onto the couch beside me. His eyes are back on me, intense and heated, and I can’t help it when my eyes flick to his lips again. I just want to feel them on mine, just one more time, and then I’ll attempt to figure out what I’m supposed to do. 
 
    We face off for a beat, and then he leans in toward me, his palm coming up to cup my neck. His lips land gently on mine, and it’s like he’s showing me all the ways he can kiss me. The first started out slow but had all these lusty undertones. The second was straight-up intense. But this one...this is tender. Sweet. 
 
    At least it starts that way. 
 
    Everything about Gavin Brooks is intense, and even the sweet kiss turns that way before long, too. We make out on his couch like we’re a couple of high school kids. I wonder if it would’ve been like this ten years ago if Chase had never been part of the equation. 
 
    The confusion in my heart prompts me to slow it down and pull back a little. 
 
    Last night when I slept with this man, it was from a place of innocence. It was before I was presented with the second chance I’ve craved for way too long. 
 
    But now? If I get physical with him now, it’s with the knowledge there’s potentially someone else in the picture...and that’s not fair to Gavin. 
 
    I palm his cheek for a second, his rough stubble beneath my skin a reminder that this is real and not just some crazy dream. His eyes find mine, and they’re so full of lust mixed with reverence that it momentarily takes my breath away.  
 
    I drop my hand from his cheek. “I want this again, Gav. I do. But I think we need to slow things down a little.” 
 
    His eyes search both of mine. I don’t know what he sees there, but he nods. “You’re right. It’s all happening so fast and it’s been so long.” He takes my hand in his. 
 
    “I’d love to get to know you again,” I say as I stare down at our hands.  
 
    “You know me. I’m the same guy I was.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You’ve already admitted you’re different. You go after what you want now. You don’t stop until you get it. You just said that in the kitchen.” 
 
    He smiles wryly. “Damn, you really were listening.” 
 
    “What else is different?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “I don’t know. I’ve sold some records now.” 
 
    “Some?” I ask, emphasizing the word. 
 
    “Okay, a bunch.” He stands and paces toward the window like he’s uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. 
 
    “How has that changed you?” I ask, still sitting on the couch. 
 
    “It’s put me in a spotlight I never expected when Liam, Ollie, Dane, and I first jammed in a little practice room at UCLA.” He stops his pacing and turns toward the window. He stares out over the beach. “It’s afforded me opportunities I never thought I’d have.” 
 
    “But how has it changed you?” I pry. 
 
    He turns to look at me. “It’s made me more private. More reserved. Careful with how I act or what I say and where I say it.” 
 
    “Of course it has. If you’re always in the spotlight, people will easily mince words.” 
 
    “They’ve painted this persona of me that’s not really me.” He clears his throat. “I’m sure you’ve seen it.” 
 
    I raise a brow. “The whole sleeping around thing?”  
 
    He shrugs. “Some of it’s true, some isn’t.” 
 
    I’m surprised at the stab of jealousy I feel in my gut at his admission. 
 
    “It’s what I had to do to try to move past you, Laney.” His voice is low. “But no one could ever replace those feelings, no matter how hard I tried. So eventually I stopped trying, stopped looking, and just did what felt good.” 
 
    My heart squeezes in my chest, and I stand and walk over to him, linking my arms around his waist. “How does this feel now?” I ask softly. 
 
    “It feels like everything I’ve wanted for the last fourteen years.” 
 
    Tears fill my eyes at his words, and I tip my chin up. He leans down to kiss me again, and we both lose ourselves in the passion and emotions. 
 
    He has a late lunch meeting across town, so I head out a little while later after more catching up and a little more kissing. “Thanks,” I say, my hand on the front door as I step through it. 
 
    He furrows his brows in confusion as to why I’d be thanking him.  
 
    “First an orgasm last night and then a burrito this morning.” My cheeks turn pink that I actually said the words aloud, and his laughter chases behind me all the way to my car. 
 
    I call Rose on my way back to her place to let her know I’m coming...and, of course, to dissect my day with my best friend. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t give it up to him that fast,” she answers. 
 
    I laugh as I stop at a red light. “I didn’t give it all up.” 
 
    “Well meeting a guy at his hotel certainly makes it easy to fall right into old bed habits.” 
 
    I grip my steering wheel as a bout of guilt washes over me. She’s talking about Chase, not Gavin. 
 
    “Dee? You there?” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Yeah.” My voice is small. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I screw up my face in an attempt to ward off the sudden heat behind my eyes. “I ran out on Chase halfway through breakfast.” 
 
    “You...you what? Where have you been since then?” 
 
    “Gavin’s.” My voice is barely above a whisper. 
 
    “You were at Gavin’s?” She doesn’t mask her shock. “Why? How? But...wait. Why?” 
 
    I sigh. “Let’s backtrack. Chase said he was stupid to do what he did ten years ago and he wants me back.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Dee. That’s everything.” 
 
    “It should be everything. It was everything...everything I thought I wanted for ten years. But then he said the words and I couldn’t stop thinking about Gavin and last night and now I’m even more confused.” I’m rambling as I drive, but I need to talk through the pain stabbing me in my heart. “Rose, I don’t know what to do. I’ve only ever wanted Chase back, but then Gavin presents something totally different that I never saw coming in the same damn night. It’s not fair!” 
 
    “It’s not fair that these two men are fighting for your attention?” she asks, clearing her throat like she can’t believe I’m complaining. 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be like this. That’s all I’m saying.” I blow out a frustrated breath as I try to get a hold on the anger suddenly seeping through me at this situation. Why did Chase have to wait ten long years to figure this out? Come to think of it, why did Gavin wait? “It was always supposed to be Chase, yet I have this rush of feelings for Gavin, too.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to see where things go with Chase?” she asks. 
 
    “The teenager in me thinks so. But the adult in me wonders if Chase is still what I want or if someone like Gavin could make me happy.” My voice is small as I admit the truth out loud for the first time. 
 
    “So Chase said he wants you back, and your response was to leave?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I told him I needed to process what he was saying. I was in the elevator when I got a text from Gavin, so I went to his place.” 
 
    “Well that’s interesting. I spent part of my morning with his roommate.” 
 
    “You were with Liam?” I hit the brakes as the car in front of me comes to a stop. One thing I don’t love about Los Angeles is the traffic. 
 
    “Yeah. I guess Gavin told him to stay the fuck out until he sent him the all clear. I’m pretty sure he threatened Liam’s life if he interrupted.” 
 
    My cheeks warm. He wanted me alone. “Guess what he told me?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “‘Locked Up.’ It’s about me. He wrote it a few weeks after Chase ended things with me and he actually used the word love.” 
 
    “I fucking knew it! Dee, I told you.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me he was in love with me. Or is in love with me.” 
 
    “What about Chase?” she asks. 
 
    “Good question.”  
 
    What about him?  
 
    Because right now, after the time we just shared, my heart seems to be leaning the way of Gavin Brooks even though my head is telling me I owe it to myself to explore the possibilities with Chase. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I start my Monday with a meeting at school. I didn’t text Chase last night for two reasons. One, I wasn’t ready to muddy up the waters further, and two, I wanted to sit in bliss and think about my time with Gavin. I deserve to be happy. I just haven’t quite figured out who is going to lead me to that happiness. Chase made me happy a decade ago—happier than I’ve ever been in my life. But what if Gavin is my chance at happiness as an adult? 
 
    I can’t have them both. I have to choose, and I’m terrified if I don’t play my cards right, I’ll end up exactly where I was before the reunion...pining for a man I can’t have while exploring the dating pool and coming up short. 
 
    It’s back to reality. Summer school classes start tomorrow, so I had to meet with my curriculum team to make sure we’re all on the same page. My classes will meet twice a week—Tuesday and Thursday for four hours a day. It’s a seventh-grade enrichment class for the next few weeks—but it’s totally worth the pay.  
 
    The other part of my reality is that Chase goes back to Denver tomorrow, so I know I need to see him tonight. I can’t keep him hanging while I figure out what I want. 
 
    On my drive home after my meeting, I draft my text to Chase in my head. I’m not really quite sure what I want to say to him since I spent most of last night thinking about Gavin’s lips rather than processing Chase’s words like I said I needed to. 
 
    The apartment is empty when I get home, most likely because my brother is at work. Even though I thought about it the entire way home, I can’t come up with what to say over text...so rather than text, I pull up his number and hit the call button. 
 
    My heart thumps as I wait. It rings six times and I’m about to give up when he answers, his voice breathless. “Hey, Dee.” 
 
    “Sorry, did I catch you at a bad time?” 
 
    “Not at all. I was just running on the treadmill here at the hotel gym. What’s up?” 
 
    “I promised I’d get in touch, and here I am.” My voice is brighter than it ought to be considering I don’t have an answer for him yet. 
 
    “It’s nice to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Yours, too.” I say it because it’s the right thing to say...but I also realize I mean it. Can we get back to what we once were? Or is the weight of the way he broke me the first time around too heavy to overcome? 
 
    “When can I see you?” 
 
    “I just finished work for the day, so I’m free pretty much the rest of the day.” I sound so lame. 
 
    “Aren’t you a teacher? Don’t you get summers off?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I’m teaching summer school a couple days a week.” 
 
    “Why?” he asks, and I can’t help my laugh at his cluelessness. “Wouldn’t you rather have the time off?” 
 
    “Absolutely, but time off doesn’t pay the bills.” 
 
    “Oh.” He’s quiet as he processes that. “I get that.” 
 
    Do you? I want to ask the question, but I don’t...in part because I don’t think he does, but also in part because I don’t really want to know if he does. I’d like to live at least a few more hours in a fantasyland where everything I wanted could actually work out.  
 
    “Can you come to my hotel?” he asks after a short stretch of silence falls between us. 
 
    That gives him the home field advantage, and I think maybe we need neutral ground tonight. 
 
    “Can we meet somewhere in the middle?” I ask. 
 
    “Um...” He pauses as if he’s thinking it over. “Sure. That’s fine. Where?” 
 
    I wonder what his hesitation is all about, but I’ve already made the trek to his hotel once, and I’d like to see him put forth a smidgen of effort if he’s serious about what he said yesterday. 
 
    “What about that little dive café in West Hollywood that we used to go to?” I suggest. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “Meet you there in an hour?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I say, even though it means I need to scramble to make myself presentable. 
 
    I’m fifteen minutes into my half-hour drive, and I’ve been careful to focus my thoughts on Chase...until a Beyond Gold song comes on the radio, and then I can’t stop thinking about Gavin. 
 
    It isn’t “Locked Up,” but it’s still a song about a guy whose love isn’t reciprocated. It’s an anthem to the past, a love note to a woman. I’m not so arrogant to believe it’s me before Gavin confirms it is, but the passion I hear in the deep and raspy voice of his makes me want it to be about me. 
 
    And so, when I arrive at the restaurant where I’m supposed to come face to face with a man from my past who’s waiting for an answer from me, I’ve got Gavin on the brain. It doesn’t give Chase much of a positive start...and I feel like that’s really not fair to him. 
 
    I check my phone when I arrive, and I have a text from Chase.  
 
    Chase: I’m at the restaurant. I grabbed a table in the back. 
 
    I don’t respond; instead, I take a deep, cleansing breath in as I tell myself that on the exhale, I’ll be breathing out all thoughts of Gavin so I can concentrate on what I’m going to tell Chase.  
 
    Because I still don’t know. 
 
    I breathe out, and as I do, I think of Gavin’s lips. His erection pressed against my body, and the way he slid it into me. The way he looks at me and the sounds of the beach outside his bedroom window and the exact shade of blue in his irises. 
 
    I shake my head to clear it. That little breathing exercise didn’t help. 
 
    I head inside because standing out here trying to breathe out thoughts of Gavin only seems to be making me think of him more. I walk toward the back of the restaurant and spot the back of Chase’s head. He’s facing the wall, and my brows draw down as I wonder why. 
 
    I slide in across from him, and I have to admit...he looks yummy. His usually messy hair is hidden beneath a baseball cap pulled down low, nearly covering his eyes, and he’s wearing a Nike t-shirt and jeans. He’s much more casual than the preppy guy I went to breakfast with yesterday, and I can’t help but think that this is the Chase I once knew. 
 
    His eyes find me, and he smiles. “Hey.”  
 
    He takes a sip from his water glass, and I pick mine up. I hold it up in a mock-toast before I smile back, and after I take a sip, my curiosity gets the better of me. “Why the corner booth?”  
 
    He lifts a modest shoulder. “People tend to recognize me, and I’m not in the mood to chat up Broncos fans when this is about you and me.” 
 
    “Oh.” I feel like an idiot. Of course—that’s why he invited me to his hotel, not to have some advantage over me. I feel awful for totally misreading the situation. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think of that.”  
 
    “It’s okay. We’re good back here.” He tilts his head up so I can see his eyes under the brim of his cap, and he winks at me. It’s such a casual and sweet blast from the past that I’m momentarily transported back ten years...butterflies and all. 
 
    I pick up my menu even though I always ordered the grilled cheese and tomato soup when we used to frequent this place. We both did, but right now the menu gives me something to look at besides the eyes prying into me from across the table.  
 
    We’re quiet until the waitress comes by to take our orders, and I get the usual. So does Chase, and it’s reminiscent of such a simpler time, one where we had all the time in the world, one where he wasn’t a famous athlete who might be recognized at this dive café, one where I didn’t have to get up in the morning to go to a job that I need to go to in order to make sure I can pay for my phone service and my electric bill and food for the week.  
 
    Once the waitress leaves with our menus, I have nothing else to distract me. 
 
    He blows out a breath, and his demeanor changes to one of sudden nervousness. “Did you...” he starts, and then he stops himself. “Um, have you thought about what I said yesterday?” 
 
    No would be the honest answer. I was too busy hanging out with a rock star. 
 
    I don’t say that for obvious reasons. 
 
    “A little,” I say instead. It’s not exactly a lie. 
 
    “And?” he prompts. 
 
    “And I don’t know, Chase.” I blow out a breath. “You hurt me a long time ago, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to trust that isn’t going to happen again. All I wanted since the day you broke my heart was for you to say the exact things you said to me yesterday at breakfast, but it’s not how I thought it would be.” I draw a ring on the table just so I have something to look at besides him as I say the painfully candid words. 
 
    “How’d you think it would be?” 
 
    Words I haven’t even had the chance to think yet tumble out of my mouth, and that’s sort of how I know they’re the truth. “For one thing, we hardly know each other anymore. I can’t just pick up my life and move to Denver to try again when we’re different people now. And besides that, I thought all those feelings would come rushing back to me, but the primary one that keeps coming back is the hurt I felt when you chose to prioritize something else over me. And now that’s your life, Chase. It’s not just your career. It’s everything to you, and I can’t compete with that.” 
 
    His face falls in total disappointment, but before he has the chance to say something, I add one last question. 
 
    “How can I know without a doubt that you won’t turn around and do the same thing to me all over again?” 
 
    “I can’t make any guarantees, Dee. All I can do is try my best to show you what you mean to me.” His eyes soften. “What you’ve always meant to me.” 
 
    He reaches his hand across the table, and I automatically slide my hand into his. It’s what we did across a booth at this exact restaurant—maybe even this exact table—all those years ago, and it’s as natural as breathing. His hand is warm in mine, and he squeezes...which has a similar effect on my heart. A warm squeeze.  
 
    But reality sets quickly in. “I’ve seen the celebrity gossip, Chase. I know what sort of relationships you’ve had over the last decade.” 
 
    He glances away, maybe in embarrassment. “I told you yesterday. I kept trying to find someone who measured up to you, but no one ever has.” 
 
    “We were young back then,” I muse. 
 
    “Young, maybe, but we knew what love was.” 
 
    “I did.” I give him a pointed look. 
 
    “I did, too. I had a lot of outside influences telling me what I could and couldn’t do, and I didn’t feel as though I had many options.” He stares down into his water as memories of the past seem to sweep over him. 
 
    “How would things have been different if we would’ve stayed together?” I can’t help the question. It’s something I’ve always wondered. 
 
    His eyes dart to mine. “Honestly? I think you would’ve been miserable. You would’ve ended things with me.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a life outside of football.” He taps the side of his glass. “Even classes came in second place to training and watching tape and team meetings. Weekends might’ve been our one chance to see one another since we were at different colleges, but I wouldn’t have had time between games and practice and more watching tape. You would’ve felt neglected, and you would’ve wanted to move on with your life, to find someone who gave you the attention you deserved.” 
 
    Someone who wanted to give me that attention. 
 
    Someone like Gavin. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” I say, my voice vehement. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” He pulls his cap down further over his eyes. “I saw it happen all around me, and while I hated what I’d done to you, I knew it was the right thing for you even if it killed a part of me.” 
 
    “So how will it be different now, then?” 
 
    He takes off his cap and runs his fingers through his hair, messing it up a bit more before putting his hat back on and pulling the brim down low again. “I’ve spent six years in the league, Dee. I know what this career entails, and I’ve learned enough to know what that means for my personal life. There’s travel and a lot of commitments, but the season is sixteen games with the potential for four more, and half those games are at home. My busy season is August into February, but that doesn’t mean I’ll never see you during those months. Plenty of guys on the team have girlfriends or wives and kids and they manage the balance.” 
 
    “And that’s what you want?” My voice holds a strong air of disbelief—warranted considering what I know about him, at least from what the tabloids say. 
 
    “I want you. That’s what I want. I don’t know if it’ll work, but why the hell can’t we give it a shot and find out?” 
 
    Because there’s someone else. 
 
    “I’m not ready to commit to this, Chase. I need to get to know you again. I don’t even know if we’re compatible anymore after all this time has passed. A lot has changed for me—” 
 
    He cuts me off with a quiet voice. “I know it has, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. It’s my biggest regret.” 
 
    It’s hard to know whether what happened to my family would’ve changed things between us. I’ve always wondered if I would’ve shut him out the way I did everyone else. I tend to think I would’ve leaned even more on him, which was something he clearly wouldn’t have had the time for once football season and school started for him.  
 
    I can speculate all I want, but it won’t change the past.  
 
    “I think you’d already left for school by the time I got the news.” 
 
    “I had to get the fuck out of there before I changed my mind about everything.” He pauses and studies me for a beat before he says his next words, almost like he’s debating whether or not to actually say them. And then he does. “You have no idea how many times I picked up the phone to call you, to tell you it had all been a mistake, to back out of my scholarship and say fuck football and run back to you.” 
 
    My brows shoot up at that revelation. This whole thing has been surreal, but to hear those words...that he’d been willing to give it all up for me...it does something to my heart. Something big and scary as the boy who’s taken up residence in my thoughts over the past two days seems to get pushed to the back. 
 
    Our dinners are served, and conversation takes a turn toward our careers rather than our shared history or potential future. He tells me a little about his strict diet and workout regimen when he’s in season, what practices are like, some of his proudest moments on the field, and his preferred sports drinks during games. I talk about the kids I had last year, both my favorites and my not-so-favorites even though we’re not supposed to choose, and the different topics I teach my fourth graders. 
 
    He leaves a couple twenties on the table even though our bill was only eighteen bucks, and then he takes my hand and moves toward the door, head down as he makes his way through the restaurant. 
 
    Once we’re outside, he asks, “Where’s your car?” 
 
    I take the lead and walk him in the direction of my little blue Civic. As we walk, his fingers tangle in mine, and something feels both familiar and right about it. 
 
    “You want to grab a drink with me?” he asks. 
 
    I look over at him, and his eyes hold hope that I’ll say yes. The sun hasn’t even quite dipped down into the ocean yet, so it’s still early enough considering tomorrow’s my first day of summer school. But I’m ready for that, and I’m not so sure I’m ready to leave Chase just yet. “Sure. Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “My hotel or your place would be my first choice, but I get it if you’d prefer to keep it neutral.” 
 
    I’m not ready to let him into my apartment just yet, so I opt for what’s easier. “Your hotel is fine.” 
 
    He raises a brow and his eyes edge over to my car when we stop walking, and I’m not sure if the raised brow has more to do with my car or my words. 
 
    “This is me,” I say a little uncomfortably.  
 
    “Well, I took an Uber here, so if we’re going back to my place, can I hitch a ride?” 
 
    “Have you ever even been in a Honda Civic?” I ask. 
 
    He chuckles. “I’m sure it’s no different than riding passenger in any other car.” He swoops in on me, taking me by surprise when he backs me up until my ass hits the driver’s side door. He cages me in with his hips, and I look up wide-eyed at him. I want to ask what he’s doing. I know I should say something like I’m not sure I’m ready for this or I kissed someone else yesterday or one of a million other things, but my mind blanks out as his face moves toward mine.  
 
    When his lips connect with mine, they’re as tender and sweet as I remember. He kisses me softly, unhurriedly, tenderly in a dive restaurant parking lot with my ass pressed against a Honda. I’m transported back to the past, back to a time when we had nothing but hours to do this, and the same familiar butterflies that he always provoked in my stomach start battering around again. 
 
    He doesn’t open his mouth or deepen the kiss. He doesn’t shift the intensity, even though my arms slip automatically around his waist like they always did. Instead, he pulls back and looks me in the eye, a lazy smile tipping up his mouth. My eyes focus there. 
 
    “I couldn’t let you get in the car without doing that first.” He pulls me in, and I rest my head on that broad, firm chest of his. It’s warm and natural, and all the feelings I allowed myself to bury as I started to get to know someone else hedge their way back to the surface, like the butterflies are propelling them upward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    He holds me in his arms for a few beats against the side of my car before he lets go, and then he walks around to the passenger side. I draw in an unsteady breath as I unlock my car and slide into the driver’s seat. 
 
