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      After playing twelve countries in thirty days, I felt jetlagged, exhausted, and more than relieved to be back in the US. I’d barely had time to sink into the couch of our hotel suite in New York City before Bianca straddled my lap. It had never mattered to her who was around, and in this case, our suite was packed with the other members of Birds of Prey and whomever Chad had invited up.

      “Did you miss me?” she asked, her teeth grazing my earring.

      “Sure, babe,” I answered, the same way I did every groupie, moving her mass of brown hair out of my face. The curls reeked of smoke.

      “Do you want me to welcome you home properly?”

      “Dude! Did you see?” Chad interrupted. He turned on the television, and I looked around Bianca to see MTV on the hotel’s cable. “They’re doing a top twenty countdown.”

      Matt Goodwin’s voice rose over the end of Dan Folgerberg’s latest. “Coming up at number three, we have the resident bad boys on our block, the Birds of Prey. They’ve been tearing it up overseas on tour with Def Leppard, and they’re sitting at number three with ‘Too Young to Care.’”

      Chad cheered, spilling his beer all over the floor when he jumped onto the chair. “Do you see that?”

      “I got it,” I answered with a nod.

      “We are gods!” he shouted, his arms flailing, his long blond hair flying with each movement.

      “Not sure I’d go that far.”

      Bianca turned her attention to my neck as our video played in the background.

      “Dude. We’re twenty-two years old and the world is at our fucking feet. We’re sitting at number three on MTV and have another two-album deal just waiting for us to sign it.”

      “Well when you put it that way,” I laughed, taking the beer he offered.

      “Let’s go somewhere private,” Bianca purred.

      “Up next at number two is the girl no one saw coming. After a year-long hiatus, Sabrina Caroline is back. I caught up with her recently when she was in attendance for the Grammys.”

      Brie.

      I whipped my head around Bianca’s at the first mention of Sabrina’s name, as equally starved for the sight of her as I dreaded it. Even the warning hadn’t prepared me for the utter kick to the nuts as she filled the screen.

      She’d cut her blonde hair to just beneath her shoulders where it fell in beachy waves that were way too close the way she actually looked after she’d been in the sand all day. Her black dress hugged every curve—she’d never gone for the angular shit chicks wore lately. Her pretty pink lips parted in the sweet smile she was known for, but the tiny, nearly invisible lines of tension around her sea-blue eyes told me it was forced. She looked beautiful, touchable, kissable—the girl next door, yet completely unattainable.

      But I’d had her. God, I’d had her…and then I didn’t.

      “Oh, shit,” Chad muttered, finally sitting in the chair.

      “She looks good,” Danny added as he came into the living room, a pair of drumsticks still lodged in his back pocket like he might need to play at any moment.

      “Shut up!” Bianca said with a squeal. “Sabrina’s back!”

      I used the opportunity to move her off my lap, my mediocre level of interest in her suddenly at zero.

      “It’s great to be back,” Sabrina said, answering the question I hadn’t heard. Her voice sent a barrage of memories through my head, and suddenly I wasn’t twenty-two. I was eighteen, watching in horror as the best night of my life—our first sold-out gig in L.A.—somehow lost me my girlfriend of two years and became the worst.

      She tucked her hair behind her ears—her nervous tell—and nodded at whatever Matt was saying. Shit, I needed to pay better attention. “Honestly, I’ve been so touched by the fans’ support. I never thought we’d have this kind of love for ‘Dance With Me.’ I’m shocked and so very grateful.”

      Matt nodded, his pile of dark curls exaggerating the movement, and he reached for her shoulder. “We’re glad to have you back.”

      “Thanks, Matt.” She smiled and turned back to the camera, angling her body so Matt’s hand barely brushed her bare arm before her lace gloves began. She doesn’t like to be touched, asshole.

      “And, thank you, MTV!” She blew a kiss to the camera.

      “We’ll get the rest of the interview tomorrow when Sabrina joins us at MTV for her first full-length interview in a year, but for now, here’s ‘Dance With Me’ at number two.”

      The interview faded out to her new video, and I watched, entranced as she sang about needing the one she loved by her side tonight. The song was upbeat, flirty, and for lack of a better word…shallow.

      She’s capable of so much more.

      Hell, she’d help write almost every song on our first album, and now she was regurgitating shit she’d been spoon-fed. Was she even ready to be back after what had happened in Chicago last year?

      The video switched to number one and I lost interest in it as Bianca found hers in me again.

      “Hey, Hawke, that offer still stands,” she said, and seductively wiggled herself back into my lap.

      I looked up into a pair of brown eyes that had seemed adequate a few minutes ago, but now…they weren’t blue. Her skin was too tan, her breasts too big, her voice too husky.

      And by the size of those pupils…shit. “You’re high.”

      “And?” she asked like it was no big deal.

      “And the answer is no.” I took her by the hips and moved her off me as I stood.

      “You’re an asshole,” she accused, pouting on the couch.

      “Yep,” I answered as the phone rang. Chad answered it as I headed toward my bedroom. If I crashed out now I might be able to get my body back on schedule before we headed back to L.A. tomorrow.

      My ass hit the edge of the bed in the dark and I rested my head in my hands. Any minute now I’d get a grip on my shit. Any minute now I’d start breathing normally, my heartbeat would slow down.

      Any minute now I’d stop missing her.

      I’d just been waiting almost four years for that minute to arrive.

      There was a knock at my door.

      “Go the hell away,” I barked.

      “Get over yourself,” Chad bit back as he opened the door, bringing another beer. We’d basically spent the last month drunk, what was another?

      “Change of plans,” he told me. “Ram just called.”

      “And what does our manager have to say?” I took a long pull of the alcohol, wishing it could instantly numb my frayed nerves.

      “Our flight’s been pushed back a day. MTV wants an interview while we’re in town. Big time, brother.”

      “Big time,” I agreed as we clinked bottles.

      “You know Bianca is waiting for you out there. Want me to send her in?”

      “No. She’s not what I’m looking for tonight. Just tell her…” That she’s not Sabrina.

      As if he’d read my mind, he clapped my back. “Yeah. I got you. Sleep it off, and don’t let it fuck with your head.”

      “What?” I asked as he stood and headed for the door.

      “Seeing Brie. We’re finally there, Hawke, right where we’ve worked our asses off to be. Don’t let anything or anyone take that feeling.”

      My answer was another swig, and he shut the door behind him. The bottle was cold as I rolled it between my hands, the condensation wetting my palms and grounding me to the present when the past wanted to suck me in.

      I didn’t expect him to understand. The magazine spreads, the charts, the women, the parties, the music…Brie…they were linked, connected in a way he’d never get.

      But I did, and there was an overwhelming part of me that hated her for tainting everything I had now, making it a little less shiny.

      The love of the music. The love of that woman.

      Having one had cost me the other.

      And both of those choices were about to collide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter Two, Sabrina]
        

      

      “Take a deep breath,” Heather reminded me, pulling her makeup brush back enough so I didn’t ruin my face as I did what she asked.

      Right. Breathing was good. My foot tapped under the makeup chair, and I blinked at the bright vanity lights. I was going to crawl out of my skin at any moment. “What if I say something stupid? Or if I can’t speak? Or if he asks about Chicago?”

      She tilted her head to the side, smacking her gum. With her dark hair and eyes, she always pulled off pink lipstick better than I ever could. “He’s going to ask about Chicago. You’re going to give him the practiced answer, and you’ll move on.”

      “Can’t you just lie to me?” I asked.

      “Nope,” she answered, popping the “p.” “I haven’t lied to you since the second grade, and I’m not starting that up again now.” She bent, focusing her brush on my forehead. She’d been functioning as my hair, makeup, and wardrobe team since I signed my deal. It had been my one demand—on top of Lenore’s thousand or so—and my one saving grace. In a world where everything was plated in gold, Heather was the only person who didn’t scratch to nickel a millimeter under the surface. She was true, through and through. “You’ve got this,” she promised. “It’s just you and Matt. They agreed to clear the sound stage of every person who wasn’t needed. You know the answers.”

      “And I made it through the Grammys,” I said, repeating our mantra of the last couple weeks.

      “You did, and one day you’ll be the one nominated—if that’s what you want.”

      “It is.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “It is,” I repeated with emphasis. “I just want to do it on my terms with my songs.” But the label had already shot down my pitch to include some of the songs I’d written on this album. “It’s going to be a fight, and we both know I’ve never been a fighter.”

      “That’s bullshit. You’ve fought harder than anyone I’ve ever known to get back here. Don’t sell yourself short when you’re this close to getting what you want.”

      “The acoustic set.”

      She nodded. “If you don’t want this huge summer tour, then you go out there and tell them that.”

      “And you think they’ll hear me?”

      She grinned. “It’s MTV, baby. The world can hear you.”

      She flipped the boombox on. Phil Collins filled the dressing room and I let the music lift away some of my stress.

      Focus on the music, that’s where this all started.

      “This song is so depressing,” Heather said.

      “Please don’t change it,” I asked. “I really love that song for some reason.”

      She scoffed. “Someone lamenting that they’ve lost the love of their life and is basically pining for them to come back? Can’t think of why.”

      “Don’t even start—”

      The door to my dressing room burst open, and a giant vase of colorful lilies and roses came through the doorway before my mother. “Aren’t these gorgeous?” she asked, setting them on my dressing table before checking herself out in the mirror. “They’re from Epic.”

      Heather pulled my face back to hers so she could apply my lipstick. “That was nice of them to send flowers,” I said after I blotted, the tissue coming away bright pink. “Nice of the label to stand by me, honestly.”

      “Nonsense,” Mom said. “When your cash cow breaks a leg, you set and cast it. You don’t send her out to pasture and shoot her. They know what you’re worth.”

      “I didn’t exactly break my leg, Mom.”

      “Lenore,” she corrected with a tight smile, always insisting on the professional manager-client relationship in public. “And as far as the world is concerned, when you fell from that stage, you broke your leg and you’ve been recuperating. Do you understand?”

      Heather looked away and I sighed. “It’s not like I got knocked up and hid a baby. I don’t see why we can’t tell the truth.”

      “Because everyone likes their pop stars eccentric, Sabrina. Not insane.”

      I sucked in a breath, trying to ward off the pain her words sent careening through me. Why did I let them get to me? It wasn’t like she hadn’t said the same thing a dozen times this last year. I should be immune by now.

      “And you’re sure I’m ready for this?” I asked.

      “You’d better be.” She raised her eyebrow at me like I was five and not twenty-one years old. Hell, she made me feel five, and she knew it.

      She knew everything about me from my birth stats to the details of my last contract. The only thing she didn’t know was the fight I was about to start with my label—but she would as soon as we made it back to that shell of a house we called home in L.A.

      “And if I’m not? Announcing a summer tour is bold, especially after Dr. Erickson—”

      She waved me off. “That man has no idea what he’s talking about, or what it takes to save your career. I do. If I could handle Oscar Oswald, I can handle you.”

      Oscar Oswald. Mom’s star client before I was born. Then she’d had to quit managing rock bands to raise me. The guy was pretty much a god now. She knew what she was doing, and announcing the tour would definitely perk up the fan base, but overly-excited fans were what had landed me with Dr. Erickson in the first place. “Beginning at Madison Square Gardens,” I repeated from memory. Instead of the more intimate venue you asked for.

      I wanted an acoustic series, the kind that Epic had picked me up for right after high school. The kind where it was about the music, not the profit.

      “All eighteen thousand fans will be screaming your name, again, honey. Just the way it was supposed to be.”

      Oh God. The fans, the crowd, the lights focused on me, just waiting to highlight every one of my mistakes. Just thinking about it made me feel like all eighteen thousand of those fans I adored were currently sitting on my chest.

      There was a soft knock at the door. “Miss Caroline?” A muffled voice came through.

      “She’s busy!” Lenore snapped.

      “Yes, ma’am. Five minutes?”

      “I’ll be ready,” I promised, hoping my niceness would counterbalance Mom’s…well, not niceness.

      The song changed and my heart stopped as a familiar guitar riff came through the speakers. I’d know his music anywhere. My eyes closed and I pictured his long fingers spanning the frets, ripping through the music like his soul demanded the performance.

      He’d held me the same way.

      “Birds of Prey,” I whispered. Three and a half years, and that longing was still there, ripping me open again and not giving a damn about the wreckage it left in its wake.

      The boombox went silent and I opened my eyes. “Why?” I asked Mom.

      “You sure as hell don’t need any more noise in your head. Now take a minute and let’s go. We can’t afford for you to screw this up. Heather, make sure that neckline isn’t too low. She’s America’s sweetheart, not Madonna for God’s sake.” She spun on her heel and walked out, the door shutting loudly behind her.

      Did she have to control everything? Then again, I’d created my own monster when I signed away my freedom, opting for a big paycheck and bigger fame to save Mom’s house. Bye-bye Julliard and hello…whatever this is. My anxiety grew with my audience size—from nerves in manageable classrooms and showcases to full-out breakdowns in sold-out arenas.  Mom had become Lenore, and the house I’d desperately wanted to save had been upgraded to one I didn’t recognize, yet owned.

      Everything I loved about music had been electrified and synthesized until I was more of a product than an artist.

      Maybe Mom had done that, but I’d allowed it to happen, losing little pieces of myself along the way. But her advice on love had kept me from losing my soul. I’d walked away from Hawke in the nick of time.

      “Hey, you okay?” Heather asked.

      “Hearing him play…” I shook my head. “You know, she’s right,” I said, looking at my reflection. “You did a great job with my makeup. Thank you.”

      “You give me a beautiful canvas to paint. And no changing the subject—she’s not right. What you two had—”

      I shook my head. “No. Don’t.”

      She dropped to my level in front of me. “I’m just saying that I know they got into town last night. If you wanted to see him…”

      “It’s been too long. Too much time has passed, and I’ve seen the tabloid pictures. He’s not exactly pining.” Unless pining meant sleeping with anyone in a skirt. It had probably taken him all of five minutes after I’d left. In this one department, Mom had been right. Love the music, but never the man.

      No rock stars.

      Heather adjusted the oversized shirt so the neckline fell open over one shoulder and I made sure nothing was showing under my mini skirt.

      “Do you want your meds?” Heather asked quietly.

      I shook my head. “They make me feel disconnected, which is the last thing I need before going on camera.”

      “Okay, well, if you’re sure, then you’re ready,” she declared. “Let’s go knock ‘em dead.”

      We walked out of the dressing room and followed the intern we’d been assigned. “Miss Caroline, if you don’t mind, there’s a few fans that would love autographs.” She motioned to where a group of a dozen people stood, their eyes excited.

      My chest tightened. It’s only a dozen. You can do a dozen.

      Social Phobia, that’s what the doctor had told us, and he wasn’t the first.

      Bullshit, was Mom’s reply as usual. What kind of pop star has a fear of her own fans?

      There was a ton of bullshit about it. It was BS that I couldn’t enjoy all the amazing fans, BS that a crowded room sent my blood pressure through the roof, and BS that I felt like a whiny brat who couldn’t appreciate the life I was fighting to get back.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to sign a few autographs,” Lenore huffed as I debated the barricade of fans like she knew exactly when to pull the guilt train into the station.

      I waved and smiled.

      “Do you want to?” Heather asked.

      “It’s just a dozen fans, Sabrina,” Mom chided. “You’re going to get a reputation.”

      “Pretty sure that passing out in a group of them, and disappearing for a year already did that for me. Did you hear that I was pregnant by at least three different rockers?”

      “Only three?” Heather asked. “I heard you took on all of Van Halen.”

      “Wow, I didn’t realize I was good looking enough to snag them all,” I said with a grin to hide my nervousness.

      Heather saw through it. She always did. “Twelve today.”

      “Thirteen tomorrow,” I finished. Baby steps. This was just another one. I headed over to the fans and concentrated on them as individuals instead of a crowd. One at a time, I greeted them, hugged them, pushing aside my body’s need to pull away. They were all wonderful, handing me various things to sign, and for the first time in a year, I felt almost like myself.

      I felt victorious.

      “Thank you so much for coming out to see me,” I told them. “I truly appreciate the support, and I hate to leave you, but they need me on set.”

      Heather squeezed my hand as I rejoined them, and I breathed a little easier. I’d done it. Dr. Erickson was right. Seeing them as singular people, instead of an overwhelming crowd of strangers, was not only more manageable, but made me feel human.

      “Maybe more volume next time,” Lenore said, patting my perfectly teased mane. I resisted the urge to swat her hand away.

      “This is the sound stage,” the intern said with a shy smile. “Your manager and makeup artist can wait here.”

      My heart took off in a gallop. I was really going to do this, go on cable television and expose myself…or lie.

      It all came down to one question: What was more important—the truth or the music?

      “Let me touch you up one last time,” Heather said, no doubt seeing my mini freak-out. Her mouth tensed, but she took a tube of lipstick out of her bag. “Armor up,” she said, and then applied the bright pink color to my lips with an expert hand. Each second she lingered gave me a minute to pull my crap together.

      I was lucky. I was a pop idol. I was blessed beyond measure.

      I could do this. “Game on,” I said before turning to the intern.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Your mic okay?” Matt asked, leaning forward on the couch we shared and staring blatantly down my shirt. Not that the neckline offered much of a shield.

      As usual, I’d stayed quiet.

      “It’s fine,” I assured Matt, moving back just enough to let him subtly know that wasn’t going to happen.

      I had a firm policy. No dating reporters, media, anyone in the business…and absolutely no rock stars.

      Mom had ruined that idea a long time ago.

      “Good, then let’s get started,” he said, leaning back with an aesthetically beautiful grin that gave me the heebie-jeebies. Not that he wasn’t the best VJ on MTV, but the guy was a known creep.

      He cued the cameras and I sat a little straighter, mentally putting on the glittery mask that the world saw.

      “Sabrina, it’s great to have you here today,” he said with a grin.

      “Thanks for having me, Matt. This place is rad!” I said, mirroring his expression and ignoring the giant black camera that hovered over his shoulder. With the bright lights, he was all I could really see, anyway.

      “Thanks, we think so too. So, ‘Dance With You’ is sitting at our number two.” He raised his eyebrows in my direction like he’d actually asked a question.

      “Wow, that’s fantastic! It still blows me away that people connect with my music.” The songwriter’s music…but not for long.

      “They do. Now, I know it’s a delicate subject, but I was hoping that you’d be able to tell us what happened in Chicago last year.”

      Boom. There it was.

      I kept my smile plastered on my face. This was the moment. I could tell him, tell the whole world right now...