    I should be mad for a thousand different reasons, but time has eased some of the pain of the past. 
 
    The rest was cured by a kiss with my ass pressed up against a Honda. 
 
    I’m in deep shit. 
 
    “You know where you’re going?” Chase asks easily, and I nod. 
 
    I can’t bring myself to speak as I concentrate on maneuvering onto a busy street. We’re quiet as we both watch traffic, and once we’re coasting on the highway toward his hotel, he breaks the silence. “How far is your place from the restaurant?” 
 
    “About a half hour.” 
 
    “You ever go there?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I tend not to hang out at the old haunts.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Too many shitty memories.” My teeth are gritted when I say the words, and I’m not sure if the memories are shitty or the feelings I associate with the end are. 
 
    “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    I glance over at him, and he’s staring right at me. It’s a bit unnerving. “No, I don’t,” I admit, my eyes back on the road. “The end was painful. My whole life changed all at once, and I had to push aside my own issues to deal with the family ones that came right after.” 
 
    “That couldn’t have been easy,” he muses, and I’m glad he’s at least trying to be understanding. Much like Rose, though, he can’t really know what life’s been like for me since we lost everything. 
 
    “It wasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Dee.” His voice is low, and I believe him. He was doing what he thought he was supposed to do at the time—what the people in authority positions were telling him he had to do. He was just a kid, and so was I.  
 
    Did we really know what love was back then? I like to think so since I’m still hung up on the guy all these years later, but I also think I’ve grown enough at this point to tell the difference between a crush and love.  
 
    What I had with Chase was always more than a crush. 
 
    Rather than acknowledge his apology, I change the subject with a voice that’s a little too bright for the situation. “Tell me what it’s like being a football superstar.” 
 
    He chuckles. “My lifestyle has changed quite a bit.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, my diet, for one thing, and the amount of alcohol I consume. More in season than now. And of course my workouts.” 
 
    I glance over at his abdomen. I’ve seen the spreads in the sports magazines, and I know what he’s hiding beneath his t-shirt—or, I know what Photoshop does to those muscles, anyway. The more time I spend with him, the more inclined I am to see in person what he’s got going on under there. 
 
    I clear my mind and refocus on the road before my thoughts have a chance to wander further south of his abdomen. 
 
    “What else?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs and stares out the side window. “Just that whole, you know, can’t really go out to dinner without someone stopping me to tell me how much they love the Broncos or hate them or whatever.” 
 
    “And you’re not always in the mood for those talks?” 
 
    He huffs out a laugh. “I’m never in the mood for those talks from the ones who hate us, but it comes with the job.” 
 
    I pull up in front of the hotel and we get out of the car. “Put this on my tab,” he says to the valet. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I say to Chase as I take my claim ticket from the valet. 
 
    “I know. I want to.” 
 
    I don’t fight him on it. “Thank you.” 
 
    He shoots me a tight smile, and then he grabs my hand, tangles his fingers through mine, and leads me through the lobby toward the elevators.  
 
    “What else have you been doing while you’re in town?” I ask. We’re alone in the elevator and he just hit the button for the top floor, and I’m in desperate need of some conversation to break up the sudden thick tension in the air between us.  
 
    “I spent some time with my parents last night.” He stares up at an electronic number panel as it changes with every floor we pass. 
 
    “How are Jim and Judy?” I ask. 
 
    “Dad’s fine. Mom’s been battling breast cancer.” He says it so matter-of-factly, like it’s no big deal...like he’s pushing down his real feelings on the entire matter. 
 
    “Oh, Chase.” I rest my hand on his bicep and give it a little squeeze of support. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry. How’s she doing?” 
 
    He presses his lips together before giving me a clinical response. “She had a mastectomy and is just finishing up chemo before they start radiation. She’s weak, but she’s always been a fighter.” 
 
    “And how are you doing?” I ask softly. 
 
    He turns to look at me, and his expression is filled with such sadness that I have the sudden urge to pull him into my arms and just hug him. “It’s times like these I really wish I wasn’t an only child.” 
 
    I squeeze his arm again and then drop my hand as I think about his words. 
 
    More times than not when my family was in crisis, I had wished I was an only child. 
 
    Theo was useless when the scandal broke because he was off at college, so he wasn’t affected. His trust was his money, and the FBI couldn’t seize it. 
 
    And Porter, the baby, acted like a big baby the entire time. I had to be a mother to him when my own mother was too wrapped up in her depression of losing everything to care for us. I had to make him dinner and teach him how to do his laundry.  
 
    He was only two years behind me in school, but clearly there was a huge emotional divide in the way we handled things. He was a spoiled brat who couldn’t stand losing his video game subscriptions and his cell phone, while I had to be the adult and explain to him why whining to Mom and Dad was the wrong thing to do. 
 
    Obviously he’s grown now, and he’s less of a brat and more of a hard worker. But it took a lot of growth for him to get there. 
 
    “How would a sibling make it better?” I ask as the elevator stops and the doors glide open. 
 
    He leads the way down the hall toward his room. “It would give me someone with a shared experience and shared history to talk to about it.” 
 
    “You can talk to me about it,” I say softly.  
 
    He glances at me, and the sadness in his eyes has turned into gratitude. “Thanks.” He taps his key against his door and opens it to a bright suite bathed in the natural light of the nearly-setting sun. The views of the hotel’s gardens out the window catch my eye first. 
 
    He leads me into a spacious living room and collapses on the couch before patting the cushion next to him, indicating I should sit. I do, leaving a little space between us, and he scoots closer. He leans his head back on the couch and takes my hand in his, and I can’t help but notice that while at first glance he looked the same, upon further inspection, everything is different—even his hands. 
 
    They’re strong and lean, just like him, with veins that protrude all the way from the back of his hand into his forearm. I think about how many footballs I’ve watched him catch with those hands, and then I think of the days when those same hands were on my body. I wonder if they’d feel different now, if time and experience have changed the way he’d touch my body. 
 
    I want to find out. 
 
    “I offered you a drink, didn’t I.” He says it like a statement even though he’s asking a question. 
 
    “That’s why I came. Free alcohol.” 
 
    He chuckles and tightens his grip on my hand before he stands and walks over to inspect the mini-fridge. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “I need to drive home, so nothing that’ll make me drunk.” 
 
    “Does red wine make you drunk?” he asks, glancing at a bottle on the desk next to the fridge. 
 
    I shake my head. “One glass would be fine.” 
 
    He pops the cork and pours some liquid into two glasses, and then he hands one to me and holds up the other in a toast. “To starting over.” 
 
    I clink my glass to his even as I wonder if starting over with him is what I really want. It’s strange how he’s the same person I once knew better than anyone in the world, and yet he’s a totally different man now. I guess in that respect, we need to start over so I can get to know who he is today since my memories of him are frozen in time. 
 
    “What do you do for fun?” I ask. 
 
    “The same things everybody does, I guess.” 
 
    “You get drunk on tequila and hit the clubs with your bestie?” 
 
    He laughs. “Is that what you do?” 
 
    I raise a brow and give him a sly smile. “Would you judge me if I did?” 
 
    “I think I’d be even more turned on by you.” His voice is low and lethal as it sends a spike of need straight between my legs. 
 
    Even more turned on by me? So he’s saying he’s turned on right now? I let it slide even though I don’t want to and even though I’m certain my cheeks are bright pink. 
 
    “Why?” I finally ask. 
 
    “I’m picturing you drunk on tequila and letting all these walls you’ve built up over the years fall down.” He looks off into space for a second as if he’s really picturing it before he returns his gaze to me with a grin. “It’s a gorgeous sight, Dee.” 
 
    I can’t help my embarrassed giggle. “I could show you, but I need to teach at eight o’clock tomorrow morning, and a tequila hangover on the first day of summer school is never a good idea.” 
 
    “What grade are you teaching?” 
 
    The subject change allows some of the pink to dissipate from my cheeks. “During the school year, fourth, but this is a seventh-grade enrichment program. It’s all the best kids getting ahead for next year.” 
 
    “Is that an easy class to teach?” 
 
    “No discipline issues, so that’s a plus.”  
 
    He gets that faraway look in his eyes again as he stares off into space. 
 
    “What?” I ask, a little self-consciously.  
 
    He grins at me again. “Just picturing you disciplining the naughty students.” 
 
    I raise a brow and purse my lips. “If you need to be disciplined, just tell me.” 
 
    He laughs. “Are you offering? Because usually I’m the one doing the spanking.” 
 
    My eyes widen and I swallow down my wine all wrong. I start coughing as I try to clear it out, and then I take a couple big gulps from my glass—but I can’t tell if it’s to help clear my throat or if it’s to cool down the sudden extreme heat in this room or if it’s to grab myself a quick load of liquid courage. 
 
    “Are you flirting with me?” I ask once the coughing subsides. 
 
    “Well, I was until you started choking on your wine.” 
 
    I smile weakly. “Sorry. Drinking problem.” 
 
    He laughs at my dumb joke. “You okay?” 
 
    I nod and feel totally embarrassed all over again. It’s sort of crazy what this man can do to me with a single sentence or even just a powerful look. 
 
    “Do you need more wine?” he asks, nodding toward the already nearly empty glass I hold in my hands. 
 
    “Probably a bad idea.” I twist my lips as I eye the bottle. Truth be told, another glass sounds nice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I need to drive home tonight so I can teach tomorrow.”  
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “Why really?” 
 
    I both love and hate that he can still see through me. “Because you’re trouble with a capital T and more wine may severely inhibit my logical thinking skills.” 
 
    He grabs the bottle from the table and tips it over my glass. “Now that sounds like the kind of fun I’m looking for.” 
 
    I laugh as the easy banter of the past seems to come right back to us as if no time has passed. 
 
    He doesn’t overfill my glass, which I appreciate almost as much as the extra wine he’s sharing with me. 
 
    “Can you define what this fun you’re looking for is?” I ask. I know full well that without that quick glass of wine in my system, I wouldn’t have had the nerve to ask. I also know full well what the answer is. 
 
    “Whatever type of fun you’re willing to have with me.” He waggles his eyebrows playfully, and I laugh.  
 
    “You never answered my question before about what you do for fun.”  
 
    “Besides the topic in question that we’re both sidestepping at the moment?” 
 
    “Sex?” I ask. 
 
    His gaze seems to darken as I speak the word we’re both dancing around. “Besides sex,” he says, and my insides turn to jelly at the way his voice gets all deep and husky around the word. He clears his throat. “Well, aside from that, I play football, hit the gym, go whitewater rafting on the Colorado River with my buddies. Jock stuff like that.” 
 
    I giggle as I try to imagine myself rafting down the Colorado with him. All I see is lots of time spent over the side of the raft. 
 
    “I’m shocked you’re still a jock after all this time.” I take another bolstering sip of my wine as my eyes fall to his lips. That kiss in the parking lot was a preview, but suddenly I need to know: Does he kiss the same way he did back in high school? Because those kisses were intense and passionate and they used to give me all the flutters...and now, I can’t help but wonder what sorts of things a real kiss here on this couch might do to me. 
 
    “Some things never change,” he murmurs, lending credence to the direction of my thoughts. His eyes flick to my mouth, too. 
 
    He takes my glass from my hand and sets it on the table next to his. He turns toward me, and his eyes glow a brilliant blue with the natural light from outside angling against them. He takes one of my hands in his like he’s speaking a vow. “For me, one thing that’s never changed is how I feel about you. I know you’re not ready to tell me you want to get back together, and I know you’re scared, but God, Dee, I want to kiss you and make love to you and show you all the ways I’ve missed you. Please tell me that’s what you want, too, because we’re on a timeline here and I’m leaving in the morning and I don’t know when I’ll see you again, and I can’t leave here without knowing I’ve done everything to—” 
 
    I cut him off when I jerk toward him suddenly and press my lips to his. He moans his surprise into me, and then he takes full control of what’s happening between us as he opens his mouth to mine and grips the back of my head to hold me in place. It’s still intense, passionate, and everything I want in this moment. 
 
    He was always a good kisser, always knew how to send a shot of adrenaline through my body and an ache of need right to the apex of my thighs. But this kiss...this is a much more experienced Chase, a worldly one who has kissed other women and has come back to me with all the best moves. It’s like a highlight reel of the past showing me only the best parts. 
 
    His grip on my head is firm and sexy at the same time, and it’s filling me with the type of need I haven’t felt since... 
 
    Since yesterday. 
 
    The thought is like a wet blanket on what we’re doing, but I can’t exactly stop when I’m the one who initiated this kiss. 
 
    I’m confused. 
 
    I’ve always loved this man, and this is what I want.  
 
    Isn’t it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I allow the intensity of his kiss to wash away thoughts of everything else, and once he starts to slow it down, I know where he’s headed next. Once upon a time, it was his signature move—make out for a while before moving his mouth to other parts of my body. 
 
    And I don’t think I’m ready for that. 
 
    The thought alone frustrates me. I want to be ready. I thought I was ready for the last ten years, but now that I’m actually faced with the opportunity, something is stopping me. Or, rather, someone. 
 
    He pulls away with lust in his eyes, and I clear my throat. “I...uh...” I don’t know what to say. I attempt to form a sentence, but it fails. 
 
    “You were always a good kisser,” he murmurs. “But you’ve learned some new moves.” 
 
    My lips tip up in a partial smile. “I suppose I have. And not just when it comes to kissing.” 
 
    He raises a sly brow, and I feel like kicking myself for turning up the flirting again when I’m trying to send a different message. 
 
    “But I’ll have to show you those another night,” I amend, proud of myself for stopping this train when he’s looking at me like he wants to devour me and I want to be devoured. 
 
    Something flickers over his expression for a beat, but it’s gone before I can identify it. “Come to Denver with me,” he says. 
 
    My heart feels full. He wants me to come with him. He’s committed to giving this a try. “Chase, I can’t. I have teaching obligations.” 
 
    “Then come for the weekend. After your class on Thursday. I’ll show you around Denver. Introduce you to my buddies. That sort of thing.” 
 
    I’m interested in all those things...but I have one small problem, and I feel like a fool bringing it up. It never would’ve been an issue ten years ago, but I just can’t afford the last-minute airfare. I have no idea how to mention it without sounding like I’m asking for a handout, so I don’t. “It sounds wonderful, but I can’t.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “Why not?” 
 
    My cheeks burn as I form a fib. The truth is too mortifying. “I have plans.” 
 
    “Cancel them. Come with me.” His lips find the little spot just under my ear that always sent shivers down my spine, and true to history, a tremor runs through me. He chuckles. 
 
    I blow out a breath and say the words quickly, like ripping off a bandage. “I can’t afford to.” 
 
    He pulls back from my neck and tilts his head. “I’d never dream of making you pay to come see me, regardless of whether you could afford it. I’ve got you covered, babe.” 
 
    Both my brows shoot up. “You’ve got me covered?” I repeat. 
 
    “Of course. It’s no problem. We can book it right now if you want.” 
 
    I already know he’s causing my brain to short-circuit, but my next word is further evidence of that. “Okay.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asks, a big smile gracing his handsome face. 
 
    “Sure. If you’re positive about all this.” 
 
    He leans in to kiss my cheek. “Oh I’m definitely positive.” 
 
    A half hour later, he’s walking me to valet and I have my digital ticket confirmed for Thursday with a return flight on Sunday. I can’t believe I’m actually taking a trip to Denver to visit Chase Camden. A twitter of excitement buzzes through me at the very thought of it.  
 
    It’s every dream I’ve had since I was eighteen coming true...except it’s not at all the way I thought it would be. 
 
    The excitement diminishes as I realize that I can’t be happy that this dream I’ve craved for a decade is unfolding. Instead, my chest aches as another man pushes his way back into my thoughts. This is it—my top bucket list item coming to life—and I can’t enjoy what’s happening because I’m pulled toward someone else, someone who might be able to give me something that Chase never could.  
 
    Someone I could be sure would never hurt me or abandon me the way Chase did a decade ago. 
 
    Will he do it again? Will he hurt me by leaving right when I need him the most?  
 
    Will I always wonder that if I decide without a doubt it’s him I want to be with? 
 
    He leans his forehead to mine once the car pulls up, and then he presses a gentle kiss to my mouth. “I’ll see you Thursday.” 
 
    I give him a small smile and a little wave as I get into my car. “See you Thursday,” I say, my voice a little sad, and then I shut the door and head on toward home.  
 
    I’m halfway there when my phone rings. I answer via my Bluetooth, not sure who it is since I didn’t take my eyes off the road, and I’m caught off guard when Gavin’s raspy voice fills the silence of my car. 
 
    “Hey, Laney. I need to see you.” There’s an edge of desperation there, like he needs this to happen sooner rather than later. 
 
    A dart of need pulses through me. 
 
    But my breath still smells like Chase.  
 
    What I’m doing isn’t fair to either of them. I hate what’s happening, but I also don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know how to choose one when both have said they’re interested but I haven’t committed to either. 
 
    This roller coaster of emotions is beyond overwhelming. 
 
    I should ask him why he needs to see me, but that’s not the question that comes out of my mouth. 
 
    “When?” I ask. 
 
    “Now would be ideal. Could you do now?” 
 
    “I’m actually just, uh, heading home. Tomorrow’s my first summer school class and I need to make sure I’m ready.” 
 
    He’s quiet on the other end, like he wants to ask if I was with Chase but he doesn’t want to know.  
 
    “Okay,” he says softly. “Tomorrow, then?” 
 
    There’s so much uncertainty in his tone that I can’t help my next words. “You can swing by my place if you want.” 
 
    It’s different with Gavin. When Chase asked if I wanted to go back to my place or his hotel, my place was never an option. I was too embarrassed for him to see where I live now. Sure, I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished on my own, but I want to impress him, and the tiny apartment that I share with my brother didn’t feel like the way to do that. 
 
    But with Gavin...I don’t mind inviting him over. Maybe that’s my answer. I don’t need to impress him because he’s always just been my friend.  
 
    Even if the pulsing throb between my legs at just the very sound of his voice tells me he could potentially be more than that to me. 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” I say the words before I really have a chance to think them through. 
 
    “Text me your address. I'll be there in an hour.” He's barely trying to contain the excitement in his few words, and it makes me feel a little giddy inside.  
 
    Maybe this is a huge mistake, but something tells me it's not. As I think back to what happened after the reunion in his hotel room, I can't help but want that again with him. Even after everything that happened with Chase today. It feels wrong because I just agreed to visit Chase in Denver, and I need to be honest with Gavin about that, but right now the plan is to focus on the man coming to see me.  
 
    “Just in case you're wondering why I suddenly need to see you again, apart from just wanting to see you, I had a meeting today, and I got some news. I'd like to tell you about it in person.” 
 
    “Okay.” I really should ask what the news is about because now my curiosity is burning, but I don't have the nerve to do it. I'll find out soon enough.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later I'm pulling into my parking space, and then I run as fast as I can up to my second-floor apartment so I can start cleaning. Porter has a girl on the couch, and the two of them are just watching TV. Seems innocent enough, but knowing my brother, I'm sure it isn't.  
 
    “I have a friend coming over in a few minutes,” I say. “I'm just gonna clean up a little bit around here.” 
 
    “Must be someone she's interested in if she's actually cleaning,” Porter says to the girl and I roll my eyes. He isn't wrong, though interested isn't quite the word I'd use.  
 
    I'm not sure what word I would use.  
 
    I put away the dishes in the dishwasher, clean a stack of dirty dishes in the sink, and wipe down the counters. I run to my room and make my bed before I glance around to make sure all memories of the past or hidden away—except for my pictures with Rose. Then I do a quick clean of the bathroom, and I'm ready for my guest. 
 
    When I head back out to the family room, Porter and the girl are making out on the couch. I roll my eyes with disgust and clear my throat as I think how badly I need my own place. I love my brother, but I don't love living with him.  
 
    The girl jumps apart from my brother, but he doesn't make any real attempt to move. She seems embarrassed, which is more than I can say for him.  
 
    Three loud knocks sound on my door thirty seconds later. Perfect timing.  
 
    I open the door, and there stands this rock star who looks so out of place in this shitty apartment complex. He's donning his leather jacket again, another white shirt underneath that makes his eyes look even more stormy blue than usual, and I'm half tempted to toss my arms around his neck and kiss his sexy mouth.  
 
    But somehow I managed to refrain.  
 
    He smiles when our eyes meet, his whole face lighting up as something squeezes inside my chest. 
 
     He isn't just handsome standing there on the other side of my front door. There's an air surrounding him that makes him seem like he should be totally unattainable, yet he's not...at least not for me. Millions of women would trade places with me in a heartbeat, and that's why I can't jerk him around. He deserves better than that. 
 
    It's all a little surreal to think about how famous this man has become as his words come back to me. One of Beyond Gold's top hits was written about me.  
 
    Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that. 
 
    I can't help my smile back at him, which makes his widen even more. We’re two idiots grinning at each other. He leans forward and presses a soft kiss to my lips, and my insides feel like they're on fire at his proximity.  
 
    “Come on in,” I say. I debate where to take him. My bedroom seems a little forward, but Porter and his girl of the night are still on the couch. And I have no idea what he's here to talk to me about. If it's a private conversation, the bedroom might be a better option.  
 
    “Oh my God.” The girl on the couch untangles herself from my brother as she scrambles to stand. “You’re Gavin Brooks.” 
 
    “The one and only,” he says with a smile. 
 
    Her hand goes to her chest in complete shock. “I'm such a huge Beyond Gold fan. Oh my God, I can't believe you're standing here.” She rushes toward him and throws her arms around his neck. “I fucking love you so much!” 
 
    “Always nice to meet a fan,” he says a little dryly as his eyes meet mine over her shoulder, and I can’t help my giggle at the expression on his face—some mix of mortification and total discomfort. 
 
    “Chelsea, let the man breathe,” Porter says with a hint of unmasked jealousy, and I find the whole situation totally hilarious. 
 
    Chelsea reluctantly lets go, and she stares at him with wide eyes and an open mouth. 
 
    Gavin shakes hands with my brother. “Good to see you, man.” 
 
    “Congrats on all your success, bro.” 
 
    Oh my God. I barely refrain from rolling my eyes. I haven’t heard my brother use the term bro in a long time. He’s trying so hard to play it cool in front of the girl whose throat he just had his tongue shoved down and the rock star I invited over.  
 
    “Thanks.” Gavin nods with a smile. “It's been a wild ride.”  
 
    Porter glares at me as if to say I didn't know this was who you invited over, and I just smile sweetly back at him.  
 
    I make a snap decision because as fun as it is to watch my brother wilt and Chelsea stare, Gavin needed to see me and I'm dying to know what it's all about. “Gavin and I have some stuff to talk about, so we're just gonna head to my room for privacy.” 
 
    Gavin raises a brow at me, and my stomach reacts with an automatic flip. He's flirting without words, and his expression says it all. He’s pleased with my choice of location for our little chat.  
 
    I'm starting to wonder exactly how much chatting will be doing.  
 
    I've never felt this strong sexual pull to the same guy who was always just a friend, but things change...and I definitely feel it now.   
 
    “You kids have fun,” Porter says, trying and failing to play it cool. I shoot him another eyeroll and then turn to head down the hall to my bedroom. “And use protection!” he yells after us.  
 
    Gavin chuckles behind me, but I’m not laughing as the heat creeps up my spine and spreads pink right on to my very embarrassed cheeks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Once we're in my room and the door is closed behind us, Gavin takes himself on a tour. He looks at the pictures of Rose and me on my dresser, at the pretty notebooks I keep on my desk even though I rarely actually write in them, at the barren walls. He makes little noises of approval as he moves around the room, and then his eyes focus on my bed before moving back to mine.  
 
    My bed is maybe the one place I allowed myself to spend luxuriously outside of my means. It’s my sanctuary, and so the comforter and sheets I selected are higher quality than a fourth-grade teacher can afford, but it was my one big splurge, and the white high thread count sheets and comforter are my oasis after a long day. 
 
    “Nice room.” 
 
    I give him a small, shy smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Sort of how I pictured it, but I thought there’d be more purple.” 
 
    I press my lips together to hide a wider smile as I think back to my childhood bedroom. “Yeah, my mom was more into purple than I was.” 
 
    He laughs, and I sit on the edge of my bed. 
 
    “Sorry my place is so small.” I look down at the ground as I say the words. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” His voice is sharp, and my eyes whip up to his. “It’s yours. You’ve made it a home, and that’s what’s important.” He sits down next to me, and I’m very aware that we’re both sitting on my bed.  
 
    “Sometimes I hate living with my brother. He’s always got some new girl he’s entertaining and it gets old fast. But we split rent so it’s where I’m at. For now.” 
 
    Gavin wrinkles his nose, and it’s somehow adorable on him. “If it makes you feel any better, Liam’s always got some new girl he’s entertaining, too. And even though we might have more square footage, it isn’t any less annoying.” 
 
    I laugh. “But I’m the perfect roommate.” 
 
    “I bet you are,” he muses. He reaches over for my hand and laces his fingers through mine. “And so am I.” 
 
    A quiet moment passes between us as we both ponder that notion. 
 
    “So, uh, I have something to talk to you about.” He stares down at our connected hands, and a nervous ball forms in the pit of my stomach at his sudden hesitance. 
 
    I tug on his hand, scoot up the bed, prop both my pillows, and lean back on my headboard. He follows suit and repositions his fingers through mine before he resumes our conversation. 
 
    “Ashmark called us in this afternoon. Our booking agent already had the majority of the tour mapped out, and they presented us with a tentative itinerary today. It’s a hundred shows, Laney.” He pulls our connected hands up to his chest and holds his other hand over mine, caging my hand in both of his. He presses his lips to our connection and I feel the heat of his breath on my knuckles when he speaks again. “A hundred shows over the next year.” 
 
    My heart doesn’t know what to do with itself. It sinks down to my stomach knowing that he’s going away, yet it lifts with happiness because he’s achieving this huge dream. 
 
    “A hundred shows, wow,” I say. “That’s amazing, Gav.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nods, our hands still against his lips, and I can tell he’s forming his words carefully. “It’s amazing. But after all this time, I finally told you how I feel. I can’t enjoy the victory when I don’t know where you stand.” 
 
    I blow out a breath, the pressure heavy on my shoulders. “You can’t base your reaction on me.” 
 
    His eyes dart over to mine. “Why not? I’ve done it since I was fourteen.” 
 
    The words settle between us, and I don’t know what to say. On the one hand, I want to lash out at him for putting me in this situation...but on the other hand, I want to climb on top of him and kiss him for feeling that way about me. 
 
    Words finally come, but they fall unedited out of my mouth and I immediately regret them. “Because I don’t know where I stand.” 
 
    His brows furrow and he drops my hand. “You don’t know where you stand?” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes like I’m in pain for a beat, and he repeats his question. 
 
    I shake my head as I squeeze my eyes shut again, willing the divisiveness inside me to just go the fuck away so I can see who’s really in my heart. “No,” I whisper. “I saw Chase. He wants me to come to Denver with him.” 
 
    “Well, I want you to come on the road with us.” He blurts it out, an invitation that feels a little forced after my latest confession. 
 
    Come to Denver. Come on the road with my band.  
 
    Two offers I never could’ve imagined three days ago. Two offers I have no idea how to choose between. Two offers I can hardly believe are my reality.  
 
    Maybe my best bet is to give them both up. That way, I’m not getting in too deep with either of them, though I’m fooling myself if I think it won’t hurt everyone involved to do that...including myself. But then it’s me hurting myself rather than one of them hurting me in the end. I’ve learned to depend on myself over the years, but can I trust myself enough to make this choice? 
 
    The only answer is that I need to explore both options...and I need to be honest with both men about what I’m doing. I’ve been honest with Gavin, but I need to tell Chase, too. 
 
    I want to feel insulted that they both think I’ll just give up my life for them, but what am I really giving up? 
 
    It’s not that I’m so in love with my life in California or my job...it’s just that teaching fourth grade in California is all I’ve known my entire adult life, and the fear of the unknown is beyond terrifying. 
 
    In either scenario, I’d have to quit my job and leave everything I know. 
 
    Chase is offering to fulfill every dream, fantasy, and wish I’ve had since I was eighteen. What happens when I move to Denver and find that the Delaney and Chase of today aren’t as compatible as we were back then? What if our break-up was inevitable either way? What if I hate eating his strict, healthy, in-season diet with him and I just want to go out to a bar and get drunk with my boyfriend  without worrying how it’s going to affect his performance the next day? 
 
    On the other hand, if I take Gavin up on his offer to travel for the next year with him, I have no idea what that even means or where the tour is even going. Does it mean we live on a tour bus? Is this tour going outside the US? What if I hate being with someone in the spotlight, or worse, what if we try this dating thing and it doesn’t work out? Would I be stuck on the road, miserable or would I leave early and come home to…nothing? Or, more importantly, would I be losing him—someone who is so much more than just an important piece of my history?  
 
    I can’t just make these sorts of decisions on a whim—and especially not when this is all so new.  
 
    Time has passed, and we’ve all changed. It’s not like they know me today. They knew the me who went to high school with them. The me who had money. What if I take the huge leap and take one of them up on their offer only to find out they don’t like this new version of me? 
 
    It’s too much to think about in the seconds that have passed since Gavin said he wants me to come with him, and the hope in his eyes tells me he’s waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Come on the road with you?” I finally repeat. I stare at him like he has sprouted two heads. “You can’t be serious, Gav.” 
 
    “Then how come I am?” The passion in his eyes is almost too much for me. 
 
    “I have a job.” I stand from the bed because I can’t be so close to him when he’s looking at me like that. I don’t trust myself.  
 
    “Right, a job you’ve already admitted isn’t your dream. Take a year off, come with me, and then you can reevaluate.” 
 
    I pace like a caged animal in the small space next to my bed. “I don’t have the money to just take a year off. Besides, you don’t even know me anymore. What if you don’t like twenty-eight-year-old me?” 
 
    “We’ll find a position for you on the road and pay you, then. And I know your soul, Laney. I know who you are deep down. Better than anyone else in the world, even after all this time.” He has an answer for everything, and I’m starting to buy what he’s selling. 
 
    He gets up from the bed and stands in front of me so I can’t pace anymore without bumping into his chest. His arms come around me, and just like the night Chase broke up with me, his hold on me is calming. His lips brush my forehead. “Whatever you decide, it won’t change my feelings about you.” He pulls back and looks me in the eyes. “Nothing has after all this time, and I know we’ve only spent a few hours together since we reconnected at the reunion, but it’s you. It’s me. And it’s meant to be.” 
 
    The words of his last three sentences are reminiscent of a Beyond Gold song—another one about me, I guess. 
 
    It’s flattering and overwhelming and I feel like I’m living some fantasy. I want to be good enough to deserve him, but I’m not sure I am—especially when there’s potentially someone else. His lips move down to mine, and he kisses me sweetly for a few beats as my spine tingles with anticipation and that damn needy ache settles back between my legs. 
 
    But then reality comes crashing down. 
 
    There’s someone else in this equation, and I don’t know how I’m ever going to solve it.  
 
    I break the kiss first. “Stop.” I back away from him. “I can’t do this right now. When you kiss me like that, I want it to be you, but I just don’t know yet.” 
 
    A tiny smile tips up his lips at my words. “Then choose me. I can make you happy, Laney.” 
 
    “I know you could. But there’s someone else here, too, and I can’t pretend like there isn’t.” I clear my throat. “I’m going to Denver on Thursday to see him.” 
 
    He blows out a breath and sits back down, completely deflated. Everything in his entire demeanor, from his eyes to his body language even to the way he holds his head, changes in an instant from happy and hopeful to mournful and despairing.  
 
    I hate that I’m the one who did that to him. 
 
    “Thursday?” he asks softly. 
 
    I nod my confirmation. “Through Sunday.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder and sit next to him. “Because he invited me.” I say it more like a question than a statement. 
 
    “Do you want to be with him?” He stares down at the ground rather than at me. 
 
    Isn’t that the question of the hour? 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answer, my candid response prompting him to look in my direction again. “It was him for all these years, and now he’s giving me back that chance I thought was everything I wanted, but...” 
 
    I trail off, and he fills in the blank. “But it’s not everything you wanted?” The hopefulness in his voice pierces my heart. 
 
    I shrug again. “I owe it to myself to explore that.” The hopefulness slides right off his handsome face, so I amend my sentence. “But I owe it to myself to explore where things could go with you, too. I just need you to give me some time to figure it all out.” 
 
    He gives me a sad smile. “I’ve given you the last fourteen years. I can wait a little longer.” 
 
    “Tell me about the tour,” I say, going for a distraction. 
 
    He stares at me for a few beats like he wants to finish the other part of our conversation, but then he answers my question. “We start in the US for sixty dates. Then we head to South America, Europe, and a few dates in Asia. The tentative itinerary, Laney...it’s all places I’ve always wanted to travel.” His eyes shine with excitement, and I find it to be contagious as I smile along with him. “We told Mark months ago which cities we’d want on our dream tour, and like a fucking magician, he’s making it happen. All of them. It’ll be incredible.” 
 
    “Will you have time to be a tourist in those places?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Some of them. With a hundred shows in a year, that means we’re playing approximately every three-and-a-half days. Calculate in travel time, and we won’t get to see everything we want. It would be too taxing to fit everything in anyway, but we’ll have a good chunk of time to enjoy the sights.” 
 
    His eyes land on me with some mix of excitement, anxiety, and pleading, and I can see it plain as day on his face. This is why he wants me to go with him. He wants to tour the world with me, and the thought overwhelms me all over again. 
 
    This huge NFL superstar wants me to move to Denver to be with him. This huge music superstar wants me to pick up and tour the world with him and his band. 
 
    I can’t help but think one thing: why me? 
 
    What have I done to deserve any of this? 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I finally admit. “It sounds like a dream, Gav. Truly. But this is all so much so soon. When does the tour start?” 
 
    “We have some time. There’s still a lot of details to work out, and Ashmark wants us to release another album before we go. But we’re looking at launching in the fall.” 
 
    “The fall,” I repeat flatly. The same time school starts. The same time football season starts, for what it’s worth. 
 
    He nods. “The beginning of September.” 
 
    My face blanches. “That’s less than three months away.” 
 
    “It’s more than two,” he says, always looking at the bright side. “It gives us some time, anyway.” 
 
     Good...because time is exactly what I need right now to decide between these two offers—or to decide whether neither is the right offer for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    There was no more kissing before he left barring one tiny goodbye peck on the lips. Porter and his girl whose name I already forgot weren’t in the family room when Gavin snuck out, so he gave me that one final kiss. 
 
    I shouldn’t feel sad after everything that’s been offered to me today, yet I do. 
 
    I’m sad nothing else happened between Gavin and me even though I’m the one who stopped it. 
 
    I told Gavin it was time to go when I looked at the clock and realized I had less than seven hours until I had to be at work in the morning. 
 
    I should’ve called Rose before I went to bed, because now it’s after two and I’m still tossing and turning and it’s too late to call. Maybe she could’ve offered some perspective on my unique situation. 
 
    I hardly sleep all night as my brain fights a war with Chase on one side and Gavin on the other. By the time my alarm rings in the morning, it’s a bloody battle with no clear winner, and somehow I’m in the middle, war torn and bruised and bleeding...on the inside, at least. 
 
    How do I make this choice? How do I trust that I’ll make the right decision, that I’ll choose one of them and never have any doubts as to whether it was the right choice?  
 
    I trudge through my morning routine and head to work, teach my first day of summer school, and finally call my best friend on my way home from class. 
 
    “How’d it go with the Chase-in-ator?” she asks without a greeting as she calls up an old nickname she had for him. 
 
    “Fine.” I blow out a breath. 
 
    “I’m gonna need more than that.” 
 
    “Chase wants me to come to Denver.” 
 
    “No! I said over there,” she yells at someone, and then she returns her attention to me. “Like for a weekend? Or like long-term?” 
 
    “Preferably long-term, I think, but he booked me a trip for this weekend.” 
 
    “Oh my God, it’s all happening!” She’s squealing, and then she yells at someone. “Jane! The centerpiece goes in the center of the table, hence the name.” I giggle, and she says under her breath, “I swear, if you want something done right...” 
 
    “Do you want me to come help you? My afternoon is clear and I also need to tell you about what Gavin said when I saw him last night.” 
 
    “Yes, I would love for you to come help me. I’ll pay you. Twice what I’m paying these useless assistants of mine.” 
 
    “Be nice, Rosalind,” I say, and she laughs. “And that’s not necessary. You know I’ll always help for free. Where are you?” 
 
    “Santa Monica. Head that way and I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    “On my way,” I say, my heart skipping a beat at her mention of the same town where Gavin lives. It’s a big place, but I’ll be closer to him than I am now...and that thought warms everything inside me. 
 
    I plug the address into my GPS at a stoplight once it comes through from Rose, and it turns out the venue Rose is using is only a few blocks from Gavin’s place. 
 
    There may be a surprise visit in his future. 
 
    Maybe. If I can get up the nerve to actually do it. 
 
    When I arrive, I spot Rose in the center of the room yelling at her team of worker-bees. I giggle to myself, glad I’m not at the center of her wrath right now, and they disperse when she excuses them. She spots me and strides over. “We’ve got this huge reception for some tech corporation here tonight and I’m just trying to put the final touches on everything.” She huffs out a breath. “They should have it under control now if you want to chat out in the gardens.” 
 
    I nod, and we head out that way. 
 
    “So what did Gav say?” she asks once we’re seated on a bench in a beautiful rose garden with a fountain in the center.  
 
    “Beyond Gold is going on tour for a year. Dates in the US, South America, Europe, and Asia. He wants me to come.” 
 
    Her jaw drops wide open. “They’re going on tour? And he wants you to come?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Dee. So Chase wants you in Denver and Gavin wants you to take a trip around the world with him.” 
 
    “That about sums it up.” I press my lips together. 
 
    Her eyes are full of wonder. “What the actual fuck? Are you fucking with me? Tell me you’re fucking with me, because this shit doesn’t make a lick of sense.” 
 
    “A lick of sense?” I tease despite the gravity of my situation. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Not a lick.” 
 
    “It’s unbelievable to me, too. They don’t even know me anymore, they each see me for two days and are ready to offer me the world? Something isn’t adding up.” 
 
    She holds both palms up. “I mean, I didn’t want to be the one to say it, but since you did...you’re right. Something isn’t adding up.” 
 
    I try to ignore the blow to my ego, but the more I think about it, the stranger it all becomes. It feels like something’s happening behind the scenes I’m not privy to. 
 
    “Well, Chase wants me in Denver right away, and Gavin’s giving me the gift of time since the tour doesn’t start until September. But he said something about getting a new album out by then so I don’t know what that entails. Does it mean we’ll get to see each other? Or will he be working all the time?”  
 
    It’s the first time I’ve felt doubtful of either man’s intentions with me, but talking to Rose always helps put things in perspective. 
 
    She stands and walks a loop around the fountain in front of us, inspecting it with her eagle eye. “That’s something you’ll have to ask him.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I watch her walk around the fountain. “And he actually lives about five minutes from here, so maybe I should go get my answers.” 
 
    She stops and looks at me with a nod. “I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    I blow out a breath. “But I don’t know. Every time I think I want to be with Gavin, I remember what it was like with Chase. And every time I think it’s Chase, the way Gavin kisses me with so much passion just hits me at full force. I don’t know how to decide.” 
 
    She glances at the roses behind her before she looks back at me. “Maybe if you give it enough time, they’ll make the decision easier for you.” 
 
    “And I should just, what, date them both for the time being?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Sure. Why not?” 
 
    “Because that’s not me!” I can’t help my maniacal laugh. “I don’t know how to juggle two guys. Besides, both are famous in their own fields. Certainly they have fans and if we’re seen out together, people will piece together that I’m the same girl.” 
 
    “Then be honest about what you’re doing with both of them.” Her tone isn’t as gentle as it should be, and I realize I’ve been so wrapped up in my own issues that I haven’t given a second thought to the fact that Rose has been incredibly distracted during this entire conversation. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” I ask. 
 
    She finally breaks her stare with the roses and the fountain and looks over at me. “Gavin told you Beyond Gold is going on tour?” she asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “And he wants you to go on tour with them?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “It’s just...” she pauses then blows out a frustrated breath. “Liam and I have been hanging out a lot—like a lot a lot over the last couple days, and he didn’t even mention to me that there’s an upcoming tour. Not that I thought I’d be invited, but it just felt like maybe it was going somewhere. It’s an awfully big detail to leave out of the conversation.” 
 
    I stand and walk over to my friend, tossing an arm around her shoulders. “Oh my God, I didn’t realize. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “It’s dumb. It shouldn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Maybe he just figured you’d find out from me.” I’m grasping at straws here. “Gavin said they just got the offer yesterday. Have you seen him since then?” 
 
    “Yeah. He, uh, slept over last night.” 
 
    “He slept over? When were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    She purses her lips. “As soon as we tackled your drama.” 
 
    I try not to feel hurt that she’s calling it drama when it’s my actual life. “Maybe he’s exploring things with you and he wasn’t sure how to tell you yet. They haven’t signed on the dotted line or anything. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to say anything at all.” 
 
    “Or maybe he isn’t into me the same way I’m into him.” 
 
    “Rose, it’s only been three days.” 
 
    She presses her lips together. “That didn’t matter for Gavin.” 
 
    “The guy who was my best friend all through high school. The guy who apparently has been in love with me for fourteen years. It’s different.” 
 
    She nods. “You’re right.” I can tell she doesn’t believe her words, that she’s just saying them to placate me, but I let it go. 
 
    “I’ll get the intel from Gav.” 
 
    She glares at me and points a scary finger at my chest. “Don’t you dare say a word to that boy about me and Liam.” 
 
    I hold up both hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I promise. But if he brings it up...” 
 
    Her glare deepens, and I cower a little.  
 
    “Not. A. Word.” 
 
    “Pinkie promise.” I loop my finger through hers and then give her a hug. “I’m gonna go see him. Love you, Rosie Rose.” 
 
    “I love you too, Dee Dee. And good luck.” 
 
    I shoot her a tight smile and then I’m on my way to the rock star’s house. 
 
    It’s quiet outside when I get there, but Gavin’s Land Rover is in the driveway. I park in the same spot on the street I parked in the last time I was here just two days ago, and I walk up to the front door and ring the bell.  
 
    I wait a full minute, but there’s no answer. 
 
    My heart drops into my stomach as all the possibilities shoot through my mind. His car is in the driveway, so he’s probably home. Right? Why wouldn’t he answer the door? It could be something as simple as he’s out back or in the shower, but for some reason, my mind immediately goes to sex. He’s probably up in that luxurious bedroom of his right now, fucking some girl since I asked him to leave last night. 
 
    I know his reputation. 
 
    For the first time, part of me wonders whether I’ll always be worried about other women if I decide to give it a try with him. He’s made it clear he only has eyes for me, yet he isn’t answering his door, and he could have his pick of women...so maybe that’s exactly what he decided to do. 
 
    He deserves someone else, someone better, someone who will trust that he just didn’t hear the bell instead of someone who immediately jumps to the conclusion that he’s entertaining some other woman. 
 