      Or I could keep my mouth shut, my deal—and the hope of singing my own music—intact, and make sure Mom kept her house. Option number two, it was.

      “Well, it had been a long tour, exhaustion set in, and with all that heat, I’m afraid to say I just passed right out.” Partly the truth.

      “And you broke your leg when you fell from the stage?” Matt supplied the lie, unknowing what he’d just done.

      “That’s what they say,” I laughed. “I honestly don’t remember anything about the fall. The recovery, though, I remember every step of that.” Whole truth.

      He nodded as if satisfied and moved on. I nearly sagged against the couch in sheer relief. “Now you’re America’s Sweetheart, there’s no doubt about it—”

      “Oh, I’m not sure for the whole country,” I joked, slightly distracted as a group of shadows crossed behind the camera crew in the dark.

      “—but we’re wondering if you’d share a little bit of your wild side.”

      I laughed, the sound fake to my ears, but convincing—given the way he smiled. “Wild? You know, I’m embarrassed to say that the craziest thing I do lately is grab a good book between rehearsals.”

      “Really?” he said. “So there’s no truth to that on-screen video romance with Ethan Arnast?”

      The guy from the ‘Dance With Me’ video? Hell. No. I forced another chuckle. “Sorry to say no. Ethan’s just a good friend.” Who likes boys. Was that who they were tying the she-passed-out-so-she-must-be-pregnant rumor to now?

      “Okay then, what’s the wildest thing you want to do?” He leaned forward, relaxing his side against the couch as he faced me, bringing his body closer to mine. I understood the visual tactic—to make our conversation appear more intimate—but I didn’t appreciate the look in his eyes that said he’d be happy to make it more than just for show. “What’s the craziest thing you’ve thought of?”

      Hitting my record label with an ultimatum.

      And now was my chance.

      “Well, actually, I’m glad you asked.”

      “Maybe dating a real rock star?” the loud comment came from the figures emerging from the darkness right onto our soundstage. “Or is that still on your no-no list, Sabrina?”

      Shit.

      Chad “the Raven” Collins walked up, his pants such a shiny leather that I was shocked they didn’t squeak as he moved. I hadn’t seen him since the month after we graduated high school, but he wasn’t my main concern. My heart launched into a panicked rhythm because I knew where Chad went…

      I swallowed as he stepped into the light. Hawthorne follows.

      He was here. In the same room, breathing the same air, within touching distance. And the first time I see him after nearly four years is recorded for posterity on MTV. What dumb stupid luck.

      I did my best to steel my reaction, but it was nearly impossible with him walking toward me.

      Hawke brushed his darker-than-sin hair out of his crystal green eyes and made his way onto the set with the rest of the Birds of Prey. His pants were acid-washed and ripped in places down his legs, and his leather jacket was open over his bare, insanely ripped chest and stomach. He practically oozed sex appeal and recklessness, everything the lead guitarist of a band like Birds of Prey should be.

      He wasn’t the boy I’d loved in high school, the one who’d dedicated himself to me, shoved notes through the slats of my locker, or taped roses to the cool metal surface. No, that boy had worn his love like the tattoo that colored one side of this man’s chest. The man he’d become—according to the gossip rags—dedicated himself to a different woman every night. Unlike my appearances in the rags, the rumors that swirled around him were true and backed up with pictures.

      He’d become everything I’d preemptively left him because of.

      I ripped my eyes away from Hawke and focused on Matt, willing my heart to calm, my brain to stop the flashbacks of our greatest moments, my soul to stop screaming for him before everyone else heard what my body couldn’t contain. Three years had changed everything about us except my reaction to him.

      “Whoa, to what do we owe this honor?” Matt asked as Chad sat in between us, forcing Matt to scoot to his end of the large couch while the other members of the band lounged around us.

      Hawke leaned on the back of the couch just behind me. I couldn’t see him, but I didn’t need to—he still smelled the same, like salt water, ocean breeze and something a little darker that was unique to him. God, I’d missed that scent.

      “We were already in the building, heard you had Sabrina here and decided to pop in,” Chad answered with an easy smile.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said, and meant it.

      “So you guys know each other?” Matt asked, leaning forward to look past Chad.

      “We went to high school together,” I answered. “It totally feels like forever ago.”

      “Really?” Matt questioned.

      “Really,” Chad answered. “Duncan School for the Performing Arts, class of nineteen eighty.”

      “That’s fascinating. So do you guys know a wilder side of Sabrina?”

      “We may have seen some,” Chad said with a smirk. “But Hawke probably saw more.”

      Oh, God. Kill me now. Right now.

      A deep scoff rumbled behind me, and I wanted the Earth to swallow me whole. One mention that Hawke and I had dated—even while we were teenagers—and my carefully cultivated good girl image was tanked.

      “Hawke?” Matt asked.

      “Nawh. Sabrina was the sweetest little thing back then.”

      Even as sarcastic as his tone had been, his voice ripped through me like nothing else could, cutting back the carefully constructed layers I’d built to protect myself, the entire façade that made up Sabrina Caroline and left me feeling exposed, naked…on MTV.

      “Sounds like you guys know each other pretty well,” Matt continued.

      Pretty well? I knew his body better than my own, the feel of his arms around me, the way his fingers spanned the frets of his guitar, or how he held a pencil between his teeth while he was writing. I knew how his kiss tasted, the way he smelled like the beach after it rained, and who he was in the very marrow of his bones. It was only Hawke’s exterior that I barely recognized anymore.

      “We were all pretty good friends,” I answered, looking at the boys I’d known who had transformed into men in the three years since we’d graduated.

      “So you get along? The pop star and the rockers?” Matt asked.

      “Definitely,” Chad answered, covering my hand that rested on my ruffled white, lace skirt.

      “Ever thought about a collaboration?”

      “No,” I said.

      “But that sounds like an awesome idea,” Chad finished.

      I raised an eyebrow at him and he just grinned right back at me, those brown eyes dancing in enjoyment of literally getting me into the hot seat. “That’s just a really complicated thing to manage—”

      “But we’re on the same label, so who knows, that could be a little mind-trip, right?”

      No. Spending the amount of time it would take to record a song with them would mean being in close quarters with Hawke for longer than either of us would be comfortable with. After all, he hadn’t even looked at me, merely spoken about me, not to me.

      “It would definitely be a first,” I admitted.

      “Well, we’re all about popping those cherries,” Chad said with a grin that said, as you should know. “I think we should give it a go.”

      “That would definitely be something MTV would love to see,” Matt admitted, “especially since you’re both on our first ever top twenty countdown.”

      “Well, we’ll make it happen.” Chad kissed my cheek. “Good to see you, Brie,” he whispered so only I could hear him. “We’ll be in touch,” he said louder, then stood and walked off the soundstage with the other Birds of Prey.

      Hawthorne was the last to leave, but never once looked back.

      I hadn’t done the same when I’d left him.

      There was no amount of deep breathing that could have steadied my heart or my nerves, but I sucked in a lungful of air anyways.

      “How cool was that?” Matt asked with a megawatt grin.

      “Unbelievable,” I answered. How could that have just happened?

      “Well, is there anything you’d like to tell your fans?”

      This was it, where I was supposed to announce the tour that I knew I wasn’t ready for to perform the music I hated. I looked toward the camera, but all I could see was Hawke at eighteen, hunched over his guitar as we wrote song after song.

      I had loved every word, soaked in every emotion that had surrounded us, wrapped in moving melodies and meaningful lyrics.

      I wanted my music back.

      “I’m just so grateful for the love and support you’ve all given me over this last year, and I can’t wait to get back into the studio to finish up this album.”  I blew a kiss to the camera and the interview ended.

      Matt stood and cut the cameras with a motion of his hand. “That was amazing, something we couldn’t have planned better. Sabrina, thank you for coming in. We have exactly what we need.”

      It was a toss up on who was going to kill me first—my label…or my mother.
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      “No.” My answer was instant. There was no way in hell. “It was a joke. Matt Goodwin was joking.”

      “Well, we’re not. You haven’t even listened to the terms of this offer, Sabrina,” Brad Scott said patiently, passing a folder across the wide conference table toward Lenore.

      “I don’t have to. My answer is no,” I reiterated, and turned my attention to the view the floor to ceiling glass windows gave of the L.A. skyline.

      “It’s just the one song?” Lenore asked, looking over the papers.

      My head snapped toward her. “With Birds of Prey. Did you miss that?”

      “No, that’s quite clear,” she answered, and began drumming her fingers on the table. “Brad, maybe you could give us a minute?”

      “Sure thing, Lenore. I’ll just see what the guys have to say.”

      My stomach dropped. “They’re here?”

      “We thought it would be best to get you all here at the same time, in case we needed to negotiate some points.” Brad stood from the table, buttoning the top of his suit coat. “Take a few minutes, and I’ll see how the other room is doing.”

      He was here. In the same building. I’d gone almost four years without seeing him and now it would be twice in two weeks.

      The door shut behind Brad and I sagged in the chair, my head rolling against the back. “Mom, I don’t want to do this.”

      “Lenore,” she corrected automatically as she flipped another page. “The money is good.  Terms are great. It’s just one song, and there are some possibilities here for cross promotion. I bet we could even see if any tour dates match up…”

      So Hawke could see me lose it before going on stage? Watch as I stumbled through the calming exercises, and then failed to even get out there? No, thank you. “I can’t do it.”

      She looked over her reading glasses at me. “You will do it. You are on thin ice with the record company after last year, not to mention that crap you just pulled at the MTV interview. This is the least you can do to repair what you’ve strained. Now, it should only be a few days of recording, and maybe a couple performances.” She paused, but I didn’t speak. Her sigh was loud enough for the both of us. “I only have your best interest at heart here, Sabrina.”

      “I know.”

      “Is it because of Hawke?” she asked.

      His name twisted the knife in my heart that had been stuck there since he waltzed on and off that soundstage in New York. Hell, since we graduated, if I was being honest. Since he morphed into a rock star overnight and became the one thing I despised. “It’s just hard.”

      She squeezed my hand. “It is. But you were right to shut that door. He’s not the kind of man you need. You need someone supportive, who knows how to put your career first, and rock stars like him…well, they can’t see past their dicks.”

      “Mom!”

      She shrugged. “It’s the truth. You’re not a child anymore. You need to see this for what it is, a business arrangement. Do your part and get out without letting that boy break your heart again. Do you think you’re mature enough for that?”

      I bit my tongue at her condescending tone and the challenge she’d thrown at my feet because she knew I’d respond.

      I thought of the way Hawke hadn’t even looked at me in New York, the cold way he’d spoken, his obvious dismissal. What was I really scared of? Falling for someone who obviously hated me? Hard to do when I was already emotionally incapacitated around him.

      “Give me a minute, okay?” I asked for the same reprieve she had earlier.

      She patted my shoulder and stood. “I can do that. The label really wants this, and that puts you in a position of power, which hasn’t happened in a long time. If there’s something you want, now is the time to ask. Bigger video budgets, you name it. I’m giving you a couple minutes, and no more, so think quickly.”

      I nodded to show that I understood, and she took my silence for the cue it was, shutting the door behind her as she left.

      Where was my perspective? My label had handed me a fantastic opportunity to bargain for what I really wanted, and I couldn’t see past Hawthorne Owens long enough to think of my own career, which was in a pretty precarious place.

      Disgusted with myself, I pushed back from the table and walked to the window. L.A. spread before me, her possibilities as endless as the ocean that lay just beyond her borders. There had been a time I had thought my life had those same limitless qualities—when I wrote my own music, lived and breathed my art.

      Could I do it? Work with Hawke?

      The door opened behind me and my eyes slid shut, trying to block out the answer I knew she wanted that I wasn’t ready to give. “I’m still thinking, Mom—” I rubbed the skin between my eyebrows “—Lenore. I know it’s black and white to you, but it’s a little harder than that for me. He’s…I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Your mom makes you call her Lenore?”

      My eyes flew open and my heart jumped through my throat. Hawke. I turned slowly, wishing I’d put on something more than the button-up and leggings—something like medieval armor.

      He leaned back against the door, his arms folded across his chest. The rips in his acid-washed jeans only accentuated the lines of his muscular thighs, and the black shirt stretched across the expanse of his chest. He was bigger, more filled out than he had been in high school, the soft lines of boyhood long-since conquered by the angular lines of this man’s face. Even his eyes were harder, cynical. He raised a singular black eyebrow, waiting for my answer.

      I blinked, thinking back to the question. “Yeah, she thinks it’s more professional.”

      “Huh.”

      We stared at each other across the silence, the tension so thick it felt like there were a million walls between us. I had to start the conversation, right? After all, I was the one who’d ended it. “Hawke—”

      “About the song,” he interrupted.

      “Oh. Of course,” I said softly, unsure if I was hurt or relieved that he didn’t want to talk about anything else.

      “The guys are okay with it. It’s mutually beneficial.”

      “And you’re their spokesman?” I asked, mirroring his pose and folding my arms across my chest.

      “I’m the only one who thinks it’s a shit idea.”

      “Oh.” What the hell was I supposed to say to that?

      “Is that seriously all you have to say?” He pushed off the wall and walked forward until the table was all that separated us.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      He scoffed. “I’d like you to have an opinion. Or did they brainwash you to the point that you’ll say what anyone wants to hear?”

      “I think it’s a crap idea, too. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “Is that actually what you think?” He leaned forward, bracing his palms on the table.

      “I think collaborating two brands like ours is a great idea. I think it will get tons of airplay on different stations, pull in both fan groups and give MTV something to broadcast.”

      “And that qualifies as crap to you?” His eyes narrowed. “No. You don’t want this for the same reason I don’t. Because neither of us wants to be within a mile of the other.”

      He was so wrong. My problem was quite the opposite.

      “Don’t act like you know me,” I snapped.

      Those gorgeous, full lips morphed into an ugly sneer. “Know you? Yeah, you’re right. The sweet little branding, the brainwashed answers, the shit songs—I have no idea who the fuck you are, because you’re not Brie. Brie would have vetoed ninety-nine percent of the songs on both of your albums. She would have told Matt Goodwin to keep his hands to himself because she doesn’t like to be touched by people she doesn’t know. She would be telling her mother to screw herself because she didn’t want to work with her ex. That’s the Brie I know—or rather, thought I knew.”

      I hated that he saw so much, realized how many pieces of myself I’d given away. I hated how beautiful he was, that despite the angry words and knowing he’d rather kiss a viper than get close to me, I couldn’t deny the pull that had me leaning across the table just as he was. “Maybe I grew up.”

      His gaze dropped to my breasts, the green depths heating. “Maybe. Or maybe you just sold out.”

      “I’d forgotten how much of an ass you are.”

      “I’m happy to remind you, sweetheart.”

      “Is this really so easy for you?” I tossed at him, floundering in desperation to feel something real, anything that resembled the Hawthorne I knew—had known.

      Something flashed in his eyes before he slammed it back down. “Well, you know me,” he said with an easy shrug.

      “No, I don’t. Not anymore.”

      “Of course you do. I’m a rock star, right? And we’re all the same, so you know everything you need to. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have beer to drink and groupies to fuck.” He ran his tongue across his lower lip and God help me, I couldn’t look way. “Unless you’d like to fill tonight’s slot.”

      I flinched. “Hawke.”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, I thought not. I’ll go tell the guys you’re a go.” He was almost to the door before I registered what he’d said.

      “Wait. I said it was a crap idea.”

      “You did, but that’s not what you’ll tell Brad Scott when he walks back in. You’ll say yes because they want you to, and we’ll be stuck working together on this. You might think I don’t know you, Sabrina, but I do. I just like Brie better. Let me know if she shows up.”

      He didn’t wait for my response, just slammed the door on his way out.

      I sank into the nearest chair, a fine tremor going through my hands as I momentarily covered my face. Out of every fantasy I had about seeing him again, that was definitely not how I’d pictured it.

      He’d accused me of being a fake, pushed over, sell out…and he was right. And I hated him for being right almost as much as he hated me.

      I’d never understood how love transformed to hatred, but I’d seen it in his eyes… the same eyes that gave me a view of myself that I didn’t really appreciate.

      But what could I possibly do to change it?

      The door opened and Mom walked in. “How did that go?”

      “Worst scenario ever, but at least I don’t think you’ll have to worry about us starting a relationship back up.”

      Her forehead crinkled in concern momentarily before she smoothed the lines. “Good, because the label wouldn’t go for that anyway, not with his reputation and your image. Well, what’s your answer?”

      Hawke’s words pounded at my soul, calling me out and daring me to stand up. You’ll say yes because they want you to. But what if I said it because I wanted to? “What are they willing to give up for me to do this?” I asked.

      “They’re willing to cancel the summer tour.”

      Hallelujah.

      “Can we start with an acoustic series first? Something on a smaller, less processed scale?” I asked.

      “Don’t push it, Sabrina. They’ve told you that you can’t carry an acoustic set. That’s not your brand.”

      “Well, that’s how they found me in the first place, right? Singing on a stage at Duncan with only Hawke on backup.”

      She leaned across the table. “This isn’t high school.” Her exhale was long and drawn out as she sat back down. “Look. I’m not sure you’re really…strong enough to focus on the big picture yet. After all, you’ve barely been cleared by that doctor.”

      She may as well have smacked me. Was she right? Dr. Erickson had told me to take my comeback as slowly as I could—to make sure I had both feet under me before I took off running, and here I was demanding an overnight change to my branding. Maybe it was irresponsible.

      “What if I got them to let you co-write a few songs on the new album?” she offered, her tone the same as it had been when I was nine and wanted a new doll.

      Co-writing a few of my own songs…that was a step in the right direction. Maybe it wasn’t the outright revolution I craved, but it was something. But was it worth working with Hawke?

      What was I willing to pay to get that feeling back?

      The music. Only the music. Not Hawke.

      But putting up with one earned me the other.

      “I’ll do it.”
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      My fingers flew over the strings of my Fender, dancing with the melody of the powerful solo. I moved with the instrument, pulling the notes from the guitar as if she already knew the song, as if we were co-conspirators in writing something that had been there all along.

      This one was lonely, the notes saddened with the kind of craving I’d long-since buried. The kind of craving that bordered on insanity, the desperation for deep, sea blue eyes and that laugh that was so rarely heard. Not the fake giggle she was famed for now, but the one that came from her soul.

      I dropped my hands, the guitar’s weight secured by the shoulder strap, and leaned my head back. When the fuck had this song become about her?