    I turn my back to the door and slide down so I’m sitting on the porch step for a minute, unsure what to do. I debate sending him a text, but that sort of takes the surprise out of my surprise drop by. 
 
    And that’s when I see a lone figure running down the street in the distance. My heart races because deep in my bones, I feel it.  
 
    It’s him. 
 
    And he isn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    Holy mother of God, he isn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    As he runs toward me, it suddenly feels like time slows down. He’s running toward me in slow motion like some cheesy episode of Baywatch. His muscles ripple and a sheen of sweat makes his body shine in the sunlight. He wears just a pair of sunglasses, running shorts, his sneakers, an armband with his phone in it, and some wireless earbuds, and he looks like a delicious hunk of perfection. 
 
    When he spots me sitting on his front porch, his face seems to light up with a smile even from behind the sunglasses. 
 
    He slows to a walk, makes his way up the driveway, and stops in front of me, chest heaving from the exertion of his run. The muscles in his abdomen flex with every breath he draws in, and I’m glad my eyes are hidden behind my sunglasses because I can’t help but stare at the magic of his abs. I do a mental count, and there’s more than six in his pack. I spot eight clearly defined muscles there, and I nearly need to wipe the drool spilling out the side of my lips.  
 
    “Hey,” he says, pulling out his earbuds. 
 
    “Hi.” I avert my eyes to his face.  
 
    He bends one leg at the knee and holds his foot to stretch his quad. “How was your first day of summer school?” 
 
    “Fine. Seems like it’ll be an easy few weeks. Good kids.” I’m speaking in phrases rather than sentences, but I can’t seem to pull myself together with a shirtless Gavin Brooks staring down at me. My eyes go to the tattoos on his arms. I haven’t had a chance to inspect them yet, but I suddenly look forward to the prospect of learning the meaning behind each piece of art. 
 
    He drops his foot and repeats his stretch on the other side. “I’d ask what you’re doing here, but I don’t care. I’m just glad you’re here.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and try to organize my thoughts. “I came because I have questions.” 
 
    He raises a brow. “What sorts of questions?” 
 
    I wish I could remember. I know I had some earlier when I was talking to Rose because I specifically remember her telling me that they were things I’d have to ask Gavin...but they seem to have vanished from my brain. 
 
    He drops his leg and stretches his arms up over his head, giving me an unparalleled view of those perfectly cut abs and the v-shaped muscles that dip into the shorts sitting just a little too low on his hips. 
 
    He’s stupid hot. 
 
    Ridiculous. 
 
    Inhuman.  
 
    He bends to one side and then the other, and I force myself to look away so I can remember why I came here. 
 
    Oh! The tour. His music. Whether we’ll see each other. Right. 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    “I know you said I have time to think this through, but what would the tour be like?” 
 
    He shrugs as he keeps stretching. “We play a show, travel to the next city, sightsee a little, play a show, and repeat.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a little more to it.” He sits on the sidewalk in front of me and does some stretches on the ground. “We have press and interviews, meet and greets, appearances. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “What’s a typical day like on tour?” 
 
    “Typical isn’t really a thing on tour. But in general, on show days we get to the venue no later than four for a sound check. Sometimes we leave and come back, sometimes we stay. We might practice or get shit ready and work out any kinks from the previous show. We might write new music or just sit around playing poker. The opening band plays, and we usually go watch at least half their set, but not always. We do a few pre-show things when it gets close, and then we play. After there’s usually a party at a bar, but it depends on the city.” His legs are together now and he reaches forward to touch his toes, bringing his chest practically down to his knees.  
 
    “What about on a non-show day?” I ask, ignoring his body’s flexibility because if I think about it, I’ll forget what we’re talking about.  
 
    “Usually there’s travel involved.” He bends one leg at the knee and turns around to stretch his back. “Once we get to a new city, if we don’t have a show or media lined up, we’re free to do whatever we want. Rob checks us into a hotel if we’re in the same place for more than one night, and we usually go explore. It’s gotten trickier since people recognize us now, but we still head out to see the sights. Sometimes Rob books us private tours, sometimes not.” When he finishes talking, he bends the other leg and repeats his stretch on the other side. 
 
    I’m just enjoying the show as I try to pay attention to his words. 
 
    “I haven’t figured out what the right decision is just yet, but let’s pretend for a second I decide to come with you. What would all that mean for me?” I ask.  
 
    “It would mean you do everything I just said with me. You’d be the honorary fifth member of Beyond Gold.” He grins up at me. 
 
    “Why me, Gav?” I ask softly. 
 
    His brows crinkle down, and I wish I could see what’s in those expressive eyes of his. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Millions of women would kill for the shot at being the honorary fifth member of Beyond Gold. Why do you want it to be me?” 
 
    He’s quiet for a minute, like he’s weighing which words to use to answer my question. “It’s always been you, Laney. Half our songs were written because my heart was broken when you cut me out of your life. The other half were written with the hope that someday we’d find our way back to each other. It’s crazy as fuck and I should have moved on by now, but I can’t. My parents always taught me that when you know, you know. And since the day I moved in next door to you, I just knew.” 
 
    I stretch my legs out in front of me and cross them at the ankles, making myself comfortable against his front door. “I feel like that’s a really romantic way to see life, but I don’t know how realistic it is.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve turned into a pessimist.” He finishes his stretches and moves to stand. “That was never in your personality.” 
 
    I shrug. “When you lose everything the way I did, your optimism sort of packs its bags with the rest of your shit.” 
 
    “Well lucky for you, I’ve got enough optimism for both of us. Maybe some will rub off on you.” He grabs a key from some secret pocket in his shorts, and then he sticks his hand out to help me up. When our hands connect, my entire body is filled with an electric charge at his heat. “And that reminds me, I have something for you inside.”  
 
    “For me?” I ask, and even I can sense the hopefulness and excitement in my voice. 
 
    He chuckles as he drops my hand and unlocks his door. “Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    He leads me through the entry and into the kitchen, and he grabs a vase from the counter and hands it to me. It’s filled with pale pink gerbera daisies. 
 
    “You remembered,” I say softly.  
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    Back when we were sophomores and we went to Homecoming as friends, he’d gotten me the exact same bouquet after I’d told him gerbera daisies in pale pink were my favorite. I’d teased him that all my friends were going to the dance with simple wrist corsages, and he’d overdone it. He didn’t care, though, and he’d done it because he wanted to see me smile.  
 
    Then he pulled out a wrist corsage that magically had the exact same shade of smaller pink daisies in it as the huge bouquet. His parents brought the vase over to my house, and I got to look at those flowers for weeks, like they had some magical powers that just wouldn’t allow them to wilt. 
 
    Sort of like Gavin’s feelings for me...or mine for Chase, I suppose. 
 
    At least mine for Chase up until a few days ago when I found out about the torch Gavin had been holding for me all these years. Not that my feelings for Chase are wilting...but someone else has definitely entered the picture and captured my interest, something that has never happened before. 
 
    I set the vase back down on the counter and take a step toward him. I stand on my tiptoes and press a gentle kiss to his mouth.  
 
    He sighs softly, and he pulls back first. “Can you give me five minutes to shower?” 
 
    I nod, but I keep my mouth shut because if I open it, I’m sure I’ll say something really dumb like can I watch? 
 
    “Can I get you anything?”  
 
    I shake my head, and he kisses my cheek and runs up the stairs. I take a seat at the kitchen table. A minute later, I hear the front door open, and then Liam walks into the kitchen. 
 
    “Delaney Lockwood!” he exclaims when he sees me. 
 
    “Liam Ward!” I say, mimicking him.  
 
    He laughs. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting for Gavin. He’s in the shower.” 
 
    “And you’re not with him?” 
 
    Pink creeps into my cheeks at his question, which is pretty much my nonverbal response to him. 
 
    “Oh, are we not there quite yet? Did I stick my foot in my mouth?” 
 
    I laugh, and before I can stop myself, I bring up Rose. “Heard you might’ve been participating in activities of that sort with my best friend.” She told me not to talk to Gavin about her...she never said I couldn’t talk to Liam himself about her. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, dropping into the chair across from me and averting his gaze out the window. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” I press. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” He sighs then turns his gaze back to me. “But you’re here in my house. I’m supposed to be teasing you.” 
 
    “Funny how I turned that right around, isn’t it?” 
 
    He smiles. “Same old Dee,” he murmurs. 
 
    “The same, but different.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” He drums his fingers on the table for a beat. 
 
    “Be careful with Rose, Liam.” 
 
    He nods. “I will.” 
 
    “If you need anything...” I trail off, not sure how exactly to tell him that he can talk to me. Can he? Will I keep it from Rose? 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, saving me from making it awkward. 
 
    “She was pretty pissed when I told her about the tour before you.” I’m taking a risk that she’ll also be pissed I mentioned that to Liam, but I’m just trying to help. 
 
    He rolls his head around like he’s stretching his neck. “Yeah, I didn’t know we were telling people yet since we haven’t actually inked the contract.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t know you weren’t saying anything.”  
 
    “I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “Don’t tell her I mentioned it. She’ll murder me.” 
 
    He laughs. “Yeah, she’s a fireball, that one.” 
 
    “A spitfire?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nope. A ball of fucking fire.” He laughs as he stands. “I have some work to do upstairs. Good seeing you, Dee. Hope to see more of you.” 
 
    I smile instead of responding. I want to reciprocate his words, but I’m scared to get any deeper into this band than I’ve already managed to insert myself—in some cases, without even knowing that’s what I was doing. 
 
    Once he leaves the room, I eye the flowers sitting in front of me. I spot a little white envelope on a plastic stick. I grab it from the stick and open it, sliding out a card with Gavin’s neat handwriting that I still recognize all these years later. 
 
      
 
    Laney, 
 
    Hope your first day was a success. 
 
    And I hope you say yes. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Gavin 
 
      
 
    I smile as I stare down at the card. Thinking of me on my first day of summer school was a very sweet gesture, and I find it adorable that he managed to slip in his agenda, too. 
 
    He appears in the kitchen just as I’m sliding the card back into the envelope. His hair is still damp from his shower, and regrettably, he’s wearing another plain white t-shirt and jeans. His shirt stretches taut over his broad chest like it’s calling for my hands to touch it. “Well?” he asks.  
 
    I know he’s asking about the I hope you say yes part, but I’m not ready to give him an answer either way on that yet. So instead, I laugh. “My first day was a total success.” 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head. “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gav, but I’m just not ready to make that decision yet. It’s all happening so fast.” 
 
    “I understand.” He nods once and walks over to the fridge, where he pulls out a bottle of water. “Want one?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say. He hands it to me and slides into the chair beside me, and when our knees bump, a tingle runs through me. I don’t move my knee, and neither does he.  
 
    “I hate this,” I murmur as I look out the window at the calming beach just steps away. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    I clear my throat. “I just...I have real feelings for you. I haven’t had real feelings for anyone since Chase.” He winces at the sound of his adversary’s name, but I plow forward because I need to say this. “I thought someone else was everything I wanted, and I owe it to myself to explore it. But it’s killing me knowing that it’s hurting you.” 
 
    He closes his eyes for a beat, and when they open, he focuses his gaze out the window before turning to me. “I’m not gonna sugar coat it, Laney. It hurts. I hate it, too. But this is who you are. It’s who you’ve always been. Do you remember when you couldn’t decide which college to attend? Your parents pushed you to Stanford, but you secretly wanted USC. You only told me that. Back then, you took your time to think through every possibility, every choice, every fine detail before you made an informed decision, and then you went with it one hundred percent. That’s always been you, and I get that. I’ll wait for you to think it through, no matter how hard it is or how long it takes. Because if it’s me in the end, I’ll know that you’re one hundred percent invested in what we could have together.” 
 
    Tears fill my eyes at his words. “Thank you,” I whisper, placing my hand over his across the table and squeezing. 
 
    Our eyes meet in the middle and I can see the understanding there. It’s a total and complete relief to know how well he knows me even after all this time, and something about our conversation seems to cement our bond even further. 
 
    “You had some questions for me?” he asks, changing the subject with lightness and ease. 
 
    I clear my throat. “You mentioned your record company wants you to record a new album.” 
 
    He chuckles—probably at my obvious lack of knowledge in his field. “Yes, our label would like us to have new music out that we can promote on tour.” 
 
    “What does that entail?” 
 
    “Recording an album?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “It’s partially done already, actually.” He runs his hand through his hair, and it moves back into its usual position. “We have four songs recorded, one of which we’re releasing next week, and we’ve been working to perfect the final six or seven before we hit the studio. We head to the studio and we each record our parts separately. The sound engineers put it all together to make it what you hear when our record releases.” 
 
    “I guess my question was whether I’d get to see you much when you’re working on an album.” 
 
    “It’s sort of like any job, I guess.” He lifts a casual shoulder, and I can’t help but think he’s a little crazy. “I’ll have days when I’m busier than others.” 
 
    “Uh, Gavin, I hate to drag you out of the clouds and back to reality, but being a rock star is most certainly not like any job.” I tap my nails on the side of the water bottle.  
 
    He raises a brow like I just issued a challenge. “Are there things you love about your job?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asks.  
 
    “Like when I find a way to reach a kid who was really struggling with something. It’s rewarding. And I also love donut Fridays in the teachers’ lounge.” 
 
    He laughs. “Okay, fair enough. And are there things you hate about your job?” 
 
    I press my lips together and nod.  
 
    “Like what?” he repeats. 
 
    “Demanding parents. Misbehaving nine-year-olds. Teaching fractions. Should I go on?” 
 
    “Do you dislike what you do?” 
 
    I shrug. “No, but there’s not a lot of room to climb and the day to day stuff often feels like a grind. Same shit, different day. You know?” 
 
    He chugs from his water bottle then looks at me and raises both brows. “You think that’s so different from what I do?” 
 
    “Your job feels like a grind?” 
 
    “Some days, especially on tour. It’s a lot of moving between cities, being stuck in a small space with too many other people, playing the same set night after night.”  
 
    “Way to sell me on saying yes,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    He chuckles. “I’m just trying to prove a point. Every job has things we’re gonna love about it, and the opposite is also true. Every time it starts to feel like a grind, I remind myself how goddamn lucky I am to get to do what I do. That chases away the negativity pretty fast. Moving between cities? At least I get to see them. Being stuck in a small space? I’m with my best friends. Playing the same set? It’s songs our crowd loves, and that alone amps me up.”  
 
    “What do you love about it?” I study him as I try to classify my real feelings.  
 
    “Just about everything else. I’m very lucky and incredibly grateful that I get to do what I do. It’s the best job in the world.” He’s passionate as he talks, his eyes sparkling with excitement, and it makes him inexplicably even hotter. 
 
    “You should’ve started with that. It’s a much better sales pitch.” 
 
    He grins. “Just being honest. And to answer your question from earlier, yes, we’ll be able to see each other between now and when the tour launches. I’ve got events scheduled, plus practice every day and meetings with our label, our lawyer, our agent, and so on, but I will always make time with you a top priority.” 
 
    The heat creeps up into my cheeks again. I can’t believe how much he’s willing to do for me. I want to ask him why again, but I’m sure I’ll be met with the same answer as earlier. 
 
    “Okay. That was all I wanted to know,” I finally say, my voice quiet. “For now, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m glad you stopped by to ask.” 
 
    “Because I saved you the trip for the flowers?” I ask, teasing him. 
 
    He smiles but shakes his head. “I like seeing you here in my house. Sitting at my table. In my periphery when I look out at the view. You just manage to make everything better.” 
 
    “That’s a nice thing to say.” I’m embarrassed by his compliments. 
 
    “Whenever I’m going through a tough time, you know what I always think of?” 
 
    I shake my head and hold up my palms. “What?” 
 
    “The first time I kissed you.” 
 
    My brows draw down. “When did you kiss me?” 
 
    “That night you and the football player broke up.” I chuckle at his reference to the past, when he always used to call Chase that rather than use his name. I’m starting to get why now. “It was just my lips meeting the side of your head, but you sort of froze and I felt like there was all this potential there that you’d never been able to see before because you’d been so blinded by him. And then when you snuck me out in the morning, you kissed my cheek, and you have no idea what that did to me, Laney.” 
 
    The way he tells the story of the past has me enraptured. “What did it do to you?” I whisper. 
 
    “It tore me up for weeks. And then everything happened with your family and you wouldn’t see me. I was devastated. But I’d hold my hand over my cheek where you kissed me, and I’d feel your lips still there, and I decided to give you the time you wanted. I just never imagined that time would turn into a decade.” 
 
    I sniffle at his words, and then I can’t help myself. I stand from the table, move toward him, and seat myself on his lap. His arms automatically snake around my waist to balance me, and I brush my lips across his cheek. “Like this?” I whisper. 
 
    He closes his eyes for a beat like he’s savoring the feel of me, and then his arms tighten around me. He draws in a shaky breath through his nose, and I can’t help but think that I’m the one who’s doing this to him. He’s falling apart at my touch, and something about that fact is insanely erotic. 
 
    When he opens his eyes, they’re hooded with lust and need. “More like this.” He tilts my chin up with his fingertips and his mouth crashes down to mine. It’s aggressive, this kiss, more aggressive than the others we’ve shared, and as his lips mold and conform to mine, I can’t help but think once again that it should be him. We have a solid base of friendship for our foundation, and even though we lost touch for a number of years, it doesn’t feel like any time has passed. 
 
    So what’s stopping me from telling him that? 
 
    Deep down, I know the answer, but I can’t think clearly when Gavin’s tongue is thrashing against mine. I readjust, tossing one leg on his other side without breaking from his mouth so I’m not seated across his lap but straddling him. I link my arms around his broad shoulders, and his hands move down to my ass as he repositions me so I can feel the length of his hardness through his jeans. He thrusts into me with a soft grunt, and I nearly fall apart in his arms.  
 
    I take the opportunity to push my hips down when he drives up toward me again, and this time his grunt is met with a moan of my own. His strong hands move from my ass up my back and into my hair as he keeps kissing me, the passion and intensity only propelling us forward into some dimension I’ve never visited before. I need these clothes out of our way. I need to feel his skin on mine, to break the barrier of the pants between us, to feel him thrusting into my body. I don’t know that I’ve ever felt such a strong, carnal urge to fuck. 
 
    “Get a room.” 
 
    Three words kill our intimate moment. 
 
    My mouth is still against Gavin’s because of the way one of his arms is squeezing me tightly against him and the other is up in my hair when I say, “I forgot to mention Liam’s home.” 
 
    He chuckles and releases me. I sit back a little, shifting over his dick, and he grunts out his dissatisfaction with the movement. Or maybe it’s the fact that I’m turning him on even more with my movement. 
 
    “What time is our meeting with Ashmark tomorrow?” Liam asks. 
 
    I’m still on Gavin’s lap when he says, “Nine.” 
 
    “Why so fucking early again?” he whines. 
 
    Gavin rolls his eyes for my benefit and shrugs for Liam’s. “Because we’re professional adults and that’s when business is conducted.” 
 
    “Not for rock stars.” 
 
    “Why, you got somewhere more important to be?” Gavin challenges. I move to stand, but Gavin grabs me and pulls me back with a tiny shake of his head as if to say, you’re not getting away so easily. My knees feel a little shaky at the notion. 
 
    Liam’s eyes edge over to me. “Maybe.” He doesn’t want to say, and my gut tells me it’s either because he’s planning to be with Rose or he’s planning to be with some other woman. 
 
    “What’s the meeting about?” I ask. 
 
    “We’re finalizing tour details and signing the contract,” he says softly, like it might make the news easier to take if his voice is lower. It’s not hard to take it, exactly, but since I don’t have an answer for him yet, it’s not exactly easy, either. 
 
    “How exciting!” I say with way too much brightness in my tone. 
 
    Gavin offers a small smile, and I force myself off his lap and back to my own chair when Liam takes a seat at the table. Apparently sexy time is over. 
 
    “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Gavin hints to Liam with a little snarl. 
 
    Liam grins. “Right here keeping you kids from making poor choices.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Gavin mutters, and then he stands and holds out his hand to me. “We actually have practice in about a half hour, and I need to do a few things. You’re welcome to hang around if you want.” 
 
    I slide my hand into his. “I don’t want to impose.” 
 
    “You’re not.” He looks at Liam. “Right?” 
 
    Liam shakes his head. “We have people over for practice all the time. Fair warning, though, it’ll be boring as fuck.” 
 
    I giggle. “Maybe next time. I didn’t mean to come over and interrupt your whole day. I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by to say hi, but I should go. I’ve got some things to do at home, too.” It’s a lie, but it gives me a reason to leave so I’m not intruding on band time. If Gavin and I end up together, I never want the other guys in the band to look at me like I shouldn’t be here. 
 
    Gavin’s brow furrows as he pins me with an incredulous gaze. “You were in this neighborhood?” 
 
    I nod. “Rose has an event a few miles away from here and I went to help her out for a bit. I think I was more of a distraction than a help.” 
 
    “You? A distraction? Never,” Liam mutters, and both Gavin and I turn to him with a glare. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demand. 
 
    He holds up his hands in surrender. “Kidding, kidding. Though I have spotted our man Gavin here with his head in the clouds a little more than usual the last few days.” 
 
    “Feeling’s mutual,” Gavin shoots back, and then he mouths something to Liam that I don’t quite catch. “I’ll walk you out,” he says to me, shaking his head at his friend as he places his hand on the small of my back. 
 
    I ignore the thrill I feel with his hand on my body, and too soon we’re walking down the porch step and toward my car. A brief image of just last night when Chase pushed me up against the car to kiss me in a parking lot flashes through my mind, and this is exactly why I’m undecided. 
 