      Every song is about her.

      Three and a half years and I was still hung up on the moment she’d walked away, told me that she could never be with a rock star…only to ironically become that very thing.

      What a little hypocrite.

      A beautiful, sexy, enchanting little hypocrite. Seeing her again—not just on TV—had been like a punch to the nuts, shocking me into numbness for that moment, but it ached like hell once it set in.

      And she’d had the nerve to look hurt, like I was the one who’d ended us, ripped a canyon into what had been the only thing I’d ever been sure of.

      The door to the small studio opened and Chad walked in, a barely-dressed beach bunny under each arm, but at least he didn’t look high or tripped out. “You about done? Because Brie is supposed to be here any minute.”

      “And you chose at-home-in-leather chic?” I asked, motioning to the tight leather pants he wore like a second skin.

      “What? I put on a shirt.”

      “Good point,” I said as I put Lily back onto her guitar stand. It was a fitting name for such a graceful neckline. She was definitely the favorite of my collection.

      “Any thoughts on what we should write?” Chad asked.

      “I was thinking something about a money-hungry opportunist with stars in her eyes…and in her bed,” I mused out loud as I walked toward the doors.

      Chad took his arms off the girls. “Brittany, Candy, why don’t you two head up to the hot tub and relax? We need to work a little bit.”

      “Ooh, but we like…really wanted to meet Sabrina Caroline,” the one on the left whined.

      “She doesn’t do people,” I snapped.

      “Oh? But she like…always seems so friendly,” the one on the right chimed in, batting her brown eyes in my direction. On another day maybe I would have taken her up on the way she was openly assessing me. But not when Sabrina was due here any minute.

      Damn, it’s not like you’re together anymore. You could be in full-on sex mode with another woman and she wouldn’t get a say.

      “It’s a defense mechanism,” I explained. “Just give her some space if you run into her.” She hated crowds, large groups, anything that put her on display, which was why watching her first hit Boy with the Green Eyes climb the charts had confused the shit out of me.

      That, and the song had sucked balls. I knew what Sabrina was capable of writing, and that glorified, empty pop piece of shit had not been it.

      “We’ll meet you in a while,” Chad promised, kissing each heavily-made-up cheek.

      They pouted, but did as they were asked. “Bianca’s waiting for you upstairs,” Candy called out as she walked away.

      Great.

      Chad closed the door behind them and leaned against it. “You cool?”

      “I’m cool.”

      He looked anything but convinced. “Just don’t make this any more painful than it’s already going to be.”

      “Me? She’s the one walking into my house, my band, and my life.”

      “She didn’t want to,” he said, his hair moving with his head as he shook it. I knew the longer do was all the rage, but I just couldn’t hang with it.

      “Bullshit. Sabrina has enough clout to do whatever the hell she wants, and she made it pretty clear at Epic that she might not want to do it, but she’s not going to fight it, either.”

      “Right, well when’s the last time you remember Brie doing anything she wanted? In high school she did whatever you wanted, her mom wanted, the teachers wanted. And I know her mom is the one driving that train now.”

      “She’s a big girl. She can stand up for herself.” She’d never been a doormat in our relationship.

      “She did, pretty loudly from what I heard. I’m not sure of all the details, but shit went down at Epic after we left. She didn’t want to do this. They got her with something, but I’m not sure what.”

      My body tensed like I needed to step in front of Brie and protect her. Knock it off, that ship sailed three years ago. “How do you know that?”

      A sly smile spread across his face. “Screwed Brad Scott’s assistant the next day while we were meeting there.”

      “Nice.”

      “You could always do a little revenge lay with her. Get her out of your system.”

      Of course Chad saw sex as the answer to everything.

      “You can unbarricade the door. I’ll play nice with Brie.”

      Unlike yesterday where you were a total dick.

      “You’re not going to wig out?”

      “No. I’m cool.”

      He opened the door and we walked out into the lowest level of my Malibu house. The tiles on this level were cool against my bare feet, one of my favorite features besides the floor to ceiling windows that gave an unparalleled view of the ocean.

      I followed Chad up the stairs to the main level, psyching myself up with every step.

      She was the one who left—sliced my heart open and watched it bleed out while she packed her shit and ran away to New York City. She was the one who should be nervous. I’d moved on, Birds of Prey had blown up big, and getting laid was as easy as crooking my finger.

      So why the hell were my hands all clammy?

      Thank God I still had a few minutes to pull my shit together.

      I nodded to the small party going on in my living room, which was the norm while the guys stayed here between tour dates.

      A spectacular, tan pair of mile-long legs came into view as I turned the corner into my piano room. She was leaned over my grand, her denim miniskirt riding higher up the backs of her thighs the more she stretched on her bare tip toes.

      The need to slide up behind her and pull that incredible ass against me nearly overrode my common sense. Nearly. Because she wasn’t my Brie. She was Sabrina Caroline, and she was here to work, not get felt-up by a guy who couldn’t seem to tell the difference between past and present.

      “You’re here already!” Chad said. “Oh, and look, you brought Heather.”

      “Of course she brought me, you asswipe. Like I was going to let her walk into this Lion’s den without a little backup.” Heather crossed her arms in front of her chest.

      “Hey, we’re perfectly tame little kitties,” Chad answered with a smirk.

      “Like hell you—”

      “Hey,” Sabrina interrupted, nervously tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She wasn’t all made up like she had been for the interview, or even the meeting yesterday—like the girls in the next room were—and she was all the more beautiful for it. She looked more like my Brie…and that fucked with my head on a level I wasn’t ready for. “Danny was just showing me something he was working on.”

      He might have been our drummer, but he was decent on the ivories, too.

      “Awesome. Hawke, you ready to jump into it?” Chad asked.

      She was barefoot in my house. Like she lived here—like she planned to be comfortable while she ripped me out of the safe space I’d created for myself.

      “Hawke?” Chad prodded me.

      I ripped my hand over my hair and turned around. “I need a damn drink.” My feet carried me to the kitchen on auto-pilot while I tried to get a grip. I opened the refrigerator and pulled out a can of Coors, popping the top and chugging the first few ounces.

      Maybe it would numb me just enough to go back in there.

      “I really didn’t want this to be awkward, especially after what happened at Epic.”

      Her voice cut through the noise in my head, and I knew that I could down the two bottles of tequila in my bar and it wouldn’t make a difference. Nothing would get me drunk enough to deal with Sabrina.

      “Where are your shoes?” I asked, slamming the refrigerator door.

      “I took them off,” she said softly, walking towards me. I concentrated on the little silver tab of the can. “I didn’t want to hurt your hardwood with heels.”

      I laughed, the sound harsh in the relative quiet of my kitchen.

      “What?” she asked, coming close enough for me to catch the scent of her perfume. Damn, she even smelled good.

      I retreated and turned my back on her. “You. You ripped my heart to shreds three years ago, but now you’re worried about my fucking floor.”

      “You don’t have to use that language with me.”

      I abandoned the beer, opting instead to grip my counters. “Yeah, well, didn’t you know? We’re rock stars now, so I can say anything I want and it just makes us more popular.”

      “Can you at least look at me?” Her voice was soft, unsure.

      I took a steadying breath, meeting her gaze full-on for the first time since she booked it out of town the day after our first sold-out gig, looking at her in a way I hadn’t been able to at Epic. Her eyes were the same deep blue, her lips the same pale, pink pout, and my body had the same reaction it had when we were dating, pulled towards her like a magnet. I felt it like a strike of lightning—the damn string tied between us—a connection that hadn’t been severed, and I hated it as much as I was fascinated by it. Something you neglected and ignored for years should shrivel and die, yet it was still there, painfully strong as ever.

      “I’m looking, Sabrina,” I said her full name just because I wanted to test it on my tongue, to see if it tasted as sour as I’d hoped. Of course it didn’t. If I’d had to guess, I would have said that everything on her tasted just as sweet as I remembered, and just like one of Pavlov’s dogs, my mouth watered.

      “Please don’t hate me, Hawthorne,” she begged like she was testing the name-waters, too.

      Hearing my full name on her lips was brutal.

      “Hawke,” I corrected, grabbing my beer. “You lost the right to call me anything else the minute you decided it wasn’t okay to date a rock star, but it was okay to become one.”

      Her gaze hit the floor briefly and color flared in her cheeks. “I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me to. Can’t we just write this song and be done?”

      “Yeah, okay, because they held you at gunpoint to sign that contract, right?” I asked and threw back another swig.

      Her eyes narrowed in my direction. “You don’t know my reasons for signing the first contract, or for signing this one. For that matter, you don’t know me. Not anymore.”

      “Well, at least we can agree on one thing,” I snapped. But at least there was still some fire in her. I’d watched the last three years as her spark had dimmed, wondering what the hell they’d done to her.

      Her shoulders drooped, one creamy shoulder peeking out from the oversized neckline.  She took a few steps toward me, then thought better of it and stopped at the refrigerator. “Is this how it’s going to be with us?”

      “What other way was there ever going to be?” Chad’s suggestion of screwing her out of my head popped to the front of my mind and I dismissed it just as quickly. It had taken years to lose the feel of her from my fingers, the taste of her from my mouth, and I wasn’t stupid enough to get addicted again.

      “I don’t know,” she answered quietly, leaning back against the pantry door. “I’ve thought about this moment a thousand times with a thousand different outcomes.”

      “What was the worst?” I asked, hating the way my stomach tensed.

      She shrugged. “You refusing to speak to me, or doing the exact opposite and humiliating me in front of an audience while everyone watched.”

      Given what I knew of how she viewed crowds, I understood how that was her worst nightmare. I drained the rest of the beer and moved toward her until I was a couple feet away. “And what was the best?” I asked quietly, torturing myself with the need to know.

      “The honest answer?”

      “As always,” I answered automatically. How many times had we told each other that in school, cutting through the small-talk bullshit that surrounded us, both looking for something real.

      She sighed, but met my gaze. “I’d apologize, and you’d forgive me, saying that you’d thought of that moment just as often as I had.”

      The breath stilled in my lungs. Fuck, I’d thought about that moment—this moment—every day since she walked out. What I’d say if I saw her, the various ways I’d tell her to go to hell, the thousands of ways I’d kiss her into forgetting that she’d left in the first place and slaughtered me in the process.

      It had taken a year to pick up all the pieces, and that was never going to happen again. Not with her or any woman.

      I stalked forward until I had her caged between my arms. “And what do you want this time, Brie?”

      Her lips parted and it took every ounce of self control I had not to pounce.

      “I…I don’t know anymore.” Fear flickered in her eyes, like she knew just how close she was to being devoured in my kitchen. I knew I could do it, kiss her, slide my hands up her tiny skirt along those smooth thighs, and she wouldn’t protest. Her body was already leaning toward mine, drawn by the same unexplainable force that I was.

      But her answer, that was a disappointment. “Funny, the girl I knew—” the one I’d stupidly loved “—knew exactly what she wanted. She liked to make everyone else happy, let others push her around too often, but she always knew, and she never had an issue dishing my own shit back at me. I guess I’d hoped that these years might help her figure out how to push back, to actually act on what she wanted. How shitty to see that you’ve actually regressed.”

      Her eyes widened, and I almost regretted my words when I saw the hurt that she blinked away. “And I guess I’d hoped that you wouldn’t embody every shitty quality of a rock star. Guess we both get to be disappointed.”

      There she was.

      “You ain’t seen nothing yet, sweetheart,” I promised in a husky whisper that worked on every groupie we’d come across.

      She raised her chin, which I knew she meant in defiance, but all it did was bring those lips closer to mine. God, I felt her tiny pulses of breath against my mouth, and I wanted. I hadn’t been celibate the last few years—hell, far from it—but I hadn’t felt this kind of blatant, all-consuming need since…

      Since you last had her under you, her thighs locked around your hips.

      “Do your worst, Hawke. It couldn’t be anything I haven’t already assumed.”

      And boom. She’d cut to our base problem with one comment. “One day you’ll meet someone worth breaking one of your precious little rules for.”

      She shrugged. “One day I won’t have to worry about it. One day I can find something normal. Something real.”

      But real was exactly what we’d had, and she’d thrown it away—thrown me away.

      “Hey, Hawke? Oh! I’m so sorry!” Bianca’s startled gasp came from the doorway.

      Brie pushed at my chest, but I didn’t budge. She wanted to see how bad rock stars were? I could show her.

      Without looking away from Brie, I opened the refrigerator door and took out two beers, then handed her one. “You need this more than I do. Loosen up a little.”

      I pushed off the pantry door and gave us both some breathing room. “What’s up?” I asked Bianca as she held a boombox to her chest.

      Her eyes darted between me and Brie, and I swore silently. A rumor about me hooking up with Sabrina Caroline while we collaborated on this song would just drive Birds of Prey album sales, but it was possibly a giant black mark in Brie’s, and Bianca was just enough of a jealous wretch to start one.

      “Ummm…we’re out of batteries.” She put the boombox on the counter.

      “No problem.”

      “Thanks, babe,” she answered with a smile, twirling her hair just above her breasts.

      Sabrina stiffened.

      “No problem,” I said with a forced grin and reached into the top drawer to pull out a pack of D batteries. “Here you go.”

      Her fingers lingered on my hand, but as soon as I pulled back, her attention shifted to Brie. “Are you Sabrina Caroline?”

      “Yep,” Brie answered with her fake smile. As pretty as it was, I fucking hated the way it stopped just before her eyes.

      “Bitchin’,” Bianca said, nodding her head like she was in on some secret.

      Sabrina focused on the details of the metal pop top on the beer she held, but didn’t open it.

      A couple moments of awkward silence passed before the Bianca got the hint. She leaned up and brushed my cheek with her lips. “I’ll be in the pool if you need me for…anything.”

      “I’ll remember that,” I lied, saying anything that would keep her from lashing out at Brie.

      “Be sure you do.” She winked, grabbed the batteries and ran.

      “Need some help?” I offered Brie once Bianca was gone.

      “No. I don’t drink.” She handed the beer back to me. “But thank you for offering.”

      “Of course you don’t,” I said, putting it back in the frig. “Because it goes against your image, and your rules.”

      “Actually, it’s because it interferes with my medication if I want to take it,” she said, effectively shutting me the hell up.

      “You’re on meds?” For what? Was she sick? Had her fear pushed her to get help?

      She opened her mouth to answer, but Chad bulldozed in. “Hey, you two. Hopefully you got your shit worked out, because we need to get started.”

      “We’re fine,” Brie answered, damn-near running out of the kitchen.

      Chad raised his eyebrows in question as she passed him.

      “Not even close,” I answered.

      Those few minutes had only clarified two things—I was still pissed at her for the way she’d walked out, and I still wanted her more than my next breath.

      Fuck.
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      “Absolutely not,” I snapped at Hawke.

      “You got a better idea?” he asked, leaning over his piano and resting his head on his forearms. His very muscular forearms. And seriously, did he have to wear that AC/DC shirt? It was soft from years of use, and I’d stolen it on more than one occasion to sleep in.

      He wasn’t playing fair.

      “Sabrina?” he prompted, turning his head so that the spiked ends of his hair brushed his arms.

      “No,” I answered, pacing next to the piano. The other band members had abandoned us a half hour ago for the party in the next room. Not that I could blame them—we’d been at this for hours and still weren’t getting anywhere.

      “Then pick one of my ideas,” Hawke growled.

      “Every one of your ideas has a bitch for a female lead, or shallow lyrics about scoring one of the band members.”

      I was tired and on edge, scraped raw from every subtle dig he’d not-so-subtly threw at me.

      “And? A little too autobiographical for you?”

      That was it. “You know what? I’ve had it.” I bent under the piano to retrieve my heels. Screw his hardwood—I’d scratch the crap out of it walking out. “I’m done with you.”

      “Well there’s something I’ve heard before.”

      “You’re such an asshole.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      I miss you. Every second of every day.

      I slipped into the hot pink pumps and grabbed my denim purse off the end table. “Let me know when you actually want to work.”

      “Why? It’s not like you actually need this, Brie.”

      I stopped in the doorframe and turned back slowly. “What?”

      He leaned back on the bench, crossing his arms. “You took an entire year off and still came back at the top of your game. Chart-topping hits, new cars, interviews on MTV—you’ve made more money off your last two albums than some singers do in a lifetime. Hell, your whole life is an upgrade now, right? You didn’t even keep that house you loved so much, just tossed it away and got something better. So why do this? Why put us through this? Are you some kind of sadist? You want to see if you can rip me apart again? Or were you hoping that I’d relieve some of your guilt and break you this time so you could play the pretty little pop princess martyr?”

      White hot rage ran through my veins, kicking up a notch with every accusation he posed as a question. “Maybe it’s not about you.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah, okay. As if. Why else would you take time out of recording your third album?”

      “Because this was the price to write my own songs!”

      His brows knit together. “Wait. What?”

      I ran my hands over my face and took a steadying breath. Then I closed the door behind me so we were alone in the room. “I hate how you can do that, just rip the truth out of me. You drive me nuts.”

      “Yeah, well, I like it. Now tell me what the hell you’re talking about.”

      I wavered. I wasn’t supposed to discuss the terms, and Epic was already pissed enough that Mom made the deal. But then Hawke tilted his head to the side, and that simple movement erased the last few years, and he was Hawthorne again —my best friend, my own little slice of forever. “I told Epic that they weren’t getting the third album unless they let me write some of the songs.”

      His eyebrows rose, and he pushed the hair back from his face. “How did that go over?”

      “Not well.”

      “And you’re under contract.”

      “Yeah, and they can sue me, but my lawyer says they probably won’t. There’s no dates on the album, and I could basically say that it’s forthcoming for the rest of my life as long as I don’t record with anyone else, but it’s a gray area.”

      “Do you want to quit?” His entire body softened, like the anger had been suddenly siphoned out.

      “I don’t want to quit, but I never wanted to start,” I admitted softly, sitting on the empty side of the piano bench. If I leaned just another inch, I’d be up against him.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know, and it’s hard to explain it to you without getting tangled up in our past and dragging that all out.”

      “We’re not kids, anymore, Brie. I can handle it.”

      “I just saw three non-kids slide across a beer-soaked slip-n-slide in your hallway. Want to tell me that again?”

      He opened and shut his mouth a couple times before finally nodding. “Yeah, they haven’t quite grown up, but they don’t have to.”

      “And they’re always here?” I asked.

      “I’m the only one who used my money on something tangible. The other guys blew it on cars and parties. They’re not broke or anything, but it just makes more sense for them to stay here when we’re between tour dates. We get writing done. Don’t change the subject. How did you end up with Epic if you didn’t want it?”

      Hawke was a dog with a bone when he was after something. It was one of the things that I’d loved about him, but now it made me feel like I was under a microscope. “Do you remember the end-of-year recital at Duncan?”

      “Yeah, that’s where we scored our all those gigs that lead to the deal,” he said before looking away. “You’re right, it drags shit up.”

      That was the night he’d first told me he loved me, and I’d thrown it back in his face a few short weeks later.

      I bit my lower lip but forged ahead anyway. “A scout approached me and I turned him down. It took everything I had just to get up on that stage and sing as it was. You know I was always more comfortable writing.”

      “Right. I remember.”

      He was the only reason I’d been able to get up there in the first place.

      “Well, after…I left—” and broke my own heart “—Mom showed up at Julliard around October. I’d barely been there six weeks and she was ready to shred my dream. She’d mortgaged the house to put me through Duncan, and she’d always been so disappointed that I wasn’t the shining star.”

      “The house your dad left you?”

      “Yeah.” The only thing the guy had ever given me, and Hawke was well aware. Hell, I didn’t even have his last name, let alone know it. “When Epic came to Mom with the deal, and the money, she said she was my manager, and laid the guilt on. I’d cost her the house for those four years of Duncan, and if I would just sing a few albums for Epic, she’d have it back. Julliard said they’d take me back, but it had to be within four years, and Mom agreed. She’d given up her career to raise me, and it felt like the least I could do. So I signed the contract.”

      “You hated performing. I remember hives breaking out.”

      I nodded and studied my hands to keep from looking back at him. His stare felt like a physical touch, intense and questing. “I’ve got the hives under control, but I still hate it. The crowd, the eyes, the way I can screw it up so quickly. Did you…did you see what happened in Chicago?”

      “Where you passed out because you were pregnant, fell off stage and then delivered the baby in secret before coming back?”

      I glared and he threw up his hands. “Hey, I see the magazines.”

      “Well, I wasn’t pregnant.”

      “You’re sure?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Perfectly.”

      “Really? I mean, that was pretty damning evidence. How can you be sure?” he teased.

      “Because I haven’t had sex in years,” I blurted out, and then snapped my mouth shut. Heat stung my cheeks and I would have traded my entire bank account to sink through the floor and disappear. “Can we just pretend I didn’t say that?”

      “Yeah,” he said, clearing his throat.

      “Good, because I’m sure you don’t go more than a day or two,” I muttered.

      “Do you really want to know?” he asked, a lock of hair falling over his eyes as he turned his head.

      I brushed it out of the way without thinking, my fingertips grazing the smooth, warm skin of his forehead. “No,” I said softly, pulling my still-tingling digits back.

      “What happened in Chicago?”

      I shrugged.

      “Yeah, that whole not knowing thing gets you every time.”

      “You want the PR answer?”

      “You fell off the stage and broke your leg.”

      “Yeah, that was more the result.”

      He waited patiently, and that quiet resolve in his eyes got to me more than any amount of pushing could have done.

      “I was already exhausted. The constant scrutiny, the reviews, the interviews, the pressure…it was all crushing me. I’d gotten to where I was scared to say just about anything, or it was getting twisted. I was either unable to sleep, or having nightmares. I would find myself pulling out of conversations, and I second-guessed everything, especially the music. That show in Chicago, security wasn’t as tight, and when I down by the front row, someone grabbed my ankle.”

      I still felt the fingers on my skin, the slight tug that had sent me sprawling, the initial, overwhelming panic as the faces rushed toward me. I breathed through the pressure in my chest. “I know they didn’t mean to hurt me. It was more excitement than anything. But I froze, then stumbled, and the rest of me ended up on the floor.”

      “And the broken leg?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Mom thought it was better for my image if my leg was broken instead of my mind.”

      He reached across the piano and intertwined our fingers. Waves of warmth pulsed up my arm, as if he could give me some of his strength with a single touch. It was familiar and jarring all in the same breath.

      “What did the docs say?”

      “Two out of three said social phobia.”

      “And the third?”

      “He used ‘anxiety,’ but it all has the same gist. My mind knows there’s nothing to be scared of. My body…well, it doesn’t quite get the message. After Chicago, the doc said I needed down time. Quiet, therapy, and a chance to rebalance. I don’t like taking the meds, they make me feel too disconnected, so she wanted me to build therapy around routine, which meant taking last year off so I could get myself under control.”

      “Do you want to quit?” he asked me again.

      “No. I wasn’t certain for a long time, but I played and sang a lot during the down time, and remembered how much I really love the music, especially stripped down to the acoustic level. I always have. And it felt like if I quit, then I was letting the fear win. But then they started shoving the same crap at me for the new album, and something inside me just broke. No matter what I tried, they wouldn’t let me write, and told me I could never pull off an acoustic set. What would you do? Would you spend your life doing something that not only made you miserable, but actually made you physically ill?” I asked, honestly wanting his opinion.

      “No. I’d rather die young than live a long life by someone else’s rules.”

      Rules. I had plenty of them, and he knew it. They’d been the only way I could keep control of everything and keep my life from spiraling on me, and he’d lived by them for the years we’d dated.

      “I didn’t mean you,” he added softly. It was the first semi-nice thing he’d said to me all day.

      I cleared my throat. We’re so not going there. “Epic told me that I needed to basically shut up and sing.”

      “Ouch.”

      “When you spend years letting someone walk all over you, they get a little confused when you take the welcome sign off your face. You were right, and it was my fault for letting it go on so long.”

      “Oh, shit. I didn’t mean…”

      “No, it’s okay,” I said, my thumb stroking over his. “I’d already known it, I just hadn’t had the right leverage to fight back with. So as much as I didn’t want us put in this situation, it’s oddly what’s going to give me my voice back. That’s why I finally agreed to it. Besides, I guess it’s like a two-for-one special on facing my demons.”

      “I’m that demon?”

      “In every way possible,” I whispered.

      He cleared his throat and pulled his hand away from mine, effectively stopping that line of conversation. “Maybe we should get to work.”

      “Maybe something a little more fitting?” I suggested.  “You know, a little more us?”

      “Us now, or us then?” he asked, his brow furrowing in a way that told me the musical genius gears were turning.

      “Both.”

      He nodded slowly, then turned to meet my eyes. The intimacy of the moment stole my breath and jump-started my heart. “Kind of like a requiem.”

      A tribute to something dead.

      “Exactly. Requiem it is.” I ripped my gaze from his, knowing if I stared much longer, he’d see so much more than I was willing to share. He’d see how much I’d missed him, the ten thousand letters I’d written and burned, the phone calls I’d planned but never made, the apologies that died on my tongue. He’d see that that my heart hadn’t noticed the passage of time, it had lain dormant, waiting for his return.

      But he couldn’t see, because none of that mattered. He wasn’t Hawthorne Owens anymore, no matter how much I wished he was. He was Hawke, lead guitarist of the Birds of Prey, song-writer, bad-boy and general man-whore. He was the door I’d shut to save myself.

      So I looked away and let my harmonies and lyrics speak, instead.

      Note by note, we combined melodies, mine in my range, and his in Chad’s, since he’d be singing lead. Our voices intertwined like old lovers, wrapping around each other in a musical caress that reached deeper than the notes.

      We’d never have each other again physically, but this felt even closer, more consuming even than the moments he’d moved inside me, the times our bodies had communicated perfectly.

      He kept the pencil between his teeth, marring the previously flawless wood with tiny indentations before putting our music to paper.

      In those moments, the air between us stayed charged, but in the way it always had been—ripe with possibilities that we only had to act on. There was still the underlying frequency of his anger toward me for leaving, but it felt like I’d taken the biggest hunk out of his ire.

      Sitting next to him on that bench we could have been seventeen again, writing music we thought no one would hear, doing it for ourselves and our simple love of the craft.

      “I think we have it,” he said quietly, marking in the last few notes. “This song has a shot.”

      Then he looked down at me, and though I knew it was impossible, I wished he was talking about more than just the song.

      But nothing had changed. He was now a bona fide rock god, complete with groupies, a tour, and little black book hundreds of pages deep.

      And I still wouldn’t go near a rock star, let alone one as big as Hawke.

      No matter what my soul was screaming at me, my brain was smarter. It knew what men like him were capable of, what they did to hearts, and hopes, and futures.

      I would never become my mother.
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      Did he really have to stand so fucking close to her? There was more than one mic in this recording studio, right? They didn’t have to share.  Yet there they were, all of four inches from sucking face, singing about love, and heartache, and wishing for second chances.

      Singing our fucking song.

      I hadn’t seen her in the last two weeks, since the night we wrote ‘Requiem,’ but God help me, I’d thought about her every single minute. I’d written three more songs which all had a hopeful, rocking tone that made me question my feelings toward Brie, and I hadn’t touched any of the more-than-willing groupies, which made me question my general sanity.

      Just holding her hand had reminded me why no one else been able to fill the hole she’d left.

      “What’s got you so tense, Hawke?” Bianca asked, rubbing my shoulders as I leaned forward on the couch in the production booth. She took my movement as the invitation it wasn’t and slid behind me.

      “Just hoping they get this track right.” We’d already laid down instrumentals, and they’d been at vocals for the last three hours. I patted her hand so she didn’t take too much offense, and stood. Hers weren’t the hands I wanted on me, and yeah, I was stupid for so much as thinking it, but the thought was already there.

      “How are they doing?” I asked Danny, leaning against the soundboard next to him.

      “They’ve got the notes, but something is missing.”

      I watched them go for the bridge, where the lyrics turned toward the dream of a second chance, and Danny was right. They hit the melody, and the harmony was tight, but the words were missing the punch I’d felt that night we wrote it.

      Chad nudged Brie playfully, and she laughed, ruining that take.

      But damn, her laugh was beautiful.

      Her hair was tied up in a little ponytail and she’d played it low-key with her clothes today, opting for an oversized shirt with a belt and leggings. She may have been aiming to dress down, but it only made me want to peel those pants off so I could get to the softer skin of her hips.

      She left you, walked away because you dared to succeed, I reminded myself.

      But she was here now, and her proximity somehow outweighed my common sense at the moment.

      “Okay, let’s try this again,” our producer said, rubbing his eyes. “This song, guys…man, it’s full of pain with this small hint of promise, right? And we’re not capturing that. Sabrina, you co-wrote this, right?”

      “Right,” she said, her eyes flying to mine only to fall away quickly, like she was embarrassed or uncertain.

      “Okay, well who is it about?”

      Her gaze hit her toes, which were beautifully bare, as her cheeks flushed a bright red to match her toenail polish. “Umm…”

      “I just need you to channel that person, those feelings.”

      She nodded, but didn’t look up.

      “Chad, just imagine there’s actually a woman in the world you’d consider pining for, okay?”

      “Let Hawke sing it once,” he suggested, motioning toward me.

      “What?” Sabrina and I answered at the same time.

      “He wrote it with her,” Chad said with a shrug, pushing his bandana back up his forehead. I vaguely wondered how much hairspray he’d used this morning to get his mop that high.

      “And?” I asked, leaning over Danny to talk into the mic.

      “Let me hear how you two sing it together, and then I can channel that.”

      “I don’t sing.”

      “You do backup vocals,” he countered. “Just show me how you want it. It’s not like we all don’t know it’s about you two, anyway.”

      Brie’s eyes flew wide. “Just because we wrote it together…”

      “Oh please. We’ve all had a front row seat to your saga. You don’t think we’d recognize it in lyrics?”

      Now my face was heating up, and it wasn’t that I was embarrassed for outing my emotions in music—I’d done it for the last two albums, but having them called out in front of Brie made me feel sixteen again, asking my best friend if I could kiss her and praying I didn’t ruin everything.

      It was my best first kiss, and it hadn’t ruined a damn thing…until it ruined everything.

      “Fine,” I said, and walked into the sound booth. “Just once.”

      “Once is all I need,” Chad promised, and left.

      I took his place, just a breath away from Brie, and let her citrus scent wash over me. Her breath quickened, and I tilted her chin so she’d meet my eyes.

      My eyebrows raised in question, and she answered with a nod, a small, shaky smile playing at her lips. “We got this,” I said.

      “We got this,” she repeated.

      The music cued, leading us in, and I started, singing to her about how much it hurt to be abandoned, how the longing—the love—didn’t leave just because she did. I let that pain flow through me, the bewilderment I’d felt, the anger that had followed, the prayer that she’d eventually come back.

      She answered, our eyes locked, singing to me of the regret, the sleepless nights, watching from afar as I replaced her with women she longed to be. She apologized through lyrics, wishing there had been another way to keep our love from ripping us both to shreds, wishing she’d been strong enough to stay.

      By the time the bridge came, I’d forgotten there was a microphone separating us, or other people behind the glass watching us. There was only Sabrina—my Brie—standing in front of me, telling me that love was the rarest currency, and though second chances were expensive, she’d bet everything she had on us.

      Our voices intertwined, blended together in a combination of pain and acceptance of what we’d lost, and then soared to acknowledge the risk we’d take if we tried one more time, put our past to rest with this requiem, and trusted in the love that had brought us here.

      The music faded out, but we didn’t move, locked into each other as if bound by something more tangible than the music, than the ghost of love that had once seemed as dependable as gravity. I finally saw what the song really was—an open-ended love letter to the one woman I’d never been able to let go of.

      My chest burned with the need for her—for her kiss, her laugh, her love. I wanted those days back, when she was the only possible future I saw. In that moment, I didn’t know if I wanted Sabrina, the beautiful, talented woman in front of me, or Brie, the girl I’d lost my heart to at sixteen, and it honestly didn’t matter.

      She was both, and she was neither, all in the same breath.

      “Let’s take five, shall we? Give ourselves a minute and come back with a fresh set of eyes,” the producer suggested.

      A fresh set of eyes. The ability to look at everything from a new perspective, one where maybe Brie wasn’t under the power of her mother, where she didn’t care if I was a rock star, or that she was one, too. The thought of a clean slate where we could see who we were now, and not be tangled up in who we remembered.

      I vaguely heard the room clear, saw that we were alone in my peripheral vision. The rest of me was focused on Brie, on the way her lips parted, how she searched my eyes for the answers to the very questions I was still asking myself.

      My hands cradled her face, the rightness of her skin against my palms sending signals even the most stubborn corners of my heart couldn’t deny. Lost in the ocean of her eyes, I lowered my head slowly, savoring every nuance of the descent. Her eyes closed tightly, her body tensing before I could taste her mouth, and I halted.

      “What are we doing?” she whispered, slowly opening her eyes as she waited for my response.

      “Whatever you want,” I answered, so close to her lips that I could smell her cherry lip balm. Consequences be damned, I want you.

      “We can’t,” she said, stepping back so that my hands fell from her face.

      “Why not?” I asked. “Don’t try to tell me those words weren’t for me, when you sure as hell know that mine were for you.”

      “Nothing’s changed. It would never work. We’d just tear each other apart.” Panic crept into her voice and she retreated until her back hit the piano.

      “You don’t know that,” I countered. “Are you still playing by that childish rule that you can’t be with someone else in the industry? Another musician?  Because I don’t see your mother holding your leash anymore. These choices are on you, now.”

      “I do know that. How would anything work? You’re on tour all the time, surrounded by beautiful women who take off their panties the moment you snap your fingers.”

      “Okay? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Ugh,” she sighed. “Everything. When would we see each other? Would you even consider monogamy? Is that word in your vocabulary anymore?”

      I blinked. “Oh. You thought… No, Brie. I mean the girls wouldn’t have anything to do with us because I wouldn’t touch anyone else. Not if I knew I had you waiting for me.” Shit, I meant it. I wouldn’t go near another woman if I knew I had even the slightest chance of getting my hands on Brie again.

      “You say that now.”

      “I’ve said that always. You’re the one that left, remember? Not me.” I struggled to keep my voice even, knowing I was bringing up the thousand-pound elephant in the room.

      “I know,” she said quietly, her whole body softening.

      “Why? What was it about that night?”

      She tugged her lower lip between her teeth and glanced at the ceiling as her eyes watered. “It was… God, it was stupid. I came to the show, and I was so proud of you, of what you were accomplishing. But then backstage, the girls came, and you were signing shirts, and then skin, all with this dopey grin on your face because you knew you were going to make it. And I realized that it was just going to get worse, and that my jealousy would eat me alive. There would always be someone prettier, better, more accessible, and I just kept hearing my mom’s voice telling me never to love a rock star…and I finally understood why. In that moment, you had the power to destroy me. You’d become the one thing I had sworn I would never play around with, and I ran.”

      “If I had known what it would cost me, I never would have signed a single autograph, or even booked that damn show.”

      “Don’t say that. Don’t second-guess your dreams because I can’t get my head on right. It was never about you. The more time I spent away from you—when I started doing my own shows, and then the therapy—the more I realized that I wasn’t running from you, but my own fear of the inevitability of you shattering me. It was cowardly, and I’m sorry, but at that time, I don’t think there was any other option, and seeing what you’ve become after, maybe I was right.”

      What I’d become—the careless amount of women I’d taken to bed, the drinking, the music, the shows, the overall life…it was her hardline, and I’d danced across it. “You broke me,” I admitted. “Anything I turned into after that was because you weren’t there, so it didn’t matter. But I knew your limits, and I went there anyway, booked the shows, got the deals. And it wasn’t like I chased you, right? You weren’t exactly hard to find.”

      “I know. Maybe there’s just too much pain between us, too much history.”

      “Or maybe we both need to accept that the blame isn’t all one-sided. We were both responsible for what happened, even if I’m just now catching on to that fact.”

      She looked as torn as I felt, her face showing every emotion from disbelief, to hope, to the same fear that raced through my veins. “I didn’t expect this, but here we are, and even after everything it feels the same. I can barely breathe the minute I see you, and my heart feels like it’s going to claw itself out of my chest just to get closer to you.”

      “Brie,” I whispered, and crossed the distance between us.

      “No.” She held out her hand, and I stopped with a lurch. “You can’t just kiss me, and tell me that we’ll live in the now. That would never be enough when it came to us. I’m not easy, or always healthy, and you’re not always available, or…alone. So don’t do this right now. Don’t kiss me because we wrote an amazing song and you’re still high off those emotions—I can’t handle the fallout when you walk away. I’m so sorry I hurt you then, but I’m begging you not to destroy me now because you can’t tell the difference between past and present, or worse—you just want the closure.”