    I still love Chase. I’m falling in love with Gavin. 
 
    Is it possible to be in love with two different men at the same time? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    I always take the window seat on an airplane. Ever since I was a little girl and my brothers and I would fight over who got the window, I’ve taken it when I’ve been able to. 
 
    And now, I stare out the window from the first-class seat Chase bought and paid for as the plane touches down on the runway in Denver less than two and a half hours after we took off. My brain is still a muddled mess of emotions, and my chest hurts as I remember how Gavin deflated when I told him I was going to Denver. 
 
    I shouldn’t feel guilty. I’m following my heart, which for ten years told me that no one could ever compare to the man I thought was the love of my life.  
 
    I know the logic of that idea is flawed. We were young. We didn’t know what love was. I spent the last ten years putting what we had on this untouchable pedestal when it didn’t deserve to be there. 
 
    But what if it did deserve to be there? What if it really was love? Don’t I owe it to myself to find out? 
 
    Gavin knows the truth...that Chase is still on the table. 
 
    But Chase doesn’t know the truth about Gavin, and this weekend is the time I need to discuss it with him. 
 
    Once I’m in the baggage claim area, I spot my last name on a tablet. That must be the ride Chase arranged for me. He told me that’s what he was going to do, and I try not to feel a little slighted that he chose to arrange a ride for me rather than pick me up himself for this weekend. I try to remind myself that he’s a celebrity who would likely be mobbed in this busy airport. 
 
    “I’m Delaney Lockwood,” I say to the man holding the sign, and he nods. 
 
    “Ray,” he says, tapping off the tablet. “Let’s get your luggage.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s all here.” I nod toward my small carry-on suitcase. 
 
    His brows furrow. “Oh...okay,” he says, disbelief evident in his tone that a girl could actually travel nearly three hours by plane with only one bag for a three-day trip. It makes me wonder how often Chase does this sort of thing. 
 
    I follow Ray to a big SUV waiting at the curb with someone else in the actual driver’s seat. He tosses my bag in the back and helps me in before sliding into the front, and then we’re off. Forty minutes later, we’re pulling in front of a huge circular driveway.  
 
    On one side is a sprawling red brick mansion, and in the center of the circle sit huge trees and a fountain. I look a little harder at it, and it’s not your standard lawn fountain. This freaking thing actually has a football player in it, and he’s spitting the water out of his mouth onto his opponents. 
 
    Barring the rather interesting lawn decoration, this looks more like my parents’ old house than a single man’s bachelor pad. Cars are all over the driveway, and I can’t help but wonder if this is actually Chase’s place or if these drivers were instructed to bring me somewhere else. 
 
    And then I see it: an orange and blue flag near the fountain with the number eighty-eight on it.  
 
    Chase’s number. 
 
    My heart wavers a little in my chest that we’re actually here. I’m at Chase’s freaking house. He invited me here. It’s been ten years, and I’m finally here.  
 
    I’m staring out the window up at the monstrosity before me, completely lost in thought when someone says, “Ma’am?” 
 
    I glance over to see Ray standing there, my suitcase beside him. “Are you ready to go inside?” 
 
    My eyes widen and I nod. I hadn’t even heard him get out of the car, let alone get my suitcase and open my door. I shouldn’t be in awe like this—this is exactly what I grew up around, yet it’s not my life anymore. It’s sort of inspiring to see that someone my own age, someone that I know—and, once upon a time, knew intimately—lives here. 
 
    I lag a little behind Ray as I follow him to the massive front door surrounded by huge white columns on either side, wondering whether I can actually fit into this kind of lifestyle again.  
 
    When he opens the door, Chase stands in a simple pair of jeans and a black t-shirt at the bottom of a massive iron double staircase. Shiny concrete flooring surrounds me, giving the place a masculine feel, and if I look straight through between the two sets of stairs, I can see beyond Chase into the kitchen and out a wall of glass into the backyard. It looks pretty far away, but even from here I can see a swimming pool out there. 
 
    Chase’s smile broadens when our eyes connect. He looks at home here in this mansion, and I wonder if he’s feeling the same butterflies in his stomach that I am. He strides confidently toward me and takes me in his arms, and I rest my head for just a brief second on his chest, taking all the comfort he has to offer me. “Welcome,” he says softly into my hair, and then I lean up and we exchange a gentle kiss. 
 
    “Is this her?” a booming voice beside us interrupts. 
 
    Chase chuckles a bit and breaks our connection. “This is her,” he confirms. “Delaney Lockwood, this is Travis Watson. He plays for the Broncos, too.” 
 
    “The tight end,” I murmur, and Travis looks impressed that I recognize him. 
 
    “You’re a fan?” he asks. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “Not of the Broncos.” 
 
    Travis laughs and elbows Chase. “I like her already.” 
 
    Chase tries to hide a small smile, but I catch it, and it makes the butterflies beat a little stronger. He grabs my hand and leads me under the staircase and into the expansive kitchen, which is connected to a family room where a party is in full swing. I recognize several of the guys sitting around a big sectional couch, eyes focused on ESPN, as players on Chase’s team.  
 
    “Sorry I didn’t pick you up from the airport,” he murmurs into my ear. “But I had a few guests who wanted to meet you.” 
 
    I grip his hand a little harder involuntarily as nerves take over. He’s introducing me to his teammates—his family in Denver, the most important people in his life. 
 
    This weekend suddenly got a whole lot bigger than just the two of us finding time to reconnect. 
 
    “You must be Delaney,” a man on my right says. 
 
    I nod and lift my hand to shake his, my eyes meeting his dark brown ones. He’s handsome, but there’s something shadowed in his eyes that makes him a little mysterious as well.  
 
    “Drew Cartwright, Chase’s agent. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You too,” I say automatically. 
 
    “He’s told me so much about you.” 
 
    Wish I could say the same...but considering the actual amount of time I’ve spent with Chase since seeing him at the reunion, it’s sort of shocking that I’m even here right now, let alone meeting his agent and all these other people who are important pieces to the man Chase is today. 
 
    Lucky for me, Chase interjects before I have to come up with some small talk. “Drew has become one of my closest friends since I signed with him six years ago. He secured some Nike ads for me and a whole bunch of other endorsements.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I say, not really understanding the full scope of what that means or who else Drew might represent. 
 
    “Look at him,” Drew says, eyes on Chase. “Women want him and men want to be him. He’s got the perfect jawline for print ads and the perfect hair for TV.” 
 
    It’s precisely that moment that I glance around and realize who is noticeably missing from this gathering.  
 
    Women. 
 
    I’m the only one with a vagina in this room, and it feels suddenly very strange, like Chase purposely didn’t invite any women here tonight, just the guys. Maybe he’s not close with other women, which is fine—but even when Gavin invited me to their hospitality suite after the appearance, plenty of women were mingling. Gavin didn’t chat them up, but he didn’t pretend like they didn’t exist. 
 
    And then I realize Gavin has crept his way back into my thoughts even though my hand is tightly clenched in Chase’s.  
 
    I don’t want him in my head when I’m with Chase, but the fact that he’s managed to creep in anyway tells me I’m not ready to make a commitment just yet...not when a huge part of me feels so divided. 
 
    I just don’t know when I’ll get him alone to voice my truth aloud. 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Chase jokes to Drew after the compliment about his jawline and his hair. He rolls his eyes, but I can see in his face that he loves the attention. “Who needs a drink?” he asks.  
 
    Drew holds up a beer bottle as if to say he’s all good, and I raise my hand. 
 
    “Good. I have your favorite.” He lets go of my hand just as someone walks up to have a word with Drew, and I follow Chase deeper into the kitchen for my drink. Even the kitchen is a work of art. It’s industrial with the concrete floors, black cabinets, and white countertops. The appliances are stainless steel, and even though from the outside this place looks like it would be a family home, the inside is definitely all man. 
 
    He grabs a bottle of Captain Morgan and a two-liter of Coke. “Captain and Coke,” he says with a cheeky grin. 
 
    I don’t have the heart to tell him that rum and Coke was my drink of choice when I was eighteen and illegally drinking whatever we could get our hands on. My tastes have changed in that regard, and a glass of white wine or champagne sounds like heaven right now. 
 
    I force a smile back. “You remembered,” I say instead of my real thoughts, and he winks at me then nods. 
 
    “Of course I did. I didn’t forget anything, Dee.” His voice is a husky murmur, and it sends shivers down my spine as I think about other things I haven’t forgotten, either. 
 
    A timer starts to beep, and he shuts it off then grabs a hot pad and pulls a tray from the oven. “And your favorite snack,” he says. I eye the tray filled with pizza rolls...again, my favorite snack back when I had the metabolism of an eighteen-year-old high school student. 
 
    This time my smile is genuine. I haven’t had pizza rolls since...well, probably since the last time Chase and I chowed on them in my old kitchen our senior year of high school. Back when everything was perfect. “Wow, you really didn’t forget anything.” 
 
    He holds his beer up in a mock toast. 
 
    Oh my. Rum and Cokes, pizza rolls, and a potentially drunk Chase. My night just got a hell of a lot more interesting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: GAVIN 
 
      
 
    I stare out at the ocean as the last remaining rays of light are swallowed by the water. I’m grateful as always for this view, but I’m wishing I had her beside me to share it. My neck hurts since I’ve been sitting in the same position for an hour, my feet propped straight on the table in front of the couch, my head turned toward the view, but I can’t find the strength to move. 
 
    Besides, from this angle, I can almost still smell her on my couch. I can still feel her in my arms, taste her skin, relish the pebbled peak of her nipple on my tongue. 
 
    She actually went to Denver. 
 
    I get it, even though I can’t do anything about it—just like I haven’t been able to since the day I met her. 
 
    She needs to make her decision fully informed. She needs to explore both options to be sure she’s making the right choice 
 
    She always loved him, and maybe it’s time for me to come to terms with the fact that she always will. I told her once that I’ve shared her with him since I met her, and it’s the truth. I just thought time would’ve allowed her to move past him so she could move toward me. 
 
    My fear is that she loves him the same way I love her. That’s the thing that makes this so fucking difficult. The difference is that there’s nobody else in the picture for me. 
 
    But as depressing as that thought is, it doesn’t matter. She hasn’t said I’m out of the picture yet, so I’m giving her the space she needs to make her decision...even if it kills me to do it. I still have a shot with her, and that’s the thought I’m clinging to with everything I have. 
 
    A knock at my door has me forcing my head straight again, and I already know tomorrow I’ll regret sitting in the same position for an hour when I have a crick in my neck all day. Getting older sucks balls. “What?” I call. 
 
    “Don’t be a dick,” Liam says, pushing open my door. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    He plops down on the couch next to me. “Are you going to sit up here all night? Or are you going to get your ass up and come with me to Raven’s party?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose at the mention of Raven. “Why are you going to her house?” Raven is Liam’s sometimes friend with benefits, and for as much time as he’s been spending with Rose, I figured they were off-again. 
 
    “Because she invited me, a plus one, and you idiots. Dane and Ollie are in and I’m bringing Rose. It might give you a chance to talk about Delaney...” He says the last part in a bit of a singsong voice, like the only thing that might motivate me to go is that I’ll get to talk about her. 
 
    “You’re bringing Rose to the house of the woman you’ve fucked on and off for the last two years?” 
 
    He nods. “She’s dating some dude and it’s pretty serious, so no more benefits. Besides, Rose already knows.” 
 
    “Everybody’s growing up,” I mutter. 
 
    “Except us, maybe.” 
 
    I huff out a mirthless chuckle, because ain’t that the damn truth? I’m stuck in the same fucking place I’ve been stuck for fourteen years, just with a few more dollars in my bank account and a few more women who’ve found their way to my bed. 
 
    Except Delaney. 
 
    The unattainable one. 
 
    I grab the notebook sitting on the table in front of me and jot that down as a potential lyric. 
 
    “What was that?” Liam asks. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I mutter, adding another line that comes to me out of the blue. 
 
    “Are you going to be a bitch all night, or are you going to come to the party with us?” 
 
    I finish scribbling my notes and look over at him. “I’ll come. But fair warning, I’m not exactly in the partying mood tonight.” 
 
    “Okay, Chuckles,” he says as he mocks me. 
 
    “What time are you going?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Around ten.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready. Is Rose coming here?” I stare down at my table rather than at my friend. 
 
    “You that desperate to talk about Dee?” 
 
    Sometimes I really don’t know why I try to have a serious talk with this asshole. “So what if I am? She might have some insight.” 
 
    “Just don’t steal her away for the whole night. Besides, Dee’s off doing whatever, maybe even some other dude, so find your own hole to fill.” He’s smiling as he says it, so I know his demeaning attitude is in jest, but that doesn’t exactly make it okay. 
 
    Besides, the thought that Laney is doing Chase right now makes me want to pick up my couch and hurl it through the glass doors separating my bedroom from the open air of the beach. 
 
    I make a face at him. “Classy, Liam.” 
 
    “Is it what you thought it’d be?” he asks. 
 
    I know why he’s asking. I’d been half-dreading and half-anticipating the reunion, half-dreading and half-anticipating seeing her there because of course she’d be there, half-dreading and half-anticipating what it would be like after a decade had passed. 
 
    And it was like no time had passed at all. We fell right back into a friendship as if the last time I’d seen her was yesterday, but now I had the confidence of a twenty-eight-year-old man who has bedded his fair share of women and seen more than his fair share of success. 
 
    I vowed I wouldn’t miss my opportunity this time, and that was why I confessed my truth to her in the car on the way to the bar, why I had sex with her in my hotel room, why I was so open about my feelings. 
 
    I already lost her once. What was the worst that could happen by telling her? 
 
    Oh...right. She’d still choose Chase over me, like history repeating itself. 
 
    And now she’s in Colorado with him, even if she hasn’t said he’s the one she wants. I’m trying not to get my hopes up that she’s ending things with him in person. I’m also trying not to picture her fingernails scratching along his skin as he fucks her. 
 
    When you kiss me like that, I want it to be you. 
 
    Her words come back to me, and with a deep breath, I push the negative thoughts from my mind. Except it doesn’t work. 
 
    “It’s what I feared it’d be,” I finally answer Liam. 
 
    “Chase?” he asks, and I flinch at the mention. 
 
    “Of course. Why should things have changed an entire decade later? I’m too late. I’ve always been too late where she’s concerned.” 
 
    “Are you, though?” 
 
    I glance over at my friend before returning my gaze to the table in front of me. He’s surprisingly intuitive in situations like this, and he’s known about my feelings for Laney since...well, probably since they first developed nearly half my life ago. “You’re sending me mixed messages, man. First you tell me to find someone to fuck at Raven’s, and now you’re telling me I still have a shot with Delaney.” 
 
    “Have that cake, dude. And eat the shit out of it.” 
 
    I chuckle. “The only cake I want is in Colorado. But getting drunk sounds like a solid plan.” 
 
    Liam laughs and slaps me on the shoulder with enthusiasm. “Yeah! There he is!” 
 
    Two hours later, I’ve managed to down four Coronas. The beer itself reminds me of the beach—maybe even the very one outside my window, the one Laney and I looked at together not so long ago. The hint of lime reminds me of the day I kissed Delaney in my kitchen after she’d eaten a chip dipped in salsa.  
 
    These thoughts are detrimental mixed with the beer, but I can’t stop the visuals that have aggressively attacked me since she left. 
 
    And I’m not talking about since she left for Colorado. I’m talking about since the day she left me nearly ten years ago. 
 
    Since the day she thought she was doing me a favor. 
 
    Maybe she was. I channeled my emotions into music, and some of those songs are our top hits now. In her own way, maybe she knew what she was doing. 
 
    But now that I have a shot to get her back, I’m not going to miss it. 
 
    I’m sitting in a recliner in my family room with Dane on the couch to my left and Ollie in the other recliner to my right when Liam walks in wearing a face that I can only describe as satisfied. Rose is a few steps behind him, seemingly fixing her slightly disheveled hair. 
 
    “Looking good, Ward,” Ollie says, eliciting a chuckle from both Dane and me. 
 
    “Fuck off,” he mutters childishly, and Rose pats him on the shoulder. 
 
    “It appears someone already did that,” Ollie fires back, resulting in more laughs. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t think we’d have time for that, but Liam proved me wrong again,” Rose says, her filter completely gone since the rest of us have already pieced together where they just came from. 
 
    “Liam’s always been a quick shot,” Ollie retorts. He stands and heads to the kitchen, passing by Liam on his way, who slugs him in the arm for the insult. “Who needs a refill?” 
 
    I hold up my empty bottle as Liam and Rose take his spot on the couch. 
 
    “Have you heard from Delaney?” I ask Rose. I’m not sure I would’ve asked quite that bluntly three beers ago. 
 
    She nods. “Just to let me know she got in okay.” 
 
    I quietly process that, and a beat of silence falls over the room. I’m not sure whether it’s an awkward silence because I’ve managed to drink away my filter for such things already. 
 
    Rose turns to Liam. “Can I talk to him a minute or do we need to go?” Her voice is soft, but I don’t miss it. 
 
    “We have some time,” he says softly back to her. 
 
    “Gavin, come with me.”  
 
    I stand without argument, trade my empty bottle for a fresh one as Ollie presses a cold one into my palm, and follow the best friend of the girl I love out the front door and onto my porch. 
 
    “I know it feels hopeless with her in Denver, but it’s not.” Her voice cuts into the silence of the front porch. 
 
    “It’s not?” I ask with far more hope in my voice than I should be revealing. 
 
    She shakes her head. “She’s into you, Gavin. She may be with him, but I guarantee she’s thinking about you.” 
 
    “Then why’d she go?” I slide down so I’m sitting on the porch step, and Rose leans on the handrail beside me. 
 
    “Because he asked her to. Because she’s been head over heels for him since high school. Sound familiar?” 
 
    I shrug, surprised she knows so much about me. 
 
    “If she would’ve invited you to some other state where she lived, would you have gone?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Of course I would have, but that’s completely different.” 
 
    “Is it, though?” 
 
    I look up pointedly at her with raised brows. “Yeah. Because I’m not wavering in my feelings for her. There isn’t another woman I’m interested in. Trust me, I’ve been through most of what’s out there.” 
 
    She raises a brow. “Keep the dirty details to yourself.” 
 
    I huff out a chuckle. “I’m just saying that she went even though she claims to have feelings for me, too.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t claim to if she didn’t.” 
 
    “But she’s not here,” I remind her. I pick at the label on my bottle. 
 
    “She had to do this, Gav. She needs to know him now, to know you now.” She draws in a deep breath like she’s trying to control her anger, but her voice rises as she talks. “A week ago, neither of you was a viable option for her future. And now...well, you’re asking her to leave everything she knows to go away for a year. He’s asking her to leave everything she knows to live in a new place. What’s she supposed to do, just drop everything for these men who supposedly are in love with her? You don’t even know her anymore!” By the last sentence, I feel like she’s yelling at me. 
 
    “Fuck that. Of course I know her,” I retort, standing so I’m closer to eye level with the woman yelling at me.  
 
    She shakes her head and tips her chin defiantly at me. “Where were you when she lost everything?” 
 
    “She cut me out, Rose.” I glance across the street to break up the intense conversation we’re having. “I had no choice but to give her the space she wanted.” 
 
    “For ten years?” 
 
    “The longest ten years of my fucking life!” I roar at her.  
 
    She takes a step back at the ferocity in my voice even though she knows I’d never do anything to hurt her or Delaney. 
 
    “It’s just all happening so quickly,” she mutters. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You don’t get to judge. I wanted to tell her how I felt, but I pushed it away because she wanted him. But you know what? The night of the reunion, every single fucking feeling flooded back to me the second our eyes connected across the room. I knew then and there that the hope I held onto for the last decade wasn’t futile. We might finally, finally have our chance, and I’m not going to fuck it up this time. If she needs to figure out that he’s all wrong for her by going to Colorado and seeing it firsthand, then so be it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you just doing the same thing as last time, though? You’re giving her the space she wants to figure it out, and what if she chooses him?” 
 
    I don’t admit to Rose that I simply haven’t allowed myself to have that thought. 
 
    She won’t choose him. 
 
    She can’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “See you tomorrow,” Chase says to Tom, his position coach and the last person to leave the party. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” I ask. I’m not drunk, exactly, but I haven’t had four strong rum and Cokes since high school, so it’s hitting me hard. 
 
    “My buddy Troy is hosting a little get together like this one. Hope that’s okay.” He closes the front door behind Tom. 
 
    “Will there be pizza rolls?” My eyes twinkle as I tease him, and I love how easily we’ve already fallen back into our old habits. 
 
    He smirks at me. “I just wanted things to be perfect.” 
 
    “Pepperoni pizza rolls were totally perfect. Especially because I haven’t had one in a decade. You might just be onto something, Chase Camden.” I giggle as I slur his name. Okay, maybe I am a little drunk. I sort of had to be to give me the confidence to get through an evening with all the people Chase is closest to...or at least the ones he invited here tonight. 
 
     He leans in close, and if I’m being honest, I think he’s about at the same level of tipsiness as me. “I love the way my name sounds rolling off your tongue.” 
 
    “Chase Camden,” I murmur, my eyes focused on his lips. 
 
    “Mmm,” he moans, closing his eyes like he’s in ecstasy. When he opens them again, they’re dark with want. They flick down to my mouth, and I drag my bottom lip through my teeth. “God, I want to kiss you again.” 
 
    “Then kiss me again.” I’m not sure if the words actually make it out of my mouth or I just think I say them before his lips crash down to mine and his body shoves mine against the back of his front door. 
 
    I groan into him as I allow the pent-up need of the last ten years to flow to the surface. I grind my hips against his, searching drunkenly for some reprieve from the constant ache between my thighs, but it’s fruitless with clothes on. 
 