      Shit. Was that it? No. My feelings for her were certain as the sun. They’d been hidden by a veil of anger, but had they ever left? No. But she was asking me to look into the future when I could barely see past what we were doing next week.

      “See? You’re not sure, are you?” Her forehead puckered, and she crossed her arms in front of her chest like she needed support to hold herself together. My hands ached with the physical need to touch her, hold her, reassure her that I was in this for the long haul. “Just remember that you hated me a couple of weeks ago. Think of how it felt to see me standing in the office at Epic, and then tell me you still want to try this.”

      I stood there for a second, torn between what I’d wanted last week and what I wanted now, knowing that she was right. We were still high off the music, and she was…well, she was Brie. Falling back into the routine of needing her was as easy as breathing, but we couldn’t erase the last three and a half years.

      But maybe we could be even better if we gave this a try.

      “Sometimes the beauty is found in the possibility, and that’s what we are, one giant smoking pile of maybe. And perhaps that’s where we should stay before we ruin each other.”

      She turned away and booked it out, leaving me standing in the studio, watching her walk away like always.

      The irony was not lost on me, but this time I wasn’t going to stand idly by while she called all the shots out of what I now knew was fear.  If I wanted her, I had to show her there was nothing to be afraid of.
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      “It’s just a wrap party,” I told Mom as I came down the stairs. As much as I appreciated how beautiful this new house was, I still missed the one I’d grown up in. There was something wrong about the rhythm of my feet hitting these steps, the shape of the banister that didn’t quite feel right in my hands.

      “Well, I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to go,” Mom answered, her arms crossed in front of her as she waited for me near the foyer.

      “Chill, Mom. Everything is great. I’m great. It’s all…great.” I put my hands on her shoulders for emphasis.

      “That dress is killer,” Heather exclaimed, coming in from the kitchen.

      I smoothed my hands over the black velvet top, loving the way the strapless, sweetheart neckline framed my breasts, and did a little shake that made the gold material of the short, layered skirt shimmer. “It’s because I have a fantastic stylist.”

      She did a small curtsy in her hot pink mini-dress. “Why, thank you. And those are some gorgeous flowers.” She motioned to the entry table.

      I gasped on reflex. There was a three-foot tall arrangement of roses and lilies, with every color rose imaginable. My hand trembled as I reached for the card, hoping that it wasn’t just my label sending their thanks for finishing the video.

      
        
        Roses are for love, right?

        White for reverence.

        Yellow for friendship.

        Pink for admiration.

        Orange for desire.

        I picked one of everything because I think that’s what we could be if we gave this a try—everything.

        And you’ve always been that for me.

        ~ Hawthorne.

        

      

      Everything. I felt that delicious burn in my heart, the one that always came when I thought of him, but now it was hotter, more intense. The problem with loving Hawke wasn’t that he could crush me, I already knew that, it was that even after all these years, that fire for him was still there. It had been banked, but with that first sight of him, the oxygen that filled my lungs also brought that fire roaring back to life. If it didn’t work this time, I was afraid there’d be nothing left of me but ash.

      “Who are they from?” Mom asked cautiously.

      “Hawke,” I answered, running my thumb over the curled ends of his letters. This was his handwriting. He hadn’t sent some assistant—he’d done it himself.

      “Ah, well, that just goes with the chocolates, and the new guitar, and the slippers? Though why a young man would give a girl slippers…”

      I laughed. “They’re for his house, in case my feet get cold.” Because I refused to scratch those gorgeous floors with heels.

      “Well, he’s definitely looking for something.”

      “Yeah, he is—me. He’s just being persistent, letting me know that he’s serious.”

      “And this party is at his house tonight?”

      I tucked his card into my matching purse. “It is.”

      Mom sighed. “You’re sure you need to go?”

      Heather rolled her eyes behind Mom and gracefully backed away, sensing the impending battle, no doubt.

      “I thought this was what you wanted? Me being social? I honestly thought you’d be pretty happy. Plus, it’s an industry party, so it can’t be bad for my career, right?”

      Her brow puckered. “I just don’t want you spending more time with Hawthorne Owens than you need to. I saw what happened to you when it ended last time.”

      Usually her no-rockers warning came with a snap, some form of underlying bossiness. But this was a deeper sadness, a kind of lingering fear that had her fingers digging into her own arms.

      “Mom. I left him last time. And I’ve regretted that decision every day since I made it. Yeah, he’s famous now, but so much of him is the same as it was then. I know what you tell me, that they think with their dicks, that they don’t care who they sleep with. That they don’t look back. I know you probably have more experience than I do given that you used to manage bands before I was born. But you have to let me make this decision. If it’s bad, then I’ll have to deal with those repercussions.”

      “What if one of those repercussions is your career? We just got you back, and I don’t want to lose you. You’ve worked so hard to maintain your reputation, and being linked to a guy like Hawke is going to shred it to tatters on the front of every gossip magazine.”

      I kissed her cheek and smiled. “If that’s what happens, then it happens. Madonna isn’t doing too badly with her bad girl reputation, right? Besides, I’m done worrying about what people think of me that way. That’s what got me here in the first place, the constant fear and worries about what everyone thought. No matter what I decide when it comes to Hawke, it’s going to be my choice based on my heart and nothing else.”

      The knock at the door cut off whatever she would have said.

      I crossed the marble entry and opened the front door to see Hawke standing there, another giant bouquet of flowers in his hand. He wore a sport coat with a button-up shirt that was open several buttons at the neck, revealing tips of the hawk wings that tattooed his chest, but the tears in his jeans kept the outfit from being too respectable. He gave me a devil-may-care grin and pushed his Ray Ban sunglasses onto the top of his head.

      “You already gave me flowers,” I said, mirroring his smile. “And they’re gorgeous, by the way, thank you.”

      “These are for your mother,” he answered as I moved aside so he could come in.

      “Hawthorne,” Mom lamented in a disappointed sigh.

      “Mrs. C, it’s good to see you again.” He handed her the giant daisies. “Thank you for letting me take Sabrina out tonight.”

      “Your manners don’t fool me,” she lectured, but smiled slightly as she took the flowers. “But they are appreciated. Now, what are you doing driving? I thought the party was at your house.”

      “Oh, it is. Chad has everything under control. I told him to keep the strippers to the minimum. You know, keep it classy.”

      “Ahh, yes. I’ll go put these in some water.”

      “That was a joke,” he called out.

      “I wish it was,” she sang back.

      She left us alone in the foyer, and my heart rate skyrocketed. I’d seen him just this morning as we finished the video, but we’d been keeping a respectful distance while working, both knowing the chemistry between us would send rumors flying.  Not that I minded the rumors, but it would be nice to figure out what the heck we were doing for ourselves before the public weighed in.

      “Nice digs,” he said, taking in the double curved staircase that flanked each side of the room.

      “It’s a little overbearing, but so is she, so it works.”

      “It’s…” his eyebrows lowered as he searched for an appropriate word.

      “Overdone? Gilded? Ostentatious?”

      “Big. It’s big. Just doesn’t feel much like you.”

      “It’s not, but she sold the old house without asking, like she couldn’t stand to own it another second. She’s happy here.”

      “And you?”

      I shrugged, running my hand along the banister where it looped at the bottom of the staircase. “I’m looking for my own place now that I’m stable. I think I’d like something small, maybe on the beach.”

      “I hear Malibu is nice,” he said, tucking his thumbs into his pockets.

      “Yeah?” My lips twitched upward. “I kind of like it there.”

      We stood in my foyer, smiling at each other like idiots when Mom came back in, Heather on her heels. “Now that’s done,” she said. “Did you want to have a drink, Hawthorne?”

      “No thank you, ma’am. I’m driving the ladies this evening.”

      Test passed.

      “Speaking of which, we should go!” Heather said, grabbing both our purses from the entry table.

      “So soon?” Mom asked, her eyes panicked.

      “I was kind of hoping for a tour of your bedroom, Brie,” Hawke said, flashing his teeth.

      “Yep, leaving now!” I said, taking his hand and pulling him out the front door.

      “I’ll be at your Aunt Celia’s until Monday if you need me!” Mom called out.

      “Have fun!” I called back. She usually did that once a month, and man did I need the space.

      “Thank you, God,” Heather said as we made it to Hawke’s copper Porsche. “She was seriously planning the Spanish Inquisition. Nice to see you, Hawke.”

      “You too, Heather. Are you okay back there?”

      “No problem,” she answered, having already climbed into the backseat and thrown a thumbs-up.

      “Hi,” he said, backing me up until my butt hit the impeccably clean back end.

      “Hi,” I answered, my focus centered on the soft skin of his neck and the incredible way he smelled.

      “I think that might have been even more awkward than when I picked you up for prom.” He invaded my space, heightening all of my senses with his proximity and memories of that night.

      “It was definitely up there.”

      “Tonight? Or prom?”

      “Both.”

      “Yeah, well, I was a fan of how that night ended.” He raised a singular eyebrow and his gaze heated, which sent more than a flash of want through me. I’d spent that night with those eyes above me, watching my every reaction as he’d taken every logical thought from my head except what he was capable of doing to my body and how much he loved me.

      I swallowed, my tongue suddenly thick in my mouth. “Well, that’s not how tonight is ending.”

      He nodded, none of the playfulness leaving. “Noted.”

      “Maybe we could, oh, I don’t know, go to the party?” Heather called out from the car.

      “Let’s go. I’m dying to show you off.” He picked up my hand and turned it over to press a hot kiss against the delicate skin of my wrist. “You’re just as sweet as I remember.”

      “Funny,” I teased. “I figured you’d have a hard time remembering me after all the girls who came after.”

      “Oooh, and maybe a little sour, too,” he laughed, pressing a kiss to my palm.

      “Bite me.”

      “Anytime, any place, anywhere on your body.”

      “Let’s go before I change my mind. I hear there might be hot rockers at this party.”

      “Yeah, but I hear the hottest one is already taken.”

      My heart stuttered, then pounded. “Oh yeah? Does Chad have a girlfriend?”

      “Sour, indeed,” he said, shaking his head and heading for the passenger side to open my door.

      “I heard Danny might be single,” I jested as I took my seat.

      His mouth dropped open and he scoffed as he shut my door.

      “You’re horrible,” Heather laughed.

      “Hey, I said I’d think about a relationship with him, not that I’d make it easy. It’s a hard choice.”

      “Trust me, you’re anything but easy, and it’s plenty hard over here,” Hawke said as he slid behind the wheel, turning on the stereo as we left.

      ‘Against All Odds’ started, the opening notes making my stomach tighten. God, this song reminded me of him, and it was everywhere right now.

      “Have you seen this movie yet?” Heather asked.

      “Nope,” he answered, shifting the gears on the sports car with an expert hand. “It’s about a guy who’s madly in love with a girl who can’t break free from her mother’s expectations.”

      “Right?” Heather responded, waiting for him to continue.

      “Well, I like to break out of my reality for movies. But I do love the song.” He turned it up, pushed the car into a higher gear and we sped off toward Malibu, serenaded by Phil Collins begging his love to come back to him.

      He means me. And he was right. I’d let Mom’s opinion, her expertise in the music industry completely control my actions when I left Hawke. Then I let her force me back in to music before I was ready.

      I watched Hawke concentrate on the road, his finger drumming the beat of the music on the gearshift. What would we have turned into if I’d stayed in L.A. instead of going to Julliard? If we’d stayed a couple when I went to New York City? Would I have been strong enough with his support to tell Mom no when the label came calling again?

      But would I trade any of this? No, it wasn’t what I had planned, but it was a dream life, and sitting next to Hawke again felt full circle. I felt whole for the first time in years, and more than content…I was happy.

      Which scared the shit out of me.

      Contentment was level, manageable, predictable. Happiness… that was great, until it was lost. Then all bets were off.

      The song switched, and the mood lightened, and I tried to relax as we rode to the party. I mentally went over answers to usual questions that were asked in conversations, thought about follow-ups, and generally tried to prepare to embarrass myself in some way, shape, or form. Besides, it was at Hawke’s house. I could run away to the studio in the basement if it got to be too much.

      Hawke reached over the console and took my hand, rubbing small circles with his thumb against my palm, and my overactive brain quieted, just like always.

      It was nice to know that affect hadn’t changed.

      The party was in full swing by the time we pulled up. “Sorry about your hardwood,” I apologized as we walked into the house and saw all the women in heels.

      And there were a lot of women. There were a lot of people, period. Every available space in Hawke’s house was filled with people, either party-goers, or wait staff.

      “I never mind your scratch marks,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh my God, is that Cyndi Lauper?” Heather gripped my arm.

      “Yeah, she’s a friend of Chad’s. Want me to introduce you?”

      She nodded slowly, transfixed on Cyndi. “I might love you forever.”

      That started the pattern for the rest of the evening, with Hawke introducing me to not just the A-list at the party that I didn’t already know, but almost everyone in attendance. He never once left my side, and like he had some kind of wig-out radar, whenever I felt the anxiety start to swirl, he placed a hand on my lower back or pulled me against him.

      It wasn’t just a comfort measure, but a primal display of possession, and while part of me wanted to remind him that we hadn’t declared our relationship status, the other part of me wanted to purr in satisfaction that he wanted to publically stake a claim.

      “You okay?” he asked when we found a rare quiet moment.

      “I actually am,” I said, squeezing his hand lightly.

      “Good, because the bonfire is about to start, and things may get a little wild.”

      “I wondered when the actual Birds of Prey were going to come out. This was really nice, but a little tame for what I expected.” Did he have to be so incredibly good-looking? Being at his side all evening, pressed up against him, touching him had my nerves firing on all cylinders.

      “Well, allow me to take you to the real party,” he said, cupping my face. His eyes dropped to my lips, and they parted, my body already begging for the kiss my mind wasn’t sure my heart could take.

      As if he sensed my hesitancy, Hawke pulled away, then led me outside, my hand in his.

      “Wow,” I said as we walked out onto his deck, the sun setting into the Pacific. The colors in the sky were indescribable, tangerine and red weaving into the softest tapestry.

      “Yeah, it’s one of my favorite parts of the house.”

      “I can see why.”

      The fire was already going on the beach, people surrounding it in various states of undress. Ties were tossed, coats abandoned, swimsuits favored over dresses. “I didn’t bring a suit,” I said.

      “We could always skinny dip,” Hawke said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “Ditch the shoes.”

      I took off the gold pumps and Hawke backed into me, pulling my arms over his shoulders. “Hop on,” he ordered.

      With a laugh, I jumped and he caught me under my butt, carrying me across the sand. “I can’t remember the last time you piggybacked me.”

      “Junior year, after you sprained your ankle on the set of Hello Dolly.”

      “Ooh, yeah. That was brutal,” I said, resting my chin on his shoulder. There was a makeshift volleyball net up, and some of the girls were playing in bikinis, joking when their tops slipped.

      This was his normal life. Parties on the beach, rock stars by the fire, girls with boobs bigger than their brains ready to jump him on a moment’s notice. If we did this, could I fit in here? Would I be able to trust that he’d keep his hands to himself on tour? Did he even want that for us? Maybe he was just interested in a fling while we promoted ‘Requiem.’ Maybe I was jumping to all the wrong conclusions.

      Maybe sucked.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked nearing the fire. “You went all tense.” He turned his face toward mine and I retreated. “Brie?”

      “Your life, the people, the girls…” An ugly thought popped into my head and flew out of my mouth before I could stop it. “How many of them have you slept with?”

      He went still beneath me and muttered a curse.

      “It’s okay. Forget I asked.” But could I forget? While I’d been struggling to hold myself together, he’d been at the veritable buffet that came with being…well, him.

      He turned abruptly, walking back to the house. I guess I’d asked the one no-go question here. Panic crept up my spine until words caught in my throat, incapable of passing the huge lump forming there. I’d just screwed up our night with a stupid question.

      Instead of taking me up the stairs, he pulled me behind one of the stilt-supports for the house, isolating us from the crowd.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      He slid me off his back and then pulled me in front of him. “Don’t be sorry. You can ask me anything. There’s never a wrong question between us, and you know that. Stop treating me like I’m everyone else.”

      “Okay,” I said. Why was he so tense? So mad?

      “I’ve slept with some of them,” he admitted.

      I ducked my head, trying not to let that hurt. It’s not like we were together. “Okay.”

      “I can’t tell you how many. More than I’d like to admit, but probably less than what you’re thinking.”

      “Okay.”

      “Jesus, could you say something else?” He tilted my chin and I met his eyes.

      “I don’t know what else to say. There’s only been one other person for me since you, and it wasn’t…you know…something to write home about. You were my first—”

      “And you were mine,” he said gently.

      “And now we’re not exactly on a level playing field.” How could I even be thinking of a fling, or a relationship, or anything with him? How could I hope to keep up on the same level as those girls? “It’s a little scary to think about your numbers now.”

      He took my face in his hands and leaned in until he was all I could see, all I could feel, and smell. How easily he consumed me with a simple touch. “There have been too many women. Too many meaningless encounters. Too many faces. But there’s only been one name in my mouth, and it’s always been yours. Only yours.”

      His mouth met mine without preamble, and before I could protest, I was lost to the feel of his lips on mine.

      It was so familiar, yet new. When his tongue stroked the seam of my lips, I opened for him, and reveled in his groan as he sank into the kiss. I found the support beam against my back as he pressed against me, our bodies aligning with the fit I’d always remembered as perfect.

      It was still just as exquisite.

      His hand stroked down the side of my body, a path of fire igniting in his wake until he gripped one of my hips, pulling me even closer to him. With the other, he tilted my head for a deeper assault, exploring the recesses of my mouth, lingering like he didn’t already know every part of me.

      It was the best second first kiss in the history of kisses.

      I arched, pushing my breasts against his chest, and looped my arms around his neck. Then I kissed him back with every ounce of passion I’d missed these last three years. I kissed him the way I’d fantasized about since I walked out, with tiny nips and fuller, lingering caresses. When that wasn’t enough, I sucked his tongue back into my mouth and reveled in his groan of surrender.

      He still wanted me, and that knowledge was more intoxicating than any alcohol, more high-inducing than any drug.

      His hand shifted, running under my dress until he met bare skin where my garters attached to my stockings. “Holy shit, Brie. You’re going to be the death of me.”

      He squeezed my bare thigh, and I lifted my leg, semi-wrapping it around his hip.

      I’d almost forgotten how powerful it was to kiss Hawke, how it consumed every sense, every thought, until I was just a jumble of feelings and need. It was never just a kiss, it was a full-body experience that blocked out the rest of the world.

      A moan escaped my lips as his set to my neck, and my head rolled back against the beam. He hit the spot right above my collarbone and I whimpered.

      “I love that sound,” he murmured, then gently sucked that patch of skin so he could hear it again.

      “Hey guys—whoa!” Chad’s voice penetrated my haze of desire.

      “Go the fuck away,” Hawke said, moving so I was covered from Chad’s gaze.

      “Yeah, well, I would—I mean, good for you guys, and it’s about damn time—but Oscar Oswald is here and he’s asking for us.”

      I pushed gently against Hawke’s chest. If Oscar Oswald was here, it could mean huge things for their career. He was the biggest name going in rock. “You need to see what he wants.”

      “I want you,” he whispered, sending chills down my body that transformed to liquid heat between my thighs.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

      “Tell him I’ll be up in a second,” Hawke told Chad without looking away from me.

      “He actually wants her, too.”

      Hawke’s head snapped toward Chad. “Okay, well, then we’ll be up in a second.”

      Chad left, and Hawke turned back to me.

      “What do you think he wants?” I asked, my fingers lazily pulling through his hair.

      “No clue. We’ll get there when we get there.”

      “This is your career,” I reminded him.

      “I’ve waited over three years to get you in my arms again, and I want to make sure you’re not going to run off the minute I let you go.”

      “So you’re thinking of pinning me to the support beams all night?”

      “I’d chain you here if I thought it would keep you in my life.”

      I laughed. “That might be a little extreme.”

      “I never thought I’d get you here.” He brushed his lips over mine. “I never dreamed I’d be able to kiss you again. If I had known, I would have done so many things differently.”

      “Don’t,” I said, reaching up and kissing him. “We’re not looking back. If we do this, we only look forward. If you want to do this, that is. I don’t want to assume.”

      “Assume away,” he said, his grin lighting up my heart. “I want you. I want this, and I will take any part of you that you’re willing to give. I heard what you said last week. I’m not ignoring it. Yeah, it’s going to be tough. We’ll both have tours, careers, obligations. But I can promise that you’ll be my first priority, and that you’ll be the only woman in my life. I know you’re freaked out about the groupies, and the tours, but I’ve lost you once, and if you give this a chance, there’s no chance I’m fucking it up. It’s going to be hard to work out logistics, but it can’t be any harder on us than it has been to stay apart.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “And I think if we’re calling each other every night, and we’re making sure we spend time together at home, that we can make it work.”

      “Okay,” I repeated, my smile growing. He’d really thought this through.

      “And we can talk to our tour managers, maybe see where we can play the same cities within days of each other so we can sneak in some time on the road.”

      “Hawthorne, I said okay,” I laughed. “You can stop selling me, because I’m ready to buy.”

      “Yes?” he asked, his eyes widening. In that moment, he didn’t look like the rock star he’d become, the world-famous guitarist. No, he was just my Hawthorne, the same boy who’d taught me to string a guitar, who’d kissed me for the first time to calm me before I performed in high school.

      “Yes. We’ll do this.”

      “And you don’t care about the tabloids? Or do you want to keep it quiet?”

      “I think we have to go public, but we need to tell the label first. I’m not sure I can stand watching those girls throw themselves at you without being able to stake my claim.”

      “Baby, you can stake me in any way you choose.”

      “Could you do it up here, though? Because seriously—Oscar Oswald!” Chad called from the stairs, obviously within hearing distance.

      “Remind me to cock block you in the next three cities,” Hawke snapped back. “Ready?”

      “As ever,” I answered before he swept me into his arms.

      He held me high against his chest as he walked across the sand. The bonfire played with the lines and shadows of his face, and I watched the show in rapt adoration. I could stare at him forever.

      Just before we reached the stairs, in full view of everyone, he bent toward my face. “You sure about this?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything,” I answered, leaning up and kissing him.

      He immediately deepened the kiss, holding me tighter, taking my mouth in the same way I longed for him to take my body, with full luscious strokes and complete concentration.

      Once I was utterly lost to the kiss, he lifted his head with one more kiss. “Let’s see what Oscar Oswald wants, shall we?”

      “Let’s,” I said as he carried me up the stairs, not even winded by my weight. Truthfully, I was curious, but nothing held my attention like Hawke, and now that I had the right to touch him, I just wanted this conversation over so I could go back to the touching.

      Having left my shoes under the house, I walked barefoot into Hawke’s music room, following Chad.

      Oscar sat on the couch, the very picture of a rock god. He had a girl under each shoulder who was easily my age, even though he had to be at least twenty-five years older. His long blonde hair was in a wild I-don’t-care disarray, and his clothes were expensive, but torn in just the right places to look reckless.

      “You look familiar,” he said, peering at me over his sunglasses with piercing blue eyes.

      “She’s Sabrina Caroline,” Hawke answered easily, but took my hand in his.

      Territorial Hawke was pretty sexy.

      “Of course, and you’re Hawke Owens.”

      “I am,” Hawke answered. “I’m honored to have you in my house. What can we do for you?”

      Oscar motioned to the piano bench that faced the couch, and Hawke and I sat, his arm wrapped around me. A quick glance around the room told me all of the Birds of Prey were here, as well as a couple other guys.

      “You know we’re on the same label, right?” Oscar asked.

      “Epic,” I supplied.

      He nodded. “Eric Scott played me that little song you guys are releasing next week. ‘Requiem?’”

      “Yeah?” Hawke asked. “Sabrina and I wrote it.”

      “That’s what he told me,” Oscar pointed to Chad. “He said that’s your baby. I like it, it’s damn good.”

      “Thank you,” we both said, and Hawke’s grip tightened on me nervously.

      “I’d like to make you an offer,” Oscar said, dropping his arms from the girls and leaning forward.

      “It’s not for sale,” Hawke countered.

      He was right. That was our song in so many ways, and the idea of selling it made my stomach turn.

      Oscar laughed. “No, I don’t want to buy it. It’s not exactly my brand. But I’m playing Madison Square Garden tomorrow night to a sold-out crowd. How would you like to test it out as an opening act?”

      Sweet mercy. Madison Square Garden. Sold out. Crowds, fans, people backstage. Was I ready?

      The Birds of Prey all let out sounds of disbelief and excitement.

      “Sabrina?” Hawke asked like he could read my mind.

      Could I do that? Get back on stage and sing?

      “You won’t be alone,” he whispered in my ear. “I’ll be with you the whole way, and if this is too much, we’ll say no and walk.”

      “But this is your career,” I repeated my same line from earlier, knowing while this would be great exposure for me, it was needed exposure for Birds of Prey.

      “I already said that you’re my first priority and I meant it. If you’re not ready to get back on stage, then we won’t do it.”

      I thought of the way his touch calmed me in the crowd, on how I’d just sat down with one of the most powerful musicians in the industry without cracking a sweat, all because Hawke was by my side.

      “Okay. Let’s do it.”
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      The crowd was massive, the roar reaching backstage and rumbling in my bones. Danny drummed lightly the arm of the couch, rocking back and forth with the rhythm.

      Chad checked himself out in the mirror for the hundredth time, making sure his eyeliner was right.

      I’d gotten mine on without jabbing myself in the eye, but I drew the line at the amount of makeup Chad had on his face. He could be the fashionable sex symbol all he wanted. I’d be the broody guitarist as always, and now I didn’t care what the hell anyone thought anyway. I had Brie.

      I felt the corners of my mouth tug upward as I thought that again.  I have Brie.

      A month ago, we’d been in Europe, playing sold-out stadiums, drinking ourselves into oblivion, and I’d been anything but picky about the girls in my bed.

      A month ago seemed like a lifetime away.

      “I’m going to check on Brie,” I told the guys.

      “Be quick, we’re on in twenty,” Chad reminded me, moving his face to make sure he’d covered every angle.

      I nodded my assent and left, thankful that the security here was good and kept the girls off the dressing room door. Sure, some of them would make it through, but I didn’t have time to wade through the girls who wanted me for my guitar—not now that I had one who wanted me for my soul.

      I knocked on her dressing room door, and Heather answered. “She’s not ready—oh, hey, Hawke. I’m really glad to see you.”

      She opened the door and I slid inside. “Hey, baby…” my voice trailed off.

      Brie sat in front of her vanity, her hair and makeup perfect, and that bright pink dress hugging her body like a wet dream, but her eyes were vacant. Even when she looked up at me, she was a million miles away.

      “Heather, give us a while?” I asked.

      “No problem,” she answered, closing the door behind her.

      I turned Brie’s chair and knelt before her. “Hey baby, come back.”

      Her eyes found their way to mine on a sort of delay. “I can hear them from here. There’s eighteen thousand of them out there.”

      “Yeah, it’s a full house. Did you take your medication, Brie?”

      She nodded, then cringed. “I can’t even do a show without meds. What does that say?”

      “That you have a condition you need medication for. There’s nothing wrong with it, or you. If you had a headache, you’d take aspirin. If you were diabetic, you’d have insulin. This is no different.”

      “It is.”

      “Only because you let it be.” I took her face in my hands. “You live an extraordinary life that would be hard on anyone, let alone someone with your condition. You kick its’ ass every single day, and today will be no different.”

      “And I called my mother after we landed. I got the machine, but I left a message. I can’t believe I flew across the country for a show without telling her.” She tried to change the subject.

      “It’s just one song, Brie. One song that I know you love. Your mother isn’t going to care.”

      “What if I fall again?” her voice dropped to a whisper.

      “I’ll catch you,” I promised, my thumbs lightly stroking her cheekbones.

      She met my eyes, a spark coming to life. “What if I forget the words?”

      “You pulled those out of your soul, there’s no chance that will happen. But if hell freezes over and it does, then I will help you remember. I’ll only be a couple of feet away from you the entire time. You are not alone, and this is not all on you. We are in this together.”

      She nodded, coming back into herself. “I’m sorry I’m a pain in the butt.”

      “I love you just the way you are, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Her eyes widened, and I smiled despite my slip. For fuck’s sake, I was a renowned songwriter who could drop the panties of almost any girl with a song, and I’d just blurted out the three most important words in the English language without any finesse.

      “You love me?” she asked.

      “Every day of my life since I was sixteen,” I answered, leaning up to seal that truth with a kiss. “I never stopped. No matter what happened, it’s always been you. I’ve never loved anyone else because there was never any room in my heart—you already owned the space.”

      “I love you, too,” she said, tears swimming in her eyes. “I never should have left you. We could have been happy this whole time.”

      “Shhh,” I whispered, kissing her again. “Only look forward, remember?” But would we have been happy back then? Would I have slowly ripped her apart, not realizing it? Was falling apart when we were kids the only way to come back together now that we were older? Now that I actually understood what was at risk?

      “Forward.” She nodded, wiping away a tear and slightly smearing her makeup.

      The panic started to invade her eyes again, and I knew I had to do something to get her to relax, to give her mind a chance to overrule her body.

      Or maybe just give her body the reason to let go.

      “Do you remember right before the showcase when you were sixteen?” I asked her.

      “You saw me shaking, and you kissed me, distracted me right up until I had to go on.”

      “You tasted so sweet, Brie, like the promise of everything I wanted, everything I knew I needed to survive.” I sank to my knees in front of her. “I think we should do a little reenactment, but let’s be honest, we’re not kids anymore.” I pulled her knees apart and she gasped.

      “Lift your hips,” I ordered, and she complied, her lips parted and her eyes wide.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Kissing you,” I answered, sliding her sinfully hot dress over her perfectly curved hips. Gripping her ass, I pulled her forward until she balanced on the edge of the chair. Without another word, I pushed her knees apart, slid her panties to the side, and set my mouth on her.

      She gasped, her hips bucking into my mouth, and I gripped her thighs to keep her still. Had she always tasted this sweet? Been this wet? Screw the show, I was going to live here.

      “Hawke,” she moaned, her fingers digging into my already messed up hair. “We can’t do…that feels amazing.”

      “We can,” I said against her pink flesh. “Now shut up and let me take care of you.”

      Her grip lightened, and her eyes closed as I ran my tongue through her. I used every ounce of expertise I had to lick and suck her into a writhing siren, and when her head began to thrash—when she begged me in little whimpers never to stop—I kept going.

      I ignored the throbbing in my dick, the overwhelming need to slide inside her, and concentrated on the staccato beats of her breath, the arching of her graceful back.

      Just as I knew she was about to tumble over, I sucked her clit into my mouth, then pressed hard on it with my tongue and she came apart. My name had never sounded so good inside any venue as it did coming out of her mouth on a breathy cry.

      I put her panties back in place and kissed my way down her thigh, closing them as I sat back and looked at the flushed masterpiece I’d wrought. She was utterly magnificent, her dress around her waist, her eyes heavy with satisfaction.

      She was worth every moment of discomfort I was about to have with a giant hard-on in my pants.

      My hands sliding up her legs, I rose and kissed her glossed lips. “You taste like heaven.”

      “You,” she whispered, her fingers playing with my buckle.

      “No,” I said, grasping both her wrists in my hand. “That was for you. Thank you for trusting me.”

      “But you have to go on stage, and you’re…” she gestured toward my pants as she stood, shimmying her dress back down her supple thighs.

      “Hard as hell?” I forced a laugh and rearranged my dick so it wouldn’t be quite as noticeable.

      She looked in the mirror. “And I look like I just…”

      “Came on my mouth?” I suggested.

      She arched an eyebrow, but didn’t back down. “Yes.”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist and brought her against my chest, bare except for the open leather jacket. “I have no problem with the world knowing that I get on my knees for you. I’m the envy of every man on the planet.”

      Her lips parted and it was all I could do to not lift up her dress, put her ass on that vanity and take what she was offering. But the first time I got inside Brie again wasn’t going to be some rushed quickie in a dressing room. She wasn’t a goddamned groupie.

      There was a pounding at the door. “Hawke! We gotta go.”

      I kissed Brie softly, lingering on her bottom lip. “I’ll be there with you on stage. Just keep your eyes on me until you walk out, and take whatever you need from me while you’re up there. If it’s too much, just take my hand, and I’ll get you offstage. This isn’t Chicago, and I have your back. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “We have three songs before ‘Requiem,’ and then it’s up to you and Chad to show the world what you’re capable of.”

      “I wish it was you,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, me too, but that whole lead-singer thing is your department, not mine. Now kiss me for good luck.”

      Her arms wound around my neck and she kissed me like it was the last time she’d get the chance. Our tongues danced, mixing the taste of her and me, and that throbbing started right up again. “Shit, I have to go,” I said when Chad pounded again.

      “I love you,” she said, and backed away so I could get to the door.

      “Don’t forget it,” I said with a grin and headed out.

      Single-file, we walked through the halls to the stage, people touching us as we walked by. Everything faded out the closer we got to the curtain, and the music took over.

      One of the groupies rushed ahead and kissed Chad full on the mouth, and he simply kissed her back, whispered something in her ear and sent her packing with a pat on the ass.

      That was the shit that would upset Brie if it happened to me—when it inevitably happened. Shit, she had lines and rules, and I had no problem obeying them. I couldn’t even think of some random chick crawling up on me, not while I had Brie to come home to, but I had to make that clear, had to make sure that fuck-ups could never happen.

      In this life fuck-ups always happened.

      “Ready?” Danny asked.

      “Let’s roll,” I said.

      Chad nodded. “This is the big time, boys. Let’s enjoy it.”

      We ran onto the stage and the audience burst into thunderous applause.  A roadie handed me Lily, and I slid her strap over my neck. Holy shit, we were actually playing a sold-out crowd at Madison Square Garden. The tiny garage band that had formed against all odds at a performing arts high school had actually made it, and knowing that Brie was finally with me again made it so perfect I could have roared.

      We ripped into the first song of the set, and I lost myself in the music, becoming one with Lily, stroking her neck and caressing her strings. This was what it was all about. Not the fame, the girls, the money…it was about the roar of the crowd, the music that drove us to the place where nothing else mattered. The woman who inspired it all.

      And in two more songs, we’d find out what she was made of.
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      He was incredible, there was no other word to describe the way he played, absorbed in the music. His fingers flew through the solo, his melody cutting through the noise of the crowd and wrapping itself around my heart.

      As the song ended, the crowd erupted, screaming for them—screaming for Hawke. He was every fantasy come to life, a rock-n-roll god preaching to his subjects, and their voices rose with Chad’s a sweet communion of music and bliss. Hawke bent over Lily as the next song came on, rocking with the beat, lifting his head with a grin that transformed him from the broody guitarist to the delicious slice of sex that he was.

      And he was mine.

      As if on cue, he looked over at me off stage and winked, then sank into another solo. He’d always been talented in school, but even as blinded by love as I’d been, I’d never imagined that he’d be this good, this dedicated, this phenomenal.

      The genuine passion he displayed with that guitar made me feel like a phony, like a puppet that had her words stuffed in her mouth and told to dance.

      But ‘Requiem’… that was different. Those were our words, our hurt, our souls. ‘Requiem’ was me cutting the strings and standing on my own.

      The crowd burst into applause again and again until it was time to go on. My heart started to pound, a clammy sweat making my palms slippery when Heather handed me the mic.

      “You’ve got this,” she promised. “This is your music. Just focus on that.”

      I concentrated on evening out my breathing, centering myself inward, and when that didn’t work, I thought about Hawke.

      “Ladies and gents!” Chad called out. “We’re so glad you let us crash this party! We’re the Birds of Prey! That’s Danny ‘the Vulture’ Castle on drums, Len ‘the Dove’ Richards on bass—”

      “You know that’s not a bird of prey, right, Len?” Hawke said into the mic.

      “Shut the fuck up, doves are majestic,” Len answered, and the crowd went wild.

      “I’m Chad Ravens, and this fucker is the one and only Hawke Owens.”

      Hawke let a chord rip, and the audience lost it again. “So we have a surprise guest for you, New York,” he said, locking eyes with me offstage. “She’s just as sweet as she is gorgeous, and she’s lending us those incredible pipes for a little duet. Do you guys want to be the first to hear it?”

      The roar rose to an almost deafening level, and I checked the mic in my ear. We were still good. My heart sped like a galloping horse.

      “Then here she is, Sabrina Caroline!” Chad called out.

      I’d thought the crowd couldn’t get any louder—I was wrong.

      With shaky legs, I walked on stage and flashed my smile, waving at the massive crowd. So many. There were so many of them. All waiting to judge this song, and by association, the love I had for Hawke.