    Chase’s tongue brutalizes mine in a way that’s both familiar and brand new. His touch, his closeness, his voice, his smell...those are all total recalls of the past. Even some of the way he kisses is familiar, but he’s slower now, and he’s more aggressive, like he’s picked a lot up in our time apart. 
 
    And judging from what I know about him, he probably has learned a new trick or two. Or a hundred. 
 
    He slides his hands under my shirt, and I feel their sudden warmth on my back. An alarm rings out in my head that we’re moving too fast. He’s touching me and moving his palms along my skin in a way that’s so reminiscent of a past life, in a way that tells me what he’s physically planning for us next, but I don’t know if I’m ready. 
 
    I guess coming here in the first place is sending the signal that I am, in fact, ready for all that, and logic tells me I should be ready considering he is all I’ve wanted for so goddamn long...but I need more time. 
 
    And I need to be honest about that. 
 
    Despite my semi-drunken haze, I manage to break our kiss. I lean my head back with a gentle thud on his front door, and we both chuckle a little. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks. He shoves his hips toward me once more for good measure, as if I didn’t already know how hard he is. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’d just, uh, like to slow it down a bit.” 
 
    He nods. “Of course.” He turns from me, more than likely to mask his disappointment. 
 
    “I’m, uh...” I trail off as I search for the right words. Four rum drinks ago I wouldn’t have had the nerve to say what I need to say. I take a deep breath and blurt it out. “There’s someone else in the picture.” 
 
    His brows dip down in surprise before his face smooths over. He nods, and then he says softly, “Okay, Dee.” He clears his throat like he can’t quite process what I just told him. I open my mouth to tell him more, to explain who it is and what’s different and why I need more time to decide, but he speaks first. “I have a guest room that you’re welcome to use if you aren’t ready to stay with me.” 
 
    I clear my throat, the moment for me to speak suddenly ripped away somehow. “I’d like to stay with you. On the condition that I’m not ready for more just yet.” 
 
    He nods once. “I’ve got a semi-early workout in the morning. You want to hang out with me and I can show you the ropes?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, interested in what that means and what a typical workout is for a football superstar like Chase. 
 
    “Let’s get ready for bed, then. I’ll show you around the rest of the house tomorrow if that’s okay.” He turns and heads up one of the staircases, and I wonder how he chooses which one to climb.  
 
    “Of course,” I say, following him up.  
 
    When we get to his bedroom, I notice it’s manly like his kitchen—all black furniture and dark décor. A huge television hangs on the wall opposite his bed, and French doors on the far side of the room open to a balcony that overlooks his pool and sprawling backyard. I spot my suitcase on a little bench next to the doors, as if he knew we’d end up together in his room before the night even started. His walls are filled with photos of him on the field, and again I wonder how long he’s lived here...but I’m too tired to ask at the moment. 
 
    “I’m just gonna take a quick shower,” he says, heading toward his private bathroom. “You can use it first if you need to, or there’s another one down the hall, first door on the right.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the other one so you can shower.” 
 
    He shoots me a smile then heads into the bathroom without closing the door all the way, and I can’t help but feel like he’s a little upset I didn’t want to have sex tonight. Did I send him the wrong impression? Or is it just that he’s not used to women rejecting sex with him? It doesn’t matter, and it might just be the alcohol making me feel that way anyway, but a sudden feeling of homesickness washes over me. 
 
    I walk over to the doors leading to the balcony and stare down over the pool for a few quiet seconds, the sound of the shower filling my ears as he turns it on. 
 
    It’s no beach view, but it’s still nice and relaxing in its own right. 
 
    I shake that thought away and open my suitcase. I grab out the shorts I sleep in and a white t-shirt along with my toiletry bag, and then I make my way down the hall to the guest bathroom Chase mentioned. 
 
    The floor creaks a little with my steps, sending shivers down my spine. This house is just too damn big for one person to live here. 
 
    Maybe that’s why he wants me to come live here with him. 
 
    I shake that ridiculous thought out of my head as I wash my face and brush my teeth. I change into my pajamas, and then I head back to Chase’s bedroom. 
 
    When I walk in, I can’t help when my head automatically turns toward the partially open bathroom door. And what I see steals my breath. 
 
    A naked Chase stands dripping wet beneath the spray of water, but it isn’t just the sight of his muscular frame or the fact that he’s naked and wet as beads of water slip down the perfect six pack of his abdomen. 
 
    I’m a voyeur watching as he pumps his fist up and down his thick shaft, his neck corded as he leans back into the water while he jerks off in the shower. 
 
    Is he thinking about me in there? Is he wishing I would’ve joined him? Or did he take this shower to relieve some of the sexual tension that he feels between us? 
 
    Part of me wishes it was my hand in there while the other knows the timing isn’t right. 
 
    But seeing him like this, naked and sexually charged...it’s making me want him the same way I used to want him. Everything south of my belly button tightens as an achy throb pulses between my legs, and I’m half-tempted to stick my fingers into my panties while I watch him. 
 
    He picks up the pace, tugging at himself aggressively, and I know he’s getting close to his release. My fingertips trail up to massage my own breast as I allow the lust I feel to take over for just a second. 
 
    But that’s all it is, because just as I brush against my own pointed nipple, his eyes pop open and I’m caught. I drop my hand to my side, mortified, but I can’t look away. His pumps slow, and then his eyes hood over as he keeps them trained directly on me. My eyes dart down to his hand and I watch the thick streams erupting from him with awe as he comes. I can’t hear his grunts over the sound of the shower, but I vividly remember them. 
 
    My eyes move back to his, which are still gazing at me, and then I can’t take the embarrassment anymore. I run to his bed, climb in on what we once dubbed my side, and pretend to be asleep. 
 
    He comes in with a whispered, “Dee?” 
 
    And I keep up the charade. 
 
    I have to, because watching him as he pleasured himself and then came all over his own hand while he watched me watching him is something I never plan to talk about again. 
 
    And his workout the next morning isn’t much better than watching him in the shower. 
 
    He’s dripping wet again—this time from swimming—and he wears just a pair of striped navy and white swim trunks. He’s so damn hot that it’s not even fair, and the sexual tension continues to build between the two of us. 
 
    He spent time leading me through his workouts before he finished with laps in his pool. The whole workout took place at his house, and his trainer, Brett, showed up for the first couple hours to lead him through the tougher parts. But once Brett took off, it was Chase’s turn to lead me through some tough workouts that included ropes and box jumps. He showed me his fondness for squats and lunges, which I still don’t understand, and he claimed his cool down was swimming laps. And even though we both woke with hangovers this morning, Brett assured us both that sweating it out is the best way to get rid of it. 
 
    He might be onto something, because after the workout Chase just ran me through, I feel a lot better. 
 
    I opted out of swimming—mostly so I could watch him—and as he surfaces after completing his workout, it’s like something out of a movie, slow-motion and all. 
 
    “Let’s hit the showers and reconvene in the kitchen for lunch.” 
 
    The showers. 
 
    So much blood rushes to my cheeks that I actually feel a little woozy. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks, his brow furrowing as he dries off his legs and tosses the towel around his neck. 
 
    “Fine,” I squeak. 
 
    He grins like he gets the inside joke, and I almost make a comment on it before I stop myself as I remember my personal vow that I’d never talk about what I witnessed last night. 
 
    “How was your swim?” I ask, changing the subject as I pretend my face isn’t flaming red. 
 
    “The only thing that would’ve made it better is you in a swimsuit with me.” He shrugs. “Or naked. Take your pick.” I narrow my eyes at him, and he chuckles before he playfully whips the towel in my direction. “Get that cute ass in the shower before I bring you into mine with me.” 
 
    I stand with a giggle as I think maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    It’s mostly the same people I met last night at the party at Troy’s house, but this time there are more than a few women present. 
 
    Chase spent the afternoon at his football camp with the youth of Denver, and I spent some time going over my summer school lesson plans for next week at the expansive kitchen table in his house. He invited me to come along to camp, but I didn’t want to impose on his professional obligations. 
 
    He obviously has his pick of any girl here, but he’s opting to keep his fingers linked through mine as he introduces me to more of his friends and teammates. He’s already turned away several women who made it clear that they’d be more than happy to assist him in the shower, yet he’s standing by my side, turning them away as he leans in to nuzzle my neck or squeeze my hand or just in general play the role of doting boyfriend even though technically we aren’t at that place. 
 
    But if he keeps his lips close to my neck like he has been, I’m not so sure I’m going to be able to resist much longer. 
 
    “Do you live around here?” some blonde woman who’s been making eyes at Chase all night asks me. 
 
    I shake my head. “Los Angeles.” 
 
    She raises a brow. “You let this one run around Denver unleashed?” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “I don’t need a leash.” 
 
    Travis, the tight end for the Broncos, laughs loudly behind Chase. 
 
    “So who is this girl who’s trying to tame down our Chasey?” 
 
    Chasey? I swallow down the bile that rises at the back of my throat at her little nickname. 
 
    “She’s actually my high school sweetheart.” He looks over at me, and I see an adoration there that I must have missed before. “The one girl who ever managed to steal a piece of my heart.” 
 
    I melt into a puddle of lust right there on the spot. 
 
    Blondie snarls in my direction a little before she plasters on a fake smile. 
 
    “Isn’t that sweet?” she asks, her words matching her smile. 
 
    Chase squeezes my hand and kisses my cheek. “The sweetest.” 
 
    He excuses us when he notices my glass of wine—not rum and Coke—is empty, and he leads me over to the kitchen counter. “Sorry about her,” he mutters to me. 
 
    I giggle. “It’s okay,” I say. I lean toward him and press both my palms on his chest. He loops his arms around my waist. “You had a life in the ten years we were apart, just like I did.”  
 
    His eyes flash with something dark, and I chalk it up to a little bit of jealousy. “I don’t want to know about who you dated aside from me.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but your pool is much bigger than mine.” 
 
    He laughs and takes my chin in his fingertips. “No one else matters.” He says it with conviction, like he’s trying to erase my words from the night before that there’s someone else in the picture. 
 
    He presses a soft kiss to my lips, and then we both hear someone yell, “Take it upstairs!” 
 
    He breaks from me with an eyeroll. “You got an open room?” 
 
    And there goes my blush again. Now everyone will think we’re sleeping together, even though we’re not...yet. 
 
    On Saturday, he wears his ballcap low over his eyes and takes me on a local tour. We hit a few bars with local beers, do some sightseeing downtown, and end up back at his place. He was recognized a few times, but the hat helped, and combined with the fact that he looked like a tourist in love with the girl accompanying him contrasted with the persona he gives the media. 
 
    I keep thinking how I need to tell him that the other guy I’m seeing is Gavin, that I need to give him more of my truth—that I want to see whether the fantasy I’ve dreamed about for a decade is real, that I want to explore where things could go with us but that I also have feelings for someone else—but the timing is off. Every instance I have to interject it into our conversation feels like the wrong one, and so I haven’t said anything more on the subject yet. 
 
    And it’s tearing me apart. My chest constantly aches as the guilt presses on me. He told me he had big plans for a nice dinner out, so I pull on the one dress I brought with me as I hope to find the time tonight to talk about what’s going on in my heart. I’m just putting the finishing touches on my make-up when he calls up. “You almost ready?” 
 
    “Two minutes!” I yell back, and then I spritz on a little perfume and do a final once-over. I feel pretty despite the fact that Rose would yell at me for wearing an off-the-rack dress from a department store. 
 
    I descend one of the staircases, and Chase stands at the bottom. He’s wearing black pants and a charcoal button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and he looks like divine perfection. As I get closer, I smell the familiar Gio cologne, and it feels sort of like walking into the front door of your house after being away for far too long. 
 
    His mouth forms a smile as he looks up at me. “You’re gorgeous,” he says, and he takes my hand when I’m on the second to last step. He helps me down then pulls me into him. “God, I missed this.” 
 
    I know the feeling. He holds me tightly in his arms, and I’m half-tempted to rest my cheek against his chest, but I don’t want to leave a smudge of make-up on his shirt. 
 
    He presses a gentle kiss to my cheek since I just finished painting my lips to perfection. “Ready to go?” 
 
    I nod, and we head out the front door together to the same car that was waiting for me at the airport, complete with Ray standing out front beside the driver’s side door. 
 
    “Our ride awaits,” Chase says gallantly, and I sort of feel like a princess on her way to the ball even though it’s really just Chase and me heading to some restaurant for dinner. 
 
    We hold hands in the car, and he points out landmarks with little stories as we drive. It’s only twenty minutes before we pull into a parking lot, and then Ray gets out of the car while we stay in the back. I move to grab the door handle, and he halts me with a hand on my arm. “Ray’s just checking us in. He’ll come get us when our table is ready.” 
 
    I nod like I get it, but all this is so foreign to me. It shows me once again why he wanted to stay away from public places when we got together in Los Angeles. It surprises me that he’s taking the risk in a place like Denver. I’d imagine people here tend to get more starstruck than they do in LA, where celebrity sightings are much more common. 
 
    Ray returns a minute later and opens Chase’s door. “All ready for you.” 
 
    Chase nods. “Thanks, Ray.” He turns to me and raises both brows with a grin. “Here we go.” 
 
    I sort of don’t know what to expect. He isn’t donning the ballcap he wore earlier, which means people will recognize him. And he’s making a very public appearance with me. 
 
    We walk into what I can only describe as an upscale sports bar. We’re led to a table against one wall, a signed Camden 88 jersey hanging in the case above us like this table is reserved just for him, and I hear whispers of Chase Camden as we walk through the place. After I take a seat across from him, a waitress takes our order, and then the first fan comes over for a picture. Chase is both gracious and kind, signing autographs and smiling for photos while I sit and watch in awe. 
 
    Both men and women approach our table, but for very obviously different reasons. The men come over with the intention of meeting a football all-star, someone who’s basically a hero to them, while women come over with their shirts pulled down low and their cleavage hanging out to try to impress him. 
 
    But he doesn’t even glance down a single shirt, much to his credit. Instead, his eyes continually find mine across the table in silent apology, almost like he’s embarrassed by all the attention. I don’t really believe for a second that he is, but he’s got the act down pat anyway. It must just be another thing that comes with the territory for him. 
 
    These last few days have given me a glimpse into what a future with him could be like. I don’t dislike what I see in that future. 
 
    The more wine I drink, the more convinced I become that there’s a very important piece to the puzzle that might help me make my decision. 
 
    Tonight just might be the night. 
 
    We’ve spent the day slipping into our old roles. He’s flirty and outgoing with me, he’s rejecting other women’s advances, and he’s making me feel front and center in his life.  
 
    It’s everything I dreamed of for the last ten years, and it’s finally happening. 
 
    Except I can’t talk to him about Gavin. Not here. 
 
    The longer I sit here drinking wine and watching him fend off women who approach our table without any inhibitions whatsoever in favor of me, the more filled with lust I become. 
 
    By the time we’ve paid and managed to exit the building amid more pats on the back, signatures, and photographs, the ache between my thighs mixed with the need to feel his lips over mine is unbearable. 
 
    As soon as Ray shuts us into the backseat, I climb on Chase’s lap and straddle him, each of my legs falling on either side of him. He grins lazily up at me as I take his scruffy cheeks between my palms. Everything about this scenario is reminiscent of another lifetime—a lifetime I want back. 
 
    His eyes edge away from me toward a button in the ceiling. He presses it, and a glass wall moves slowly up to separate us from the driver, and as soon as it’s firmly in place, his smile widens as he raises a seductive brow. 
 
    We’ve got privacy back here to do whatever we want. 
 
    I smile back as I grind my hips down over his, and he grunts as he pushes up to meet my thrusts. I let out a moan that I can’t seem to help, and then his hand is in my hair, pulling my face toward his. My lips smash down to his, our tongues battering together in the heat of the moment. 
 
    It’s the culmination of nearly three days spent together, three days of longing and of need, three days that seem to have brought us back to where we left off. 
 
    The upward grind of his hips is a new move, and I find myself relishing the rub of his jeans against my clit. I have a panty barrier in the way, but that’s all that’s separating us, and the rough thrusts are driving me wild already.  
 
    Chase’s free hand moves to my breast, and his kiss slows a bit as if to ask if it’s okay for him to touch me there. I push my chest into his palm for reassurance, needing friction there too, and I feel like I might fall apart over the top of him with the way he keeps thrusting his erection at me, his mouth working mine and now his hand massaging my breast. This man truly is multi-talented. 
 
    My moans start to gain both momentum and volume as he drives me closer to release without ever actually putting flesh on flesh. My mind’s eye takes me back to Chase in his shower, his hand moving up and down his shaft as he watches me watching him, and it’s my complete undoing. I shudder over him, my body losing control to the bliss as he continues to drive his hips upward and his hand holds my head into place as his mouth assaults mine. My legs shake as pulse after pulse throbs out of me, and once the cliff passes, I slump into his arms. He holds me quietly in the back of the car. 
 
    “Jeez,” I whisper. “I haven’t gotten off like that since...” 
 
    He chuckles. “High school?” he supplies for me. 
 
    I let out a lazy giggle. “Probably.” 
 
    I move off his lap but keep my head on his chest. I run my palm along the length of his shaft, and a soft moan rumbles up from his chest, encouraging me to do it again. I do it a few more times before his hand moves over mine to stop me. I glance up at him, a question in my eyes. 
 
    “When I come,” he says quietly, his voice nearly a growl, “I’m going to be inside you.” 
 
    My eyes flutter shut at the thought of it. I nod my agreement, and it’s only a minute later that we’re pulling into his driveway. The car is barely stopped when he shoves the door open, his fingers laced through mine as he pulls me out of the car and helps me up the driveway toward the front door. He doesn’t even take a second to bid Ray goodbye, which is fine by me because I want what he just said to me in the car, and I’m blind with lust as I stumble my way behind him. 
 
    He unlocks his door and we fall into his entry, and then suddenly I’m shoved up against the door as his mouth crashes back down to mine, picking up right where we left off in the car. His hips pin me there, and I feel the delicious anticipation building between my thighs all over again. 
 
    I hook one leg around his waist, and he grunts as he lifts my other leg around him, supporting me with both his hands under my ass and my back against the door. I moan into him as the familiar butterflies in his presence batter around my stomach. 
 
    He breaks from the door and starts moving toward the stairs with me still in his arms, but he pauses as if something just came to him. 
 
    He sets me down and looks me in the eye. 
 
    “I want this, Dee, but I don’t want it if you’re thinking about somebody else.” 
 
    In the moment, I wasn’t thinking about anybody else, and frankly I’m shocked he’d be the one to bring it up. He had to have known it was going to stop the volcano of lust about to erupt right here in his entry. 
 
    “I want just the two of us here when this happens,” he adds, and a weight suddenly feels heavy on my shoulders. 
 
    I’m about to defend myself, to say something about how Chase is the only one I’m thinking about, but now that he mentioned it, he isn’t the only one on my mind. 
 
    Another set of blue eyes suddenly attacks my consciousness, leaving me with a healthy dose of guilt when I should be in a state of total and utter bliss. 
 
    I finally nod. “I understand. And I need to talk to you about that.” 
 
    He clears his throat and raises a brow as if to tell me to talk. 
 
    “I, um...” Words leave me. I can’t figure out what the hell I wanted to say to him all weekend now that I finally have the chance to do it. “It’s Gavin.” 
 
    “Brooks?” he asks flatly. 
 
    I nod, and he rolls his eyes. 
 
    “That guy always had a thing for you.” 
 
    How was I the only one blind to that? It seems like everyone else knew but me, but as Gavin said once upon a time, we miss a lot when our eyes are closed. 
 
    “I don’t want to lead either of you on, Chase,” I say softly as my heart hammers in my chest with the truth. “I never thought I could have a future with either of you, and then you both stepped back into my life on the same night and presented me with two very different but very real options.” My heart tears at the admission. 
 
    I pause as I let him process that, and before he has a chance to say anything, I go on as tears fill my eyes. 
 
    “You’re all I wanted for the last ten years, but I don’t know if what I felt for you all those years ago was real or if I’ve held onto some dream all this time. I just need some time to figure it out.”  
 
    He takes a step toward me and thumbs away one of the tears that spilled over my lashes. “It was real,” he whispers. He presses his lips gently to mine. “I promise, it was real.” 
 
    His words are confident, like he never once questioned it. 
 
    Yet something pulls at me deep inside. Something still makes me question the validity of his words.  
 
    “If it was real, why did you wait ten years to come back to me?” I ask, my voice hoarse with emotion. 
 
    He closes his eyes for a second. When he opens them, he reaches out for me and cups my neck with his palm. “Because I did what I thought I had to do for both of us. I swear, Dee, not a day went by when I didn’t regret ending things with you the way I did.” 
 
    I lean into his touch, but I force myself away from it for the sake of this conversation. “I changed in the last ten years, Chase. I don’t know what changed, but I’m working on figuring out whether that means there’s still a place for us. I just need you to be patient while I work it out.” 
 
    He flattens his lips together and nods before he drops his hand from my neck. “Okay,” he agrees softly.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    I stare out the tiny airplane window as I think back to my goodbye with Chase just over an hour ago when he dropped me off at the airport. “When can I see you again?” he asked me. 
 
    I shrugged, because I didn’t know. I’ve got this summer school session to think of, and then there’s Gavin. “Soon,” I told him, but I don’t even know what that means. 
 
    He nodded his understanding and that was that, and now that I’m sitting on the plane leaving Denver, I feel all this unfinished business all around me. 
 
    I feel hopeful that I’m heading home and might get the chance to see Gavin again. 
 