      “You okay?” Chad asked quietly, hugging me close.

      I couldn’t swallow past the lump in my throat, couldn’t speak. I wanted to be okay. There was nothing to be scared of really. I’d already fallen off a stage once, how much worse could it be?

      But my body wouldn’t listen, and I trembled in Chad’s arms.

      “Hawke,” he called behind me.

      The lights swirled, bright and almost invasive despite their familiarity. I felt Hawke’s embrace, caught his scent, and as his hands smoothed down my back, the lump dissipated. He’d never let anything happen to me. “Just look at me. Only me,” he whispered before pulling away.

      “You know, Sabrina,” he said into his mic. “You’re hotter than sin, but I just think you might not be dressed right for this kind of concert.”

      I looked down at the skin-tight dress Heather had put me into. “Well, I’m not sure there’s much more I could remove.”

      “Nawh, you’re just missing something…I know.” He handed Chad his mic and took off his leather jacket. “Yeah, if you’re going to rock out, you have to look the part,” he said with a grin.

      The girls went wild at his bare, carved chest, the tattoo of the Hawk standing out in stark relief against the tan expanse of smooth skin. He gave me a smile and licked his lower lip, which only brought up the image of him on his knees before me, his head between my thighs, and that tongue…God, that tongue. Great, first I couldn’t speak, and now I can’t think.

      I slipped my arms inside his jacket and wrapped myself in leather and his scent. Maybe it was the heaviness of the jacket, or the subliminal reminder that I was Hawke’s, but my throat cleared, my lungs open, and my heart steadied its rhythm.

      “I think it might look better on me than it does on you,” I said into the mic, and the guys cheered. “But I’m not arguing with what you’re wearing, either,” and the girls joined in. I turned back to the crowd as Hawke brought his guitar over to where I stood next to Chad. “What do you say, New York City? Can we play you a song?”

      The approval of the crowd warmed me where I’d been cold, and as the opening of ‘Requiem’ sounded, Hawke made sure to flank me on one side, close enough, that if I wanted to touch him, I could.

      Chad and I took to the mics and sang our hearts out. It wasn’t the same feeling as when I’d sang it with Hawke, but the crowd didn’t know that. We hit the highs, lingered at the lows, and brought down the house.

      The rumbling I felt vibrating through me was the sound of the crowd, screaming out their love for ‘Requiem.’

      I looked up into those green eyes, and all I could think of was my love for the man I’d written it with…the man I’d written it for.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hawke ushered me past the paparazzi that nearly blocked our way to the stretch limo that waited at Madison Square Garden.

      The band filed in after us, then Oscar and a few of the girls who followed him. Hawke wrapped his arm around my waist and tucked me into his side as more women giggled their way into the limo, taking whatever seat was available or lap not occupied.

      “Is it always like this?” I asked, my lips against Hawke’s ear.

      “Sometimes worse,” he answered, brushing his lips against my forehead.

      I looked around the limo that was packed like a sardine can. Thank God Heather had wanted to visit some extended family. “How could it be worse?”

      “They all still have their clothes on,” he answered easily.

      “Oh.” From the look of the blonde with her hand going up Oscar’s shirt, that wasn’t going to last long.

      Even though Hawke and I worked in the same industry, his world was galaxies away from mine. I giggled.

      “What?” he asked, his voice low as he squeezed my hip.

      “I was just thinking that things like this little orgy-in-the-making don’t happen to me, and how different my life would look with guy-groupies.”

      “I’ll be your groupie,” he growled. “I will spend hours worshipping at the altar of Sabrina Caroline, seeing to your every need, granting your every desire.” The promise in his voice hit low in my belly.

      “Hawke?” Chad called out, offering a bottle.

      Hawke shook his head. “Not tonight.”

      “Not drinking?” I asked.

      “I want to be sober the first time I slide inside you,” he whispered, pulling my earlobe gently with his teeth.

      Heat washed over me. “And you think that’s going to happen tonight?” I asked.

      “I’m not taking any chances,” he answered.

      He was practically dripping sexual need, and though my body responded to his call, I couldn’t help but notice that the entire limo felt that way, and this was normal in his world. Finish a show. Get laid.

      “And if I said no?” I asked playfully, but the tremble in my voice caught his attention. Would he find someone else? Go back to his routine? What about the shows when I wasn’t around?

      “Then I’ll pray you’ll just let me hold you tonight. The rest of this,” he motioned to the rest of the limo, where there were more than a few hot and heavy open-mouthed kisses going on, “doesn’t matter. Not to me.”

      The limo stopped at the hotel, and we all climbed out, walking into gilded luxury as the doorman led us into the Waldorf.

      “Hey now, we’re at the Waldorf,” Oscar reminded one of the girls, smacking her butt loudly. “Save that talk for upstairs. Then I’ll have plenty of use for that mouth.”

      What. A. Pig.

      The staff was courteous, but their smiles were tight as our obnoxious party headed for the elevators.

      “Could we have some champagne sent up?” Oscar asked a random staff member. “The good stuff.”

      “Absolutely, Mr. Oswald.”

      Oscar and the band crowded into one elevator, the women laughing as they were squeezed in. “Come on in, Hawke, there’s room for you and your tidbit,” Oscar called out.

      Tidbit? My mouth dropped open.

      “We’ll take the next one. Catch you guys later.”

      The doors shut and I shook my head. “Gag me, please.”

      “Yeah, he’s a little tough to take, but the guy is a legend.”

      I pulled his leather jacket tighter around me, thankful that he’d put on a shirt before we left. The last thing I wanted was any of those other girls ogling him, not that they already hadn’t. Hell, some of them had probably already had him.

      “Do you mind if I skip out on the after party? I’m kind of peopled out.”

      “Not in the least,” he said as our elevator opened. We walked in, and Hawke punched in the floor with our rooms.

      As soon as the door closed, he had me pressed against the back of the elevator, hard and heavy against me. I groaned as his tongue swept inside my mouth at the same moment his hands framed my face. Despite the orgasm he’d given me earlier, my body cranked to life, that low-level hum spreading through my core.

      “I’d much rather stay in with you,” he said with another kiss.

      It was too soon, too much, too wild, but it was also Hawke, my Hawthorne, and nothing had ever felt so right as his lips on mine. “I want you,” I said as he kissed my neck.

      “Feeling is more than mutual,” he answered.

      We kissed our way down the hallway, uncaring who walked down the hall behind us, or who we accidentally bumped into. Once we reached Hawke’s room, he fumbled with the key, but got the door open despite doing my best to distract him.

      Once the door slammed behind me, I found my back against it, Hawke’s mouth hot and insistent on mine. The kiss was openly carnal, blatantly sexual, and I took everything he gave, rubbing my tongue against his, raising my leg to wrap around his hip.

      “Fuck,” he groaned in my ear, running his hand up the back of my thigh to cup my butt. “You feel incredible.”

      With his other hand, he drew the neckline of my dress down until one of my breasts popped free. “Perfection,” he whispered before closing his lips over the tight bud.

      My back arched off the door when he sucked at my nipple, my fingers tunneling through his thick hair to hold him to me. His tongue laved, tortured, adored me, and I was already rocking back into him by the time he lifted his head.  I dropped my arms and his jacket, and backed him toward the bed. As he sat on the king-sized monstrosity, I climbed onto him, straddling his lap.

      “Tell me what you want,” I said. He’d had more lovers than I even wanted to think about, and I wanted to make sure this time stood out to him—that I wouldn’t fade into the faceless horde

      “You. I want anything you’re going to do,” he answered, then kissed me. He let me control the kiss, taking him deeper, then retreating, waiting for him to pull me back to him in frustration. I drove him mad with my lips and hands, slipping under his shirt to run the ridged lines of his abs. He broke our kiss, and removed his shirt, then brought me back to his mouth.

      His skin was hot, so very smooth, and not enough. I wanted it all, needed to feel him against me with nothing between us. “The dress,” I ordered, and he obliged, tugging the zipper down in the back.

      I stood, and slowly peeled the dress down, leaving me in my underwear and heels.

      His hands fisted in the covers. “You are fucking perfect.” He reached for me but I shook my head and stepped back.

      His eyes widened, heated to nearly molten as I stripped away the strapless bra, freeing my breasts. “Brie,” he begged.

      “Not yet,” I said. The way he looked at me—like I was something he’d die without consuming—was just as much of a turn on as his hands, his mouth. I reveled in the simple power of revealing myself to him in my own time, under my own control.

      I wiggled my panties off my hips and then slid them down my legs. It took every ounce of my self-control not to cover myself, but the way he almost lunged forward was worth it. “You’re killing me.”

      I simply smiled, and stepped out of my heels one at a time. The instant my bare feet hit the floor, I felt human, no longer the woman that eighteen thousand fans had been screaming for, not Sabrina, but just Brie.

      Just Hawthorne’s Brie.

      “Now,” I said.

      Before I could move, he was on me, his mouth finding mine as his hands lifted me by my ass. “I’ve waited forever for this,” he said, and laid me down on the covers.

      A few quick movements, and he was naked, each line of his body chiseled and strong, each muscle defined with a purpose. He crawled across me, and the contact between us set me on fire.

      Skin against skin, he lowered himself until his weight settled over me, anchoring me to the bed.  Then he kissed me, first taking my mouth with masterful strokes of his tongue, then moving down my neck to my collarbone and finally my breasts.

      I lifted my knees so he lay in the cradle of my hips, finally feeling him at my entrance where I desperately wanted him. I rocked my hips against his, but he pulled back with a throaty laugh. “Oh no, not yet.”

      His hand slid between us, and I cried out when he brushed against my sensitive flesh. “Hawke!”

      “God, yes. Just like that,” he said, as he started a rhythm, stroking me, rolling my clit between his fingers and then pressing lightly on it.

      Tension coiled deep in my belly, locking my muscles as they strained, seeking out the pleasure I knew he could give.

      “Sweet, sweet heaven,” he murmured, rising up to kiss me as he thrust first one finger, then two inside me, his tongue plunging at the same rhythm as he made love to me with his hands and his words.

      “I dreamed of this every night. Of you. Dreamed of seeing your eyes widen, then close in pleasure, hearing your moans as I took you, crying out my name when you came.”

      “How. Does it. Compare?” I bit out the words between the thrusts of his fingers, gasping when he rubbed and pressed against the spot just inside me where everything felt triggered.

      “You are better than any dream I could have ever had,” he said. “Watching you come apart is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, and I can’t wait to do it again and again until you’re limp.”

      I whimpered and he moved his thumb, rubbing my clit as he worked his fingers. That tension became unbearable and just when I thought I might snap in two, I exploded. My orgasm washed over me in waves, expertly orchestrated by Hawke, kicked back for the aftershocks and then mellowed as he brought me down.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw his above me, nearly wild in his want, his restraint thin and frayed. I wiggled my hips until I could feel his erection replace his fingers at my entrance.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “You have to be sure.”

      “God, yes. Please,” I begged.

      He nodded once, then ripped the foil packet with his teeth and covered himself in a smooth motion, protecting us both.

      He kissed me, the caress sweet, yet urgent. “Last chance,” he whispered.

      “I need you,” I told him.

      With one powerful thrust, he slid home, and I cried out at the sweet invasion, the full pressure that reignited fires I thought he’d banked.

      “Holy shit. Brie. Yes. It’s…”

      “It’s what?” I asked, a flicker of panic rising at his tone.

      We locked eyes and what I saw there was nothing short of miraculous wonder. “It feels like home. You’re home.”

      “I love you,” I said into his mouth when he kissed me.

      Then he moved, his thrusts measured and sure, his rhythm strong, and we began a song that only we knew the melody to. We arched together, swayed in time, our bodies working together in a beautiful surrender to the other.

      He rocked within me until sweat covered us both, and my limbs tingled with pleasure, each of my movements concentrated on bringing him back into me, deeper, harder. “More,” I asked.

      He delivered.

      His thrusts quickened, became more powerful as he drove into me. Keening little cries escaped my lips as he tightened the need between us, until I wound so tight that I knew the slightest thing could push me over.

      His hand found my clit, and he pressed lightly, whispering, “I love you, Brie. Now come for me, around me. God, I need to feel you.”

      His words sent me flying, colors exploding behind my eyes until all I saw was the green of his eyes as he followed me over the edge, crying out my name and then collapsing.

      We lay there for a few moments, both of our breaths shaky, both moved by something we couldn’t explain.

      “That was…” he tried, but no other words came out.

      “Yeah.” That was all I had.

      “Incredible.”

      “We’re really good at that,” I said when he looked up at me.

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “Wanna see how much better we get on the second time?”

      “I’m pretty sure they heard us in the lobby. Think we can outdo ourselves?”

      His smile was incredibly sexy, but intimate, the layers of him stripped away to reveal the boy I’d always loved within the man I couldn’t get enough of. “Baby, I bet they could hear us back in L.A. if we tried.”

      “You’re on.”
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      I was never moving again. I could spend the rest of my life here, tangled up with Brie and die a happy man.

      We’d been good in bed when we were younger, but now it was different. It transcended sex to something spiritual and yet carnal as hell all in one. She was perfection, and I was officially ruined for anyone else ever again.

      I’d never get enough of her.

      I ran my fingers through her hair in the moonlight, counted her breaths as she slept next to me, exhausted and all the more beautiful for it.

      There was a knock at the door and I lifted my head to see the alarm clock.

      2 a.m. Who the hell banged on a door at 2 a.m.?

      I trudged out of bed, pulling on my jeans and zipping them before I opened the door. Oscar leaned up against the frame, his breath rank with alcohol. “I thought you were coming up?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, blinking from the hall light in my eyes and running my hand over my hair. “Got a little distracted.”

      “By your tidbit, I see,” he said with a grin.

      “By Sabrina,” I corrected him. For fuck’s sake, she wasn’t a groupie—she was a star in her own right and on her own merit.

      “Right, Sabrina,” he said. “Look. Come on up. I want to get to know you, and the party is winding down.”

      Every instinct in my body screamed against going. I had Brie naked in my bed for the first time in years, and I was in no hurry to leave. “Maybe tomorrow?” I offered.

      “I’m headed to Chicago tomorrow. Look, if you don’t want to, I won’t hold it against you.”

      Fuck. This guy was a veritable god, and could make or break my career—and the band’s—with a snap of his fingers.

      “Give me a second,” I said, and shut the door.

      “You need to go,” Brie said from the bed, her voice husky from sleep and sex.

      I sat next to her and ran my fingers over the smooth skin of her back, playing along her spine. “I need to stay right here.”

      She smiled. “And I appreciate that. But this is your career, and that’s Oscar-freaking-Oswald out there. Go network. Play nice. Make friends. I’ll still be here when you get back.”

      “Promise?” I asked, hating the sick feeling in my stomach.

      “As long as it’s before brunch, you’re in the clear,” she joked. “Now go, have fun. Remember your manners.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, kissing her on the temple. “Dream of me?”

      “Always do,” she replied as she snuggled further into the covers and drifted off.

      I found a shirt and my shoes and headed out to the hallway where I found Oscar leaned up against the wall. “I fucking hate waiting,” he said, his head lolling to the side. “Let’s go.”

      Up in his suite, the party was raging—music blaring, alcohol flowing, girls half-naked with guys doing lines of coke off their stomachs. I found Chad and the guys in the corner, each with a different girl in their lap, and prayed he hadn’t been indulging. The last thing we needed was a strung-out lead singer.

      It was a decadent show of debauchery, and in the back of my mind, I heard Brie’s voice from the night she’d left me. I always told you, I can’t be with a rock star.

      But this was the life, and I could steer away from the girls and the drugs, but she’d always hate this aspect of it, and I’d always live it. There would always be parties, groupies, tabloids speculating, and she’d be in the middle of everything.

      “Have a seat,” Oscar said, patting the sofa next to him. As I did, three women came over in various states of undress.

      “Hi, I’m Tiffany,” a brunette said, sliding up next to me.

      “I’m Hawke,” I said politely, “and I’m taken.”

      She pouted and Oscar laughed, one of the women sucking on his earlobe. “Don’t get too attached. Tidbits don’t last long in our world. Enjoy ‘em, love ‘em, and cut ‘em loose.”

      I gritted my teeth, and reminded myself that I was known for being irreverent and outspoken, not moon-eyed over Sabrina Caroline. “To each his own,” I settled halfway.

      “Not now,” he said to the girl draped over him, and pushed her aside. “Hawke, I know you’re the most talented in your group. After all, like calls to like, right?” He smiled and I inwardly cringed. Cocky asshole.

      “Well, we’re just lucky to still be together and doing pretty well. Not too bad for a little garage band that hid from the principal of a performing arts school.”

      “Not bad at all. Let’s talk about how you plan to take them to the next level,” he said as he poured two shots from the bottle of tequila on the coffee table in front of us.

      I swallowed. This guy was a legend. Getting on his good side, with the kind of opportunities he could offer us would be a major win.

      “But first, we drink,” he saluted.

      This wasn’t a good idea. But the benefits way outweighed the costs of an early morning hangover. That’s what I told myself.

      Six shots later, we’d gone from bad idea to terrible.

      I didn’t remember much after ten.
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      “Sabrina! I know you’re in there!”

      Mom’s voice hit me like a glass of ice water, and I sat up in bed, wrapping the sheet across my breasts.

      I blinked a couple times, my head swiveling, but there was no Hawke. The clock read eight-thirty a.m.. Where the hell was he?

      I stumbled from the bed, dragging the sheet with me, and opened the door a fraction of an inch. “Mom? What are you doing here?”

      “Sabrina! What are you…you’re in his room. Of course you are, and what are you—” she pushed into the room enough to gasp and shut the door quickly. “Get dressed and get out here!”

      “What? Mom, I’m twenty-one, I can sleep with whomever I like.”

      “Now, Sabrina!” she hissed through the door.

      Screw her. Just because she managed me didn’t give her the right—

      “Hey, Sabrina, it’s Brad Scott, can we get a minute?”

      The label was here? Shit.

      I threw on my dress from last night. I was totally going to have to walk-of-shame it past my label exec. That was just peachy.

      A deep breath later, heels in hand, I walked out of the room, refusing to look at either of them. Head held high, I opened my door across the hall and shut it before either one of them could follow me in.

      “Sabrina!” Mom yelled sharply.

      “You can wait,” I said. I found fresh clothes, took off last night’s makeup, brushed my teeth, and ran a brush through my hair. Once I felt human, I met them in the hallway.

      “Brad, what brings you to New York?”