    I feel guilty that I want to see Gavin again after my weekend bonding with Chase. 
 
    And, maybe most of all, I feel utterly torn and confused. I don’t know which man I see in my future because I love them both. 
 
    When the plane touches down at LAX, I’m no closer to any sort of answers than I was when I left Los Angeles just a few days ago. If anything, I’m even more confused.  
 
    And that’s amplified by about a million times when I step out of the secured area and spot none other than Gavin Brooks waiting with the rest of the families, friends, and lovers who are here to greet those who are arriving on various flights. He doesn’t see me when I first emerge, but it’s easy to spot him. He’s the one surrounded by a throng of women as he smiles for selfies that’ll immediately be posted to social media and treasured forever. 
 
    My heart races at the sight of him. He’s wearing his signature leather jacket, white shirt, and jeans, and I pause where I stand for a few beats to watch him. Someone behind me bumps into me with an apology, but I’m the one who should be apologizing since I’m the one who stopped. I can’t help myself, though. I want a few seconds of unabashed staring at him. 
 
    He turns around, presumably to see if he can spot me, and his eyes meet mine. A relieved smile lights up his face, and he graciously excuses himself as he strides across the lobby area toward me. My heart picks up speed, and I can’t help my smile back at him, even through the guilt that weighs still heavier on my shoulders.  
 
    I can’t believe he’s here. 
 
    Chase couldn’t even be bothered to leave the impromptu party he supposedly threw in my honor to pick me up himself from the airport when I was going to visit him, yet Gavin made the time for me. 
 
    I rush in his direction, and between his striding and my rushing, we crash into each other when we finally meet. He grunts when we collide, and I giggle nervously as I press myself against his chest with the hope that everything can still be okay between the two of us. He buries his face in my neck and takes a deep breath.  
 
    He’s here and that’s all that matters in this moment.  
 
    That’s what I want. 
 
    I want someone who doesn’t care that he might get caught up in a frenzy because coming to greet me at the airport means more to him than fending off his fans. 
 
    I want someone who puts me first. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he says, planting a soft kiss in my hair. I want his mouth smashed against mine, but an airport probably isn’t the best venue for that given our circumstances. 
 
    I shift away from his chest so I can look up at him. “I missed you,” I whisper. 
 
    “Thank God,” he murmurs back as his arms tighten around me, and it’s only then I realize how much he missed me, too. 
 
    He grabs the handle to my little carry-on suitcase, dragging it behind him. I want us to hold hands as I walk beside him, but I’m also not sure if that’s where our relationship is. Besides, it’ll only give fodder to gossip about Gavin, and I don’t want that for him. 
 
    He leads me out of the airport, which takes longer than it should as he’s stopped for more photographs on his way, and I can’t help but silently observe his reaction to the attention. He’s embarrassed about it, shy even, but he stops anyway because it’s part of what he signed up for when he decided to front a band that skyrocketed to instant fame. He’s sheepish when he apologizes to me after every single photo, and I just smile and tell him to enjoy the moment. 
 
    What else can I do? 
 
    It’s fascinating to note the differences between Chase’s reaction to his fans, where he seemed to eat it up even as he still lavished me with attention, versus Gavin’s reaction, where he seems to be doing it out of obligation and feels bad that I have to wait around while he takes photos. 
 
    We finally make it out to the parking garage, where Gavin snagged a close spot. He tosses my bag into the back of his Land Rover before coming around to the passenger side to open the door for me. I smile my thanks and take a deep breath as I buckle into the seat, prepping myself for the conversation I know we need to have.  
 
    He gets in and starts it up, and I study his profile for a few seconds as he backs out of the space and puts it in drive. My eyes focus first on his square jaw. It’s covered in the perfect smattering of stubble, and I have the sudden urge to feel its scratchy perfection beneath my fingertips. But what I notice first is how that jaw is clenched tightly, like he’s biting back something he wants to say. His cheek moves with the working of his jaw, and I know I need to say my piece before I lose my nerve. 
 
    “I didn’t sleep with him, Gav. But I’m still not sure what to do.” 
 
    The words blurt right out before I can filter them or soften them, and his shoulders drop. He doesn’t say anything, just continues to concentrate on the road ahead of us. 
 
    “When I make this choice, I need to be one hundred percent sure that there’s only one of you in my heart. I think I’m in love with two men.” The words come out a whisper. “And I have no idea what to do.” 
 
    He scrubs a hand along his stubbled jawline. “Well, I’m only in love with one woman.” 
 
    I wish we weren’t in this damn car. I wish I could rip those sunglasses from his eyes and look into his eyes and tell him that I love him, because I do.  
 
    I love him, and not just like a friend loves another friend. 
 
    I’m in love with him. 
 
    And I never even saw it coming. 
 
    It’s twenty minutes of awkward silence as we head toward my place, and once he pulls into the parking lot, he opts out of pulling into an empty space. Instead, he pulls up behind the parked cars near the entrance to my building, and he throws the car into park. He gets out and grabs my bag for me. 
 
    “You’re not coming in?” I ask. I grab the handle to my suitcase, unsure whether a goodbye hug or even a little kiss is the right move here. 
 
    He shakes his head, those sunglasses still firmly in place hiding his eyes and his emotions from me. “Can’t, sorry. I have band practice.”  
 
    I nod my understanding even though it’s a clear lie.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Gavin,” I say.  
 
    He presses his lips together as he formulates his reply. “You need to decide what you want. I promised you time, and I’m giving it to you.” He averts his gaze away from me. “I’m trying to be patient, but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold on.” 
 
    I close my eyes, trying to fight the tears that are pooling. “You’re right. I don’t expect you to wait around while I figure this out, not when you’ve got a million women who would die to be the one who you love. You deserve better than me.” 
 
    His fingertips trace the outline of my jaw. “That’s just not true,” he whispers, and then he turns and gets back into his car without a goodbye. 
 
    My heart cracks as he drives away. I take my bag inside to an empty apartment. I don’t know where Porter is, but I’m grateful for the quiet. I cry as I unpack my bag. The tears aren’t for myself, but for Gavin. For hurting him. For making him feel like he’s second to someone else when he deserves nothing but first place. 
 
    I flick on the radio as a distraction. I manage to halt my tears, but I sniffle as I sort through my clothes and determine what needs to be washed and what I can put back in my drawers. It’s when I grab my toiletry bag out of my suitcase that the deejay says, “The latest release from Beyond Gold is already topping charts. It’s the most requested song this afternoon, and here it is, ‘Ten Years Gone.’” 
 
    I don’t even feel the bed behind me as I back into it and sit, and then I finally hear the words that Gavin sang at the reunion—the words I missed while I was getting drink refills and bumping into Chase and the date he brought to make me jealous. 
 
    The words wash over me, and the tears begin to fall from the first line I hear Gavin’s raspy voice sing. 
 
      
 
    Have ten years really gone by 
 
    In just the blink of an eye 
 
    Though memories fade 
 
    I still can’t forget you 
 
    Stuck there forever on my mind 
 
      
 
    Ten years, ten years, ten years gone 
 
    I miss you, I want you, it feels too long 
 
    Ten years, ten years, ten years gone 
 
    And I keep waiting for a brand new dawn 
 
      
 
    It was only yesterday when I held you 
 
     Couldn’t help admiring the view 
 
    But you belonged to him 
 
    You were never really mine 
 
    I wish I had the courage to tell you  
 
      
 
    Ten years, ten years, ten years gone 
 
    I miss you, I want you, it feels too long 
 
    Ten years, ten years, ten years gone 
 
    And I keep waiting for a brand new dawn 
 
      
 
    If ten years have really gone by 
 
    Maybe I can stop asking why 
 
    Now’s the time 
 
    To make you mine 
 
    Say you’ll be mine 
 
      
 
    No one will ever love me the way Gavin does. 
 
    That’s what I want...someone who will write songs about his love for me. Someone who will show up for me when I don’t expect him to. And not just any someone.  
 
    Gavin Brooks. 
 
    Maybe it’s always been him, and I was too blinded by what I thought I felt for Chase to see it for what it was. 
 
    I need to find him, and I need to tell him. 
 
    There’s just one thing holding me back. As sure as I am that Gavin is the one for me, there’s still another man who holds a piece of my heart. 
 
    How will I ever know whether I’m making the right decision? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “Who is Delaney Lockwood?” 
 
    I close my eyes and heave out a breath. “What the hell is this?” I ask Rose, glancing up from the video she’s showing me on her phone.  
 
    “Just watch.” 
 
    I lean back on my couch and watch as instructed, and I want to puke. 
 
    The ostentatious host of some celebrity gossip vlog snaps his finger, and suddenly I’m watching video footage of Chase and me at that upscale sports bar in Denver. I didn’t even know we were being filmed, and I watch as he poses for a photo with some woman and then turns his attention back to me. 
 
    “We did some digging, and we discovered that she’s none other than Chase Camden’s high school sweetheart. So very interesting, and I have to know if they’re back together. It sure looks like it, but what’s this?” 
 
    Another snap of his fingers and we’re looking at a still shot of Gavin embracing me at the airport when I came home from Denver. 
 
    The screen cuts back to the host. “It’s Gavin Brooks, front man of Beyond Gold, picking the same girl up from the airport! Our sources tell us Lockwood and Brooks were quite friendly back in the day.” 
 
    He snaps his fingers again, and photographs more than a decade old pepper the small screen. One of Chase and me at prom, another of Gavin and me when we went to Homecoming as friends, and more and more. 
 
    The host comes back. “These photos showcase the life of the elite students who attended the ritzy Prestbury Academy in Beverly Hills. They just celebrated their ten-year reunion, and it looks like Ms. Lockwood is already cozying up to some men from her past...specifically both Chase Camden and Gavin Brooks.” 
 
    He snaps and the screen repeats stills of my night with Chase and my airport greeting with Gavin. 
 
    “More to come on this developing story, including a scandalous past for one Miss Delaney Lockwood, now working as a teacher in Los Angeles. Will the rock star intercept this leading lady from the football player? Stay tuned.” 
 
    He snaps again and shifts into a different story, and Rose lowers her phone.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Celebrity Snaps with Billy Peters.” She says it like I’m totally ignorant for not knowing. 
 
    “And you watch this for fun?” My brows furrow. 
 
    “No, I watch it for the latest celebrity gossip. You never know who’s getting engaged and needs an engagement party or a wedding planned, and he’s always the first to know everything. And I mean everything.” 
 
    “Obviously, considering Gavin just picked me up from the airport yesterday,” I mutter. “Oh my God, Rose. He’s going to talk about my family’s history and I’m going to tarnish both their names.” 
 
    “Stop it.” She pulls me into a hug. “What your dad did is his business, not yours. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    I pull away first. “Let’s agree to disagree on that front. I thought all the drama with my family could just stay buried in the past. Man, am I stupid.” I stand and head for the kitchen because suddenly I feel like I need a drink. 
 
    Rose gets up and follows me. “Not stupid, babe. I just wanted you to know it’s out there and there’s already speculation about you being with both men.” 
 
    “Times have sure changed from a decade ago when no one would’ve even cared that I was spotted with both men.” I look in the fridge, note its very sparse contents, and head to the liquor cabinet instead. I grab a bottle of vodka, unscrew the cap, and take a shot...and then I sputter as it burns all the way down my throat until it hits my stomach with warmth. I hold out the bottle to Rose, who looks at it with disdain. It’s not her fancy top shelf shit, it’s the bottom of the barrel cheap stuff...and I don’t really care right now. 
 
    “They have, but it doesn’t matter what the gossip sites are saying. I showed you this to prove a point. You need to make your decision.” She leans against the counter as I stare at the bottle and debate another sip. 
 
    “I know I do, okay? And I think I have. But as soon as I think I have, I’m filled with all these doubts like it’s the wrong choice. And then my mind takes hold and I convince myself I’m choosing whoever I’m with in the moment because it’s easier, but that doesn’t mean it’s right.” I take a swig and manage to swallow it down without the coughing this time. “They waited ten years and now they want me to make a major life decision in a week.” 
 
    “You think you have?” She raises a curious brow. “Who?” 
 
    “Last night when I got back from Denver and Gavin was there at the airport waiting for me, I wanted it to be Gavin. But then I blurted out that I haven’t decided yet and he bolted.” 
 
    “You pick Gavin?” She whistles. “Jesus, we’ve got a lot to unpack here.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whine, even though I know how unbecoming whining is. “I don’t know if I pick him.” 
 
    “What was it like to be with Chase again?” 
 
    I hold up the bottle in another mock toast, and then I take a swig for good measure. “It was fun. Like old times, but I felt guilty the whole time.” 
 
    “Why did you feel guilt?” She gently tugs the bottle from my hands before I overdo it, screws the cap back on, and sets it on the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen from where I stand. 
 
    I huff out an annoyed breath. “Because of Gavin.” 
 
    “Then be with Gavin.” She places her palms behind her on the counter and lifts herself up so she’s sitting on the countertop in my tiny kitchen. 
 
    “But I still have all these feelings for Chase.” I mirror her so I’m sitting across from her on the counter on my side. 
 
    “So? I have feelings for Diet Coke.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Not the same. I want to be with both of them, yet I know I don’t deserve either of them.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Her voice is sharp. “We all deserve love, Dee.” 
 
    “I’m not in their league.” I eye the bottle of vodka that she ripped out of my hands. I just want something that’ll numb the constant ache I feel in my chest. 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous and you’re feeling sorry for yourself. I hear it in your voice. I’m not going to let you pass up the chance to be with someone who could make you happy, whether it’s Chase or Gavin or somebody else.” 
 
    “I told Chase about Gavin.” 
 
    “Ooh, now that is scandalous.” She grins like she loves the gossip—probably because she does. “Once Billy Peters gets hold of celebrity gossip, though, it’ll be all over the place.” 
 
    I flinch at her words, and she shoots me a placating smile.  
 
    “Sorry, but it’s the truth.” She shrugs. 
 
    “It’s like high school all over again.” 
 
    “I get it, Dee. I really do. If Liam wanted me the way I wanted him all those years, it’d be hard to walk away from him for someone I’d never been anything more than friends with.” 
 
    I press my lips together as I think through her words. I feel like my mind is telling me it should be Chase, but my heart seems to be contradicting that. Or maybe it’s not my heart at all but my vagina doing the thinking. 
 
    My phone rings before I can voice those errant thoughts aloud. 
 
    I slip it out of my pocket, read the name, and flash it at Rose, whose eyes widen a bit. 
 
    “Hey,” I answer. 
 
    “Dee,” Chase’s warm voice comes through the line. “I miss having you here.” 
 
    “I miss being there,” I say, and as the automatic words tumble out, I realize they’re true. I had a lot of fun with Chase as we grew closer together over the weekend, and maybe all I need is a little more time to figure out who holds a bigger piece of my heart. 
 
    “When are you coming back to Denver?” he asks. 
 
    I clear my throat. “I’m not really sure yet.” 
 
    “Come this weekend. I’ll take you on a tour of Mile High Stadium, make you more pizza rolls, and find a way to get you into my bed.” 
 
    I giggle and blush a little. “You might’ve sold me on the pizza rolls.” 
 
    He laughs. “I’ll book your ticket. I’m getting a call from my agent on the other line, so I need to run. I’ll text you the flight details. Thursday through Sunday good again?” 
 
    “Um, sure?”  
 
    He’s talking fast and I don’t really have a chance to think this through. 
 
    “Okay, bye.” He cuts the call, and I’m left feeling a little confused over what just happened. 
 
    “Bye,” I say after my phone beeps to indicate the call is over. 
 
    “What just happened?” Rose asks.  
 
    I shrug. “He somehow talked me into going back to Denver this weekend.” 
 
    She holds both palms up in confusion. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    I shake my head, my words contradicting the movement. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She blows out a breath. “Have you heard from Gavin since last night?” 
 
    “Not a word.” 
 
    She tilts her head as she studies me. “Maybe this trip to Denver is exactly what you need to figure it out.” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Could you see yourself living in Denver?” 
 
    I think that through for a minute before answering. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I fit into his lifestyle.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “He’s got money. It would be like stepping back a decade to when I had it, too. But I’ve changed.” 
 
    “So? Gavin’s got money, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Chase flaunts it. He has this huge mansion of a house with state of the art workout equipment and a fancy pool and concrete floors and expensive countertops.” I swing my legs a little as they dangle beneath me. 
 
    “And Gavin?” 
 
    “He wants me to live on a tour bus with him for the next year. That’s not exactly the lap of luxury.” 
 
    She tilts her head as she studies me. “Could you see yourself fitting into that life?” 
 
    I lift both shoulders, because the truth is that I’ve been so focused on trying to classify my feelings for these men that I haven’t really considered what the future with either of them might look like.  
 
    She hops down from the counter. “Think about it, babe. I need to run. Duty calls, but you know I’m always here for you when you need to talk.” 
 
    “I know.” I hop down, too. “Thanks for being a good friend.” 
 
    She smiles. “BFFs for life,” she says, hooking her pinkie through mine like we used to do in high school. “Let me know when you hear from Gavin.” 
 
    “I will,” I say as I walk with her toward the door. I wave as she goes, and then it’s just me in my quiet apartment. I think it’s time to take fate into my own hands. 
 
    Rather than wait for Gavin to call, I decide to place the call first. 
 
    I click his number and wait. And wait. And wait. 
 
    I’m sent to voicemail, and with a heavy heart, I sit down on the couch again and pull up the Celebrity Snaps site. I find the video from today, and I watch it again. When I get to the photo montage of the past, I can’t help but study the body language of each man with me. 
 
    Gavin is looking down at me with love in his eyes in the one from Homecoming. I can see how far back his feelings go, and I don’t know why I couldn’t see it before. There’s another one where Gavin’s brows are drawn down as he looks at the camera, but he holds an arm around me like he would fight to the death for me if it came down to it. 
 
    In contrast, Chase holds me closely, protectively, like I’m a fragile possession he doesn’t want to break. But the biggest difference in these photos is the way I stand. 
 
    My head is buried in Chase’s nook. It’s clear that I’m in love with him. 
 
    But in the photos with Gavin, I stand a bit apart from him, like I’m trying to put distance between us.  
 
    Maybe I needed that distance because I was with Chase, and back then, my heart was drawn to someone else...even if I didn’t recognize it at the time. 
 
    But I’m starting to recognize it now.  
 
    I can’t let that be the deciding factor, but maybe the first step is forgiving myself for missing exactly what was in front of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I still haven’t heard a word from Gavin when I board a plane later in the week to head back to Chase. I’m torn on what that could mean. Maybe he thinks Chase is the one I want and he’s bowing out.  
 
    But I don’t know what I want, and like Rose said, maybe these next few days in Denver are exactly what I need to figure it out. 
 
    When the plane touches down and I turn off airplane mode, I’m not surprised there still isn’t a text from Gavin. I try one more time. 
 
    Me: I miss you. 
 
    There are about a million other things I want to say, but keeping it simple seems like the right move for now. 
 
    I roll my suitcase across the floor, wondering if Ray the driver will be impressed I fit all my belongings for the next couple days into one small bag again. 
 
    But I don’t get the chance to find out. 
 
    As soon as I leave the secure area and make my way toward the exit, a man wearing a baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes, jeans, and a navy Nike shirt rushes forward to greet me.  
 
    He pulls me immediately into his arms, the scent of Aqua di Gio racing toward me and taking me back to the past. I didn’t realize how much I needed a hug after everything that’s happened, but it feels good here in Chase’s arms. Warm. Right, even. 
 
    My phone buzzes in my pocket, but Chase is still embracing me, and I’m not ready to pull away—especially not for something like checking my phone. 
 
    He presses his lips to mine, and he pulls back before it intensifies even though I feel the passion crackling in the air around us. Something’s different. “Welcome back,” he says softly, just for me. 
 
    My lips tip up in a smile despite the confusion swimming in my brain. He’s here. This stupid airport pickup was just one of those little things that meant so much to me, and here he is, giving me exactly what I want. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he says, and I nod. He grabs the handle of my bag and pulls it behind him, his other hand linked with mine as we head toward his car. He keeps his head down, somehow managing not to attract attention from passersby, and when we get out to the parking garage, he leads me over to a luxury Mercedes G-Class SUV. Even though I stayed a few days with him, I never saw this car...and it’s kind of hot. 
 
    He’s the perfect gentleman, taking care of my luggage and opening the door for me before sliding into the driver’s seat. We head through Denver toward his place, and when we arrive, it’s much quieter than last time. 
 
    He clicks a button on a remote, and suddenly Adele’s version of “To Make You Feel My Love” spills from some hidden speakers, filling the quiet house with noise. 
 
    “Our prom song,” I murmur. I wonder if he thinks of me every time he hears this song the way I think of him. I wonder if he cried a thousand times as he listened to it the way I did. 
 
    I wonder if he had to turn it off because it became too emotional to listen to the passion Adele has in her voice like I had to. 
 
    I wonder if he’ll listen to it going forward with a smile or a frown. 
 
    Chase holds his hand out to me with a raised brow and a smile ghosting his lips. “Our song. A dance?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” I say, resting my fingertips in his outstretched hand. 
 
    He pulls me into him, resting his hands on my hips as I link my arms around his neck, just like we did a decade ago at our senior prom and again afterward in the hotel room he’d snagged for us. 
 
    Memories of that night wash over me—the things he said to me that made me think we’d be together forever, the way he looked at me and held me, the way he ditched his friends, who were heading out to drink for the night, and opted to spend the night lavishing me with attention. 
 
    Sort of like he’s doing right now, I suppose. 
 
    We’re all alone in his kitchen as we sway to the slow song. Adele sings about how there isn’t anything she wouldn’t do to make him feel her love, and I lose myself to the moment. Maybe it’s because I’m transported back to the past, or maybe it’s because I do feel Chase’s love. And it all just took one weekend together followed by a few days apart to bring everything right back to the surface. 
 
    This is what I want. This is what I’ve wanted for ten years. I convinced myself that maybe I could move on with a different man from my past, but I don’t know if I’ll ever really be able to move on from Chase Camden. 
 
    After the song is over, Chase holds me in his arms in the silence that descends upon us. I look up into his eyes, and he gazes down at me. The moment is perfect. His lips move gently toward me, and once we’re connected, his mouth opens and his tongue finds mine. He kisses me with some inexplicable combination of gentle desire and burning passion. 
 
    My arms tighten around his neck and his fingertips dig into my hips. He pushes his hips gently to mine to indicate his need, and I can’t help my quiet moan of approval. He does it again, a little harder, and I moan a little louder. 
 
    Just as he ignited the kiss, he’s also the one to slow it and then stop. He doesn’t pull away from me when he pulls his lips from mine. He exhales slowly, and then he says, “I have a few more surprises first.” 
 
    I don’t miss how he says the word first there, like this is all leading to some destination that we’ve already both agreed upon.  
 
    Now that Gavin decided to run away and ignore me completely for the last few days, my choices this weekend suddenly seem much clearer. 
 
    I used to love surprises until the morning I found out my dad had been cheating the system and stealing from his clients which ended up taking away the entire future I’d planned for myself. I suppose something like that would make anyone a little skittish. But I lie anyway. “I love surprises!” 
 
    He smiles. “Good. And I hope you’re hungry, because we’re starting with...” He trails off and walks into the kitchen. He opens the oven and pulls out two plates before setting them on the kitchen table. He grabs two plates from the refrigerator, too. 
 
    “Have a seat,” he says, and I do. 
 
    I look at the spread in front of me: a classic Caesar salad, champagne chicken, green beans almondine, and fingerling potatoes. 
 
    My jaw hangs open a little as my eyes meet his, which twinkle at me. “Oh! Almost forgot.” 
 
    He grabs a pitcher from the refrigerator and pours out two glasses. He hands me one, and I take a sip. 
 
    “Holy shit, Chase. An exact replica of our prom meal, down to the peach punch.” 
 
    “I wanted to recreate one of the best nights of my entire life,” he says softly, those crystal-clear blue eyes focused on mine. 
 
    I think I actually melt a little at his sentiment. “It was one of my best nights ever, too,” I say softly. Memories of our prom night got me through the darkest nights. I remember my mom telling me once that prom is never what you dream it will be, and she was right. Mine was so much more.  
 
    It was one of the first nights I physically felt the love between Chase and me. We’d experimented with sex for nearly two years, but that night he made love to me. He cherished me. He made me feel like whatever distance came between us wouldn’t matter because he and I would face it together and make it through stronger. 
 
    And that’s why it was such a shock when only two months later, he ended things. 
 
    It’s why our ending has always felt so wrong to me. 
 
    And here he is today, trying to right those wrongs in the way he knows how. 
 
    We eat our dinner and we talk about that night—who we rode in the limo with, where everyone went afterward, our favorite songs from ten years ago. Somewhere in the middle of our meal, my phone buzzes in my pocket again with another text, but I don’t bother to check it. It’ll be there later.  
 
    He brings out the same turtle cheesecake we ate that night. While I indulge, he excuses himself to make a quick phone call, and I take the opportunity to check my own phone.  
 
    I have two missed texts. 
 
    The first one—the one I felt at the airport—is from Rose. 
 
    Rose: Did you make it to Denver okay? 
 
    The second one, naturally, because of course he needs to throw a wrench into my night, is from Gavin. My heart races as I open the message, and by the time I’m done reading it, I’m trying to hold back the emotion threatening to fall from my eyes. 
 
    Gavin: I’m trying to give you space to figure out what you want, and since you’re in Denver again, that leads me to believe you want him, not me. 
 
    He’s been quiet because he’s trying to give me space...and I’m here with Chase, thinking about getting into bed with him when my feelings for Gavin are still unclear. 
 
    I start to type out a reply to placate Gavin—to let him know that I’m still not sure, that I haven’t made any firm decisions—but Chase comes back into the room. I slide my phone back into my pocket even though I know that leaving Gavin hanging is the exact wrong thing to do here. He’ll assume he’s right if I don’t get back to him. Even worse, he might assume I’m too busy in bed with Chase to text him back. But surely I’ll get the chance to send a text a little later.  
 
    When I glance up, I notice the cloud surrounding him and the expression in his eyes. 
 
    Sadness. 
 
    “Chase, what is it?” I ask. 
 
    “My mom. She’s having some side effects from the radiation and she’s back in the hospital. It’s sort of like pneumonia, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I say. I stand and walk over to hug him. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Beverly Hills.” He doesn’t move to hug me back, and I back away from him to give him some space. 
 
    “Do you want to go see her?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course. Dad says she’ll be okay and not to come, but I hate that she’s dealing with this and I can’t be there. Besides, I need to be at camp tomorrow.” He sighs, and I grab his hand and walk him over to the couch. We both sit, and I hug his arm between both of mine. 
 
    “Tell me about camp,” I say, going for distraction. 
 
    He launches into the finer details about what his camp actually does for kids in Denver, and it’s easy to see the passion he has for not just the sport, but for training kids. I could picture a future where he’s coaching our kids’ little league teams or later their high school teams. 
 
    It’s a great distraction from his sadness and his worry even though I know it’s still there, and I can’t possibly add to his emotional distress by talking more about my feelings for another man even though we haven’t really gotten a chance to talk it over. 
 
    Besides, this time together feels...familiar. It feels like our past, but it’s not—it’s our present. It feels right, like this is how things are supposed to be as we sit side by side, his hand on my thigh or linked with mine or tossed around my shoulders as we sit for hours talking about our respective experiences teaching kids. It’s interesting how many similarities there are from teaching to coaching. Eventually I start yawning, and he chuckles. “Am I that boring?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Fascinating, but I did get up early this morning for school.” 
 
    He smiles. “Then let’s go to bed. I just need to make a quick call in my office.” 
 
    I think we both assumed the night would end much differently than it does...and maybe that’s something I can still control. 
 
    He heads down to make his phone call, and I strip down to my panties and wait for him to come back to me.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: CHASE 
 
      
 
    I blow out a breath as I collapse in my desk chair. 
 
    I’m exhausted from keeping up this act. 
 
    Tonight was a breakthrough, though. I almost had her in my bed when I saw the text from my dad. I called him back immediately, and that’s when I found out my mom was back in the hospital. I couldn’t go forward with bedding her when I had my parents on my mind. 
 
    Despite that, though, I had a nice time with her tonight. But I’m not looking for a nice time. The Chase of a decade ago might’ve settled for that, but the Chase of today wants action and excitement. I’m not the guy I was when I was with her, and pretending like I haven’t improved over the years as I try to be the dork she fell in love with in high school has been nothing short of grueling. 
 
    I grab my phone and reread Drew’s text. 
 
    Drew: Call me. I have news and I need an update. 
 
    I dial Drew’s number as I stare at the closed door of my office. She’s asleep upstairs, so it’s not like she’ll overhear this conversation. 
 
    “Camden, tell me you’ve sealed the deal,” he answers. It’s loud wherever he is, like he’s out at a club or at a party...somewhere I should be tonight rather than calling it an early night after just talking with the girl I’m dating.  
 
    “Working on it.” I stare at the photo on my desk, the one Drew dug up and placed there for me should Delaney come into my office. It’s from the night I recreated tonight, our senior prom. It’s not our official prom photo—it came much later in the night, a candid shot I took of the two of us. It’s just our faces, but we were naked in bed together, and our expressions say that we were both freshly fucked and satisfied. Those days were good, and even tonight I felt a snippet of it coming back, but I can’t lose sight of why I’m doing this. 
 
    “I need you to work faster. This idiot from Snaps is insinuating she’s with Brooks, so I need you to step up your game before it hits the major gossip rags.” 
 
    I let out a hiss of a laugh. “I didn’t think it would require this much effort.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” he admits. “When I dug shit up on her, everything pointed to the fact that she was still hung up on you after all these years. Come on, man. Turn up your charm or fuck her until she can’t see straight or do whatever it is you do to get women to drop their panties for you.” 
 
    “I tried ramping it up tonight and then I got a call from my dad,” I admit. 
 
    “Your mom okay?” he asks. He knows everything about my life...in fact, he might be the only friend I have anymore aside from my teammates. And sometimes I wonder how genuine his friendship really is given the fact that my success pays his salary. 
 
    “She’s back in the hospital. Dad said she’ll be fine but I’d still rather be with them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. Camp tomorrow?” he asks, suggesting that’s the reason I can’t go. 
 
    “Yeah. The only reason I’m still here.” 
 
    “Hope she’s out fast,” he says. 
 
    “She will be.” 
 
    “Good. And I have one more thing to tell you.” The background gets a little quieter, like he’s moved away from the crowd to tell me whatever it is he’s about to say. That must mean it’s confidential. “I got some insider information today that another scandal is breaking tomorrow. Some player in Seattle was apparently caught on video assaulting his date on an elevator.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I mutter. What the hell is with these guys? How fucking hard is it to respect women? 
 
    I realize even as I think it that I’m manipulating a woman, which isn’t exactly respectful...but it’s a far cry from assault.  
 
    “That just means it’s even more important for you to keep your image squeaky clean, Chase. No more skirt chasing the sexy blondes, you hear me?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I protest. “Not since Savannah the night of the reunion. And one other chick, but it’s a friends with benefits situation and I trust her.” 
 
    “You don’t trust anybody but me. You got it? Keep it in your pants unless it’s for the girl from high school.” 
 
    “Delaney,” I say automatically, a streak of guilt rushing through me as the single word falls from my tongue.  
 
    I brush off the guilt.  
 
    I get why we’re doing this—because we have to. 
 
    Scandal after scandal has rocked the league, and Drew can get me a shitload of endorsement money if I come out looking like the golden boy. What better way to do that than, in Drew’s words, with a wholesome girl from the past who’s a dirt-poor teacher now? 
 
    I’ll look like I’m saving the world one teacher at a time. All the big sports companies will be fighting over me, which means my fees will go up, which means both Drew and I will get paid more. It’s a win-win for us. 
 
    Not so much for the wholesome girl from my past. 
 
    I’ve only got two problems now.  
 
    I don’t know how much longer I can keep up the act, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to convince her that I’m the right one for her when I have to battle against Gavin Brooks for her heart. 
 
    But I’ll figure it out, and I’ll win.  
 
    I always do. 
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    1 
 
      
 
    “It’s not even a contest.” Brody looks over at me, and I laugh and shake my head.  
 
    “There’s no way your tolerance is higher than mine.” Rascal is badgering him into some new pissing match, but we all know how this is going to end...likely with Rascal tossing his cookies into some bushes behind the bar. 
 
    Brody just gives him a look of sarcasm that basically says yeah, okay, but Rascal won’t back down. He never does, which is one of the things I both love and hate about the guy. 
 
    “Prove it.” Rascal’s red curls are flying all over the place, and it’s actually fairly symbolic of who he is: fiery and out of control. I’m just glad he’s challenging Brody to this particular dick waving contest and not myself since I’ll be singing in front of the crowd gathering at this very bar in less than an hour. 
 
    “After the show,” Brody says.  
 
    “No, man. If you’re such hot shit, prove it to me now.” Rascal signals to Dinah, Emerson’s bar manager. 
 
    “I don’t owe you jack shit,” Brody says, narrowing his eyes at Rascal. I know him well enough to know for damn sure that as soon as his manhood is called into question, he’ll take the bet hands down. “But bring it the fuck on. You in, Dax?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You two fuckers enjoy. I’m out.” 
 
    “Pussy,” Rascal mutters under his breath. 
 
    I don’t get drunk before I take the stage anymore. I vividly remember the last time I did, and it was just after Kylie, our manager, started working for us a little over eight months ago. In my horribly hungover state the next morning, I clearly remember her throwing open my bedroom door, eyeing the woman in bed beside me with disdain in her eyes, and snarling at me about how unprofessional I’d been. She’d slammed my door, and when I finally got up the nerve to slink down to the kitchen, she was there, ready to lay into me. 
 
    She’d also brought me pancakes that morning, so I couldn’t be too upset...but as the coffee and syrup worked to cure my hangover, Kylie worked to build a fount of guilt inside me. She wasn’t doing it on purpose, but the things she said resonated with me: “You had a job to do last night, and instead of taking it seriously, you got wasted and you sounded like shit. Is that how you expect me to get MFB to the next level? You’re the leader, Dax, and I need you to act like it. You let the guys and me down.” 
 
    Those words replay in my mind every single time I think about having more than a few drinks before a performance. She’s right—the guys in MFB look up to me as a leader, and in a lot of ways, I am the leader. The other instruments are equally important, but if someone fucks a riff or misses a beat, it’s easily covered. If I miss my lyrics, apart from acting like it’s because I want the crowd to sing along, it’s pretty obvious. 
 
    But I’m not going to tell them what they can or can’t do. I tend to be more of a lead by example type of guy, so after my second Miller Lite, I tell Dinah to switch me to water and I watch as the two douchenozzles across from me order shots of tequila—the single quickest route to Drunksville. 
 
    Before their shots arrive, I casually ask, “How will you determine the winner?” 
 
    Rascal looks at Brody for a second and then back at me. “Whoever pukes first loses.” 
 
    I shrug and hold up both hands in surrender. “Your bet, dude.” 
 
    Just as Dinah brings over a tray with two tequila shots plus my water, Kylie slides into the booth beside me. The smell of coconuts immediately wafts to my nose, and I fight the urge to breathe it in more deeply. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” she asks, looking at the two shot glasses on Dinah’s tray. 
 
    “Tequila!” Dinah shouts gleefully in tune with the old song by the Champs as she sets the tray on the edge of our table.  
 
    Kylie glares over at me, and I hold my hands up defensively before I reach past her and grab my water. “This is my order.” 
 
    Kylie sighs and turns to me. “Some stupid pissing match, I assume?” 
 
    I shrug and lift my water in a toast. “It’s between them.” 
 
    She leans in a little closer to me, and my body immediately responds to her proximity. “You have the power to stop it. You know that.” Her voice is a liquid whisper in my ear and I push away the image of her talking to me in that same tone as we both lie naked in my bed. 
 
    “I knew you’d be here any minute to stop it for me.”  
 
    No Bang Oath. 
 
    I repeat those words in my head until my dick calms down a little. I hate taking the stage with a boner, hence the skinny black jeans I always wear on stage, those magic pants that do their best to hide what’s going on down below. It’s every rock star’s secret sauce. 
 
    Brody and Rascal throw back their shots much to Kylie's utter dismay. She looks over at me again and when our eyes meet, a surge of heat passes between us. She looks away first. “That’ll be the last one until after the show.” 
 
    “You’re not my mom,” Racal shoots back at her.  
 
    I finally step in. “She’s right. We have to be on our best behavior between now and the tour to prove to Ashmark we’re worthy of a recording contract.” We’re scheduled as the first opening act for the hugely popular band Vail on their next US tour, and if we’re successful, it could mean a possible record deal with the lead singer’s record label. 
 
    Brody nods and glances over at Rascal. “It’s so fucking on as soon as we’re off stage.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at them, but at least I appeased Kylie...for now. When I glance over at her, I find her staring at me with something akin to appreciation.  
 
    “Thank you,” she mouths. I nod and press my lips together before I look away.  
 
    She scoots out of the booth because it’s nearly showtime. We head back behind the bar, where we find the other two members of our band, Kane and Adam. Brody’s drums are already set up, as is Rascal’s keyboard. Kane grabs his bass while Adam and I grab our guitars. We run through our playlist and have a quick huddle, and then we take the stage. 
 
    I fist the microphone in one hand and stroke the stand with the other just like I always do. I glance around the crowded room as I fill the room with the lyrics I know by heart. I look at people dancing or singing along with me, but I don’t really see a single person. I’ve learned to block out everything except the music. My gaze settles on a blonde who mouths the words along with me. She’s wearing one of my signature t-shirts proclaiming she’ll be having breakfast at my place. She grabs her friend’s arm and squeals something about how I made eye contact with her, and I shift my gaze. 
 
    This time I spot a brunette who isn’t singing, and she looks bored as she focuses on something behind me. For a split second my mind wanders to what she’d be like in bed. Probably the same—no sounds out of her mouth, a bored look on her face.  
 
    Though the women in my bed rarely look bored, if you catch my drift. 
 
    When we get to the last song of our set, an upbeat one that usually gets the crowd on their feet and fists pumping in the air, I spot Kylie against the bar. Her brows are furrowed with conflict as she studies me, yet her gaze brings an unfamiliar feeling of comfort deep in my chest.  
 
    I know what she’s thinking.  
 
    She’s been badgering me all day with what she thinks is a great idea, but I think it’s stupid. 
 
    I just have to figure out how to tell her no, because when she looks at me with her big brown eyes, I’ll do pretty much whatever she asks. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Holy fuck, that wasn’t even close,” Adam says, and we all laugh as we watch Rascal revisit those tequila shots over the bushes behind Emerson’s. I step away to carefully load my guitar into my classic white Camaro. My guitar and my car: the two loves of my life, the two things I depend on most in this world to take me away from the places where I don’t want to be. 
 
    I gaze longingly at my guitar. I wish I had more opportunities to play it, but Adam’s our lead guitarist and I’m just back-up so I can focus on vocals. It’s a fair trade, and I love singing, too, but guitar is my first love when it comes to music. 
 
    “Where’s everybody else?” I ask Rascal, who’s sitting on the curb looking ready for another round. 
 
    “Adam’s getting me water, Brody is looking for someone to take home tonight, and Kane left with Sierra.” 
 
    “Still think it was a good idea to challenge Brody to tequila shots?” I ask. 
 
    Rascal shrugs. “He’s still drunk and I’m ready to rally.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’m heading home.”  
 
    The back door opens and a breathless Kylie rushes out. “Can I grab a ride with you?” she asks me. “I don’t want to walk and I left my car at your place.” She points toward the tall heels she’s wearing. I nod and motion her over to my car even though I know I’ll regret it because I know she’s going to get right back on my case with her new idea. 
 
    And she does the very second she slams the door shut—before I’ve even had a chance to put the car in reverse to head toward the house I share with the other guys in my band. “Have you given my proposal any more thought, Dax?” 
 
    “I don’t need to think about it,” I say. “It’s a no.” 
 
    “Why?” Kylie challenges, and I can’t help but think once again how hot she would be if she wasn’t so intimidating. I guess she sort of needs to a bitch not only to put up with my band and me, but also to get us ahead in the demanding business of music.  
 
    The five band members of MFB made a No Bang Oath before we offered her the position as manager. We knew we wanted to take our band from a local San Diego success story to something bigger.  
 
    But she has these legs that go on for miles, and when she’s wearing heels like the ones she’s wearing tonight, I owe it to myself to allow my eyes to take in the beauty.  
 
    She’s too good at what she does for us to put our professional relationship in jeopardy. She keeps us in line and so far has worked hard to provide us with opportunities that we otherwise would have missed. I force the thought of her legs from my mind.  
 
    “Because it’s stupid,” I say. 
 
    She folds her arms across her chest, but the insult bounces right off her armor. “It’s not stupid. Brody’s dad came to me with this idea.” 
 
    Brody’s dad is a bigwig Hollywood casting director, and I can’t help but think this is his way of trying to show support for his son’s band—something my own father would never show to me. “So it’s basically a dating reality show?” I ask on a resigned sigh. 
 
    Kylie lets out a little squeal that I’m actually asking a question about the show rather than shooting down her idea. “Yes. It’s a reality show on a major network, and it would be fantastic publicity for MFB. Maybe you’ll even meet a nice girl.” 
 
    “Nice girls don’t go on reality television shows,” I mutter. “I don’t want to meet a nice girl, anyway.” I finally put the car in reverse and flash her a wicked smile as I turn to check behind me.  
 
    “I’m not taking no for an answer, at least not until you sleep on it.” She narrows her brown eyes at me, and I pretend I don’t feel their penetration as I keep my gaze focused on the road. 
 
    Once she gets an idea in her head, there’s no stopping her, and I’m sure that’s true this time, too. “Why do I get the feeling that you already said yes on my behalf?” I ask. 
 
    She giggles. “Trust your intuition. I haven’t been working so hard with Brody’s dad to get you this opportunity for nothing.”  
 
    I heave out another sigh. I can’t help but think that this is a really stupid idea. People don’t find love on reality shows. 
 
    So why am I thinking about it as I lay in bed, trying to fall asleep after I had one or two…okay, five too many beers? 
 
    Why are all the opportunities a television show could give my band running through my mind after I forced myself to forget the idea the second Kylie left? 
 
    Why am I wondering whether Brody’s dad suggested this for us as a way to get the band some screen time? 
 
    What if I said yes? So I wouldn’t be doing it for the right reasons. I wouldn’t be doing it to fall in love. But Kylie might be right—this could be a huge opportunity for the band, and I can’t be the one to waste it.  
 
    I know none of the other guys in the band would do it. Brody and I have been best friends since middle school, and he wants to find love even less than I do. Adam and Kane both have girlfriends, and Rascal, or William Rascowicz as he’s known only to his mother, doesn’t have the right look—or personality—for a reality show. 
 
    So if we want to give the band the chance to be seen in front of the millions of people who comprise a viewing audience for a reality television show, I’m our only hope. 
 
    And that’s my last thought before I fall asleep. Or pass out. Same thing. 
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