      “What brings you to New York?” Mom fired back.

      Brad cleared his throat and adjusted his tie. “Let’s find Hawke and then we’ll talk.”

      “He’s in Oscar’s room. Or at least I think he is,” I answered as we entered the elevator.

      Mom swallowed, a flash of fear racing through her eyes before she carefully masked it.

      I reached for her hand. “I know you don’t like the idea of Hawke and I together, but he’s not going to do anything to jeopardize our relationship. You don’t have to be worried for me.”

      “You have no idea,” she whispered.

      The elevator dinged. “Oscar’s suite is this one,” Brad said, pointing across the hall from the elevator.

      He knocked twice.

      Mom wouldn’t meet my eyes, and it quickly became one of the more awkward silences I could remember.

      “So the crowd loved the song,” I said to break the silence as Brad pounded on the door. That escalated quickly.

      “I heard,” Brad said with a tight smile.

      The door swung open, a hung-over brunette wearing a tee shirt that hung off her shoulder, glaring at us. “It’s too early.”

      “It is in L.A.,” Brad answered. “Where’s Hawke?”

      The girl got a huge smile. “He’s over there,” she pointed as we stepped into the suite.

      Holy shit.

      The place was trashed. Bodies slept where they lay, like they’d gotten too tired to possibly go on. The smell of stale beer and pot filled the air, there wasn’t a clean surface to be had anywhere.

      “As usual,” Brad said, picking his way over one of the sleeping people.

      “He does this often?” I asked, following his path.

      “Unfortunately,” he answered.

      Mom was uncharacteristically quiet.

      “He had a really late night,” the girl said behind me as we walked toward the seating area.

      “I bet,” I said, smiling back at her. My face fell, and I vaguely wondered if that ache in my chest was my heart shattering.

      The tee-shirt she wore was Hawke’s.

      I tripped, and my mother caught my arms. “Sabrina?”

      “I’m okay,” I lied, forcing a smile.

      “Wake up,” Brad yelled at one of the beige couches. Well, that arm used to be beige.

      Hawke moaned and sat up slowly, his head appearing by inches over the back of the sofa, his hair tousled. “Fuck. What time is it?”

      “Time for a little reckoning,” Brad said with a stern face. “At least you have pants on, but if you’d maybe get a shirt and meet us downstairs?”

      Hawke looked down, like he was surprised to be shirtless. “Whoa, yeah.”

      I crossed the distance between us as calmly as possible, took out the key from the pocket of my jeans and put it on the back of the couch. “In case you need to find clothes that aren’t already being worn.”

      His eyes flew to mine, wide and bloodshot. “Nothing happened, Brie. I swear to God, nothing happened.” His eyes fell away and darted back and forth. “I wouldn’t have let anything happen.”

      “Well, let me know when you’re sure,” I said, proud that my voice wasn’t shaking like my knees. “We’ll wait for you downstairs.”

      “Well, good morning,” Oscar called out, lounged against the side of his bedroom doorframe wearing nothing but a Waldorf robe.

      How trite.

      Mom tensed next to me, and her fingers clamped down on my upper arm.

      “Oscar, it’s good to see you,” Brad said, dodging another sleeping groupie.

      “Brad, man, what are you doing here?” Oscar smiled and hugged Brad in what looked to be a rather one-sided embrace.

      “I just needed to see Sabrina and Hawke for a minute. Nothing to worry about.”

      I heard Hawke move behind me, and every muscle in my body locked for a second. Couldn’t we just leave? I needed space to think, to assess, to debate killing him…or at least maiming.

      “Can we get out of here?” I asked Mom.

      “Absolutely,” she said, leading me to the door.

      “Oh, come on, now Little Tidbit, don’t you want to stick around?” Oscar asked.

      Mom froze. “What did you call her?”

      “Don’t,” I said softly. Messing with Oscar could destroy all the good we’d done for the release last night.

      “Little Tidbit,” he said with a grin. He tilted his head, examining Mom. “Don’t be offended, it just means she’s—”

      “I’m well aware of what that means to you.”

      Oh, crap. Her voice had dropped to snuck-out-after-church levels.

      “Well, darling…wait….” His gaze narrowed. “Lenore?”

      Mom’s chin rose. “Yes.”

      “Well, fuck me.” His eyes widened.

      The look that passed between the two of them made me feel like an interloper, like we all were. “Mom?”

      Oscar’s eyes snapped toward mine. “She’s your daughter? Well, no wonder you don’t like me calling her a Tidbit.”

      “I don’t like you calling her that because she’s your daughter, you stupid ass,” Mom snapped. “I never had another child, she’s it.”

      The entire room stilled, more than a few sets of eyes flying to me. Staring at me. Waiting for me to react.

      I waited for the crushing blow, the pain to take hold of my heart and squeeze, but nothing came. I was curiously empty, feeling like I’d just completed a puzzle, but I’d never really cared about that side of the picture.

      “Sabrina?” Mom asked tentatively, apology written in every line of her features.

      Oscar looked dumbfounded, his eyes wider than the dinner plates in the china behind him.

      “Well, I guess that explains my bad taste in men,” I muttered. “Mom—Lenore—can we please leave? I think I’m at my limit for idiotic rock stars.”

      “Me too, baby,” she said, taking my hand and leading me to the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I always figured my father was someone in the industry,” I admitted as Mom put a cup of coffee in front of me.

      She sat next to me at the long conference table and sighed. “I fell for the smile, and the sweet things he’d say. I broke my one rule—never date a client.”

      “And he left you?”

      She nodded. “He moved on less than a month later while I was taking care of another act. Blamed it on me, of course, since I wasn’t there to see to his needs.” She shrugged. “I was already pregnant with you when he fired me as his manager, and the rest of the groups weren’t far behind. I didn’t want you with strangers, and the industry isn’t exactly friendly to women, let alone unwed mothers. I’d only been accepted because of your grandfather, anyway.”

      I reached for her hand and squeezed gently. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You are phenomenal, and I have no regrets.”

      “Did you ever tell him about me?” I asked, needing that single question answered.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Right before you were born. I figured he had a right to know, but I didn’t want him around you. I’d seen what that life was like—the drugs, the sex, the alcohol, the instability. I’d grown up around it and there was no chance I was going to do that to you. He bought that house and told me to contact his accountant if we ever needed money.”

      “Mom,” I whispered, more hurt on her account than anything.

      “I took the house—we needed it—and I had enough money saved so I didn’t have to work until you went to school. But none of the part time jobs that allowed me to be home with you after school could afford the tuition at Duncan, so I mortgaged the house. It was the only money I ever took from him.”

      “Why push me at the contracts if you hated this life so much? Why not just leave me at Julliard?”

      She looked away, her cheeks flushing. “Because I became selfish. The house was mortgaged, I wanted to return to managing, and you…. God, you have all his talent and none of his vices. After the Duncan showcase, Epic approached me, and the rest is history. I honestly thought I could keep you out of the bad stuff, steer you toward pop instead of rock, and for a while, it worked. But the phobia came on so strong, and you were breaking, and I didn’t know how to help you. And when Hawke came back around…”

      “You saw history repeating itself.”

      “Yes.”

      She held onto my hands and we sat there in silence, simply absorbing the change in our relationship. We’d never been on the best terms, never close friends, or the kind of mothers and daughters you saw on commercials, but with everything aired, I felt connected to her in a way I never had before. I finally understood what drove her, and they were the very same things that drove me—love…and fear.

      “Okay. It’s all okay,” I said to her. “I’m sorry that I took the gig without talking to you.”

      “No, that was a good business decision. You couldn’t have known this was going to happen. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Sabrina. But there’s something else—”

      The door opened and Brad walked in, Hawke on his heels. He’d showered, his hair still wet, and at least he was wearing clothes. Oh there it was, the crippling pain that sliced into my heart like a serrated knife and then turned. At least I wasn’t in shock.

      “Brie,” Hawke pled, putting his hand on the chair next to me.

      “As if,” I snapped and gestured across the table.

      His sigh was long and tortured, like he had the right to be hurt.

      “Nothing happened,” he said as he took the chair across from mine. Crap, now he was in my line of sight.

      “Right. She just happened to sleep in your shirt.”

      “I asked Chad just to make sure my memories weren’t wrong. The girl puked all over herself, so I gave her my shirt.”

      “And then you stayed at the party?”

      “Kids, we have bigger problems,” Brad drawled like we were in Kindergarten.

      “Shut up, Brad,” Hawke bit out. “Yes, I stayed. I was stupidly drinking with Oscar. I was stupid to have gone, but he wants Birds of Prey to open for the rest of his tour. I stupidly drank with him, and I stupidly stayed. But I didn’t touch any of those girls, I swear.”

      “Was it about revenge? For me leaving you? You got what you wanted and left what…an hour later?” I threw back.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, you two,” Brad yelled and threw a manila folder in between us. “Like I said, we have bigger problems.”

      Hawke grabbed the folder and hissed through his teeth as he removed a pile of eight by ten glossy prints. “What the hell is this about?”

      He passed a few to me and I sucked in a breath. They were all pictures of us locked in passionate kisses, the first against the support beams of his deck and the next with me in his arms as we were on the stairs. They were intimate photos, the lines of desire clearly written in our faces, the way we held on to each other.

      “You tell me,” Brad retorted. “We’ve spent hundreds of thousands branding you two, the irreverent rock god and America’s sweet little pop star. So imagine my concern when your next door neighbor goes to sell these to the National Enquirer. Thank God I have a college buddy who works there.”

      “So what? Release them. I have no problem with the world knowing that I’m in love with Brie.”

      “Because you’re not the one with anything to lose,” Mom snapped.

      “That’s not fair. He’s just as in this as I am,” I said. “You know, if we’re actually still in this,” I muttered as an afterthought.

      “Right. How long until you break up after these are public? When you keep your reputation as the bad boy of guitar and you’ve absolutely ruined Sabrina’s reputation? Her branding? But that’s not your problem is it? Not with an offer to tour with Oscar Oswald.”

      Hawke flinched. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “You’re right. This is about Sabrina, about the fact that we’ve already paid off the Enquirer once to keep her stay in the treatment facility last year quiet.”

      “You what?” I shouted.

      “We were protecting you. I wasn’t about to let that get out.”

      “Protecting me from what? From people knowing that I have social phobia? That I have a condition that requires medication and therapy and focus? Or were you protecting yourself—” I looked up at Brad “—protecting the label?”

      “That was your mother’s call. She didn’t want you to lose your contract.”

      “You were going to pull my contract?” Now that hurt.

      “If you weren’t capable of performing, we didn’t see another option. We figured you doing this collaboration with the Birds of Prey would show if you could get on the stage again.”

      “It was a test.”

      “It was.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Hawke seethed.

      “No, it’s not,” I countered. “I’m their investment, right? A million dollars to record that last album, and about one hundred thousand a pop on a video. They’re just protecting their asset.”

      Brad cleared his throat. “Look. The label is willing to buy the pictures and protect your image, Sabrina, but you have to agree that this thing between you and Hawke is over.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then we’ll let them be published. There’s no point in us paying to hide something that’s going to come out the next time you guys go at it in public.”

      My image, my career…that was all that mattered to them. I’d given up so many things for the label these last couple of years—little pieces of me handed over every time I’d let them force their songs down my throat, let them put me onto a stage before I was ready. But I wasn’t giving up Hawke. Not for them, or Mom, or my own insecurities. Never again.

      “Then they get published.”

      “Sabrina—” Mom cajoled.

      “No. This is my life, and I’m not going to be dictated to on this. Brad, you want to fight me on writing my own stuff? Fine. You want to tell me that I can’t carry an acoustic set? Fine. You want to tell me that my next video has to be shot in East Berlin? Okay. But you get no say in who I love. None.”

      “Get out for a second,” Hawke said.

      “What?” Mom questioned.

      Hawke looked at Brad and then Mom. “You two, get out. This is a decision between the two of us, and you’re not invited.”

      “He’s right,” I agreed.

      Mom and Brad muttered curses, but they left, no doubt putting a glass to the door soon after it was shut.

      “They can publish the photos,” I said. “I don’t care about my image.”

      “I do,” he said quietly, folding his hands in front of him on the table, locking his long, tapered fingers together—fingers that had he’d used to worship me last night.

      “What are you saying?”

      He pushed back from the table, and then headed my way, taking the seat next to me that I’d initially banned him from. Leaning forward, he braced his forehead in his hands. “Look, last night…”

      “I believe you. Yeah, I’m pretty angry that you didn’t come back to the room, and drank like an idiot, but I don’t think you’d actually do anything to hurt me on purpose.”

      “I wouldn’t. Not on purpose. But think about how easily there could have been photos last night? With that girl in my shirt and me half naked? Imagine seeing that on tabloid stands, right next to a picture of you sobbing. Right next to speculation that you’re headed into another treatment facility. If we do this, someone is going to publish that story.”

      “I don’t care. I’m stronger than that,” I whispered.

      “I know, and the first time you’d get over it. But the third, and the sixth and the twentieth? When we’ve been separated by tours, and the parties are loud, and the groupies are everywhere? You saw what Oscar turned into. Jesus, the tabloids will rip us apart.”

      “On paper,” I argued, the ache in my heart starting to rub my soul raw. “They couldn’t actually touch us.”

      “Your career will never be the same. The way people look at you will change.”

      “Okay, I’m okay with that,” I reached for his hands but he pulled away.

      “Well, I’m not! It’s better this way,” he argued, his eyes going vacant as he nodded like he was convincing himself. “I’ll be on tour with Birds of Prey, you’ll be in L.A. recording your next album. It makes sense. Both of our careers stay intact, and you don’t have to deal with exposing your condition. Everyone wins.”

      “Except us,” I whispered as the ache in my chest grew to an all-consuming pain. How could he do this? Walk away from us? How could he want his career more than he wanted me?

      “Yeah.” He stood and tugged at his hair, rocking back and forth for a second before going completely still. “But it’s the only way.”

      He walked past me, and I was on my feet before he could reach the door.

      “Don’t do this! Please, Hawthorne, no,” I shamelessly begged, tears prickling at my eyes, burning my nose. “What we have…it’s worth fighting for.”

      He cupped my face, brushing away twin streaks of wetness from my cheeks. “What we have is a dream. I’ve loved you since I was a kid, but we’re not kids anymore. There are very real repercussions as adults. Repercussions that I’m not willing to let you pay. Not for me.”

      “Fight for it!” I yelled, my voice breaking. “Don’t you dare be a coward.”

      “God, I love you, Brie.” He lowered his head and brushed his lips against mine.

      A cry ripped from my throat. “Hawke,” I begged.

      He pulled away, a single tear marring his beautiful face. “What a beautiful dream,” he whispered, and walked out.

      I stood, numb, unable to move, watching the door like he’d walk back in.

      “Do it. Buy the pictures.”

      His words cracked what was left of my heart, and I slid down the wall behind me, my body crumbling the way my soul felt.

      “Good. You’re making the right choice, Hawke,” Brad said.

      “Fuck you, Brad.”

      I listened for his footsteps until they didn’t exist anymore, and in my head was Mom’s voice…

      Love the music. Never the man.

      But the man was my music, and with one gone, the other suddenly felt meaningless.
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      What the hell was I doing here? I had zero business being within a mile of her. It had been four months and thirteen days since I walked out of the hotel in New York, and there was zero chance she was going to want to see me.

      Then again, when I leaned back from the table at the Troubadour, I was hidden mostly in the shadows, so it’s not like she’d ever know I was here.

      I just needed to see her, to hear her voice, even if it was the Sabrina version and not my Brie. The need I had to be in the same place she was, to breathe the same air, was overwhelming, and tonight I’d given in.

      We finished the tour last week, but the minute we’d landed in L.A., I could have sworn I felt her pulling me, the sensation almost physical. I’d have to see her in a couple weeks for the new awards show MTV was putting on, where she’d be performing ‘Requiem’ with Chad, and maybe I just needed to get this moment out of the way so I didn’t lose my shit on cable TV.

      “You could tell her that you’re here,” Chad suggested.

      “Shut up and keep your hat on. The last thing she needs to know is that I’m here.”

      “Right, because that might mean that you talk to her, that you fix what you fucked up and put all of us out of our general misery.”

      I side-eyed him. “Please, tell me how my broken heart has made you miserable.”

      He scoffed, rubbing the condensation of his drink. “Let’s see. You snap at everyone, you’re writing shit songs, won’t party or let us get you drunk to relax, and you’re a generally morose asshole. It makes a tour bus a magical place to be.”

      “Sorry to be an inconvenience,” I muttered.

      “You’re my best friend, Hawke. This shit is stupid.”

      I shook my head, watching the stage like the predator I was named for, wishing for just a glimpse of her blonde hair, her smile. “You have no idea. None of you do. I did this for her, not to her. There’s shit she doesn’t want public, and if she’s with me, it’s coming out.”

      His forehead puckered, but before he could ask me a single question, Brie stepped onto the small stage to the applause of the sold-out crowd. Getting tickets had been a bitch, especially trying to keep my attendance quiet. Since ‘Requiem’ hit number one on Billboard, she’d been the belle of the musical ball, but this was her first show back solo.

      And it was the same venue where we’d broken up four years ago.

      She waved for the crowd, her smile genuine, but shaky. I gripped the edge of the table to keep from calling out to her. Her hair was a little shorter, done in an array of curls that were both sexy and innocent in the same breath. I wanted to twirl one around my finger to see how soft it was, wanted to peel that baby blue sundress off her body and show her without words how much I missed her.

      “Hi, guys,” she said into the stand mic. “Thank you for coming out to see me.”

      The cheers nearly deafened me.

      She took it all in stride, confident and unwavering. God, she looked good, strong.

      “So I know this might be the strangest place to hold my first show since coming back, but it’s also pretty fitting. This was the very first venue I sold out when I was seventeen, right after I graduated high school.  It’s also the first venue that…” she swallowed and took a second to compose herself.

      My heart thundered, knowing she was thinking about me, about us.

      “Sorry,” she said with a little headshake. “It was the first venue one of my closest friends sold out as well. Since I wanted to do something a little different, I found it pretty fitting to do the sneak peek of my new album here.”

      Another cheer went up, and she held her hand out. “And if you’d all join me in welcoming Gregory Costa, he’s going to play guitar for me tonight.”

      A medium-height guy walked onstage with an electric acoustic and the air stuttered in my lungs as I finally grasped what she was doing—an acoustic show. The one her label had told her she’d never be able to carry.

      And she had the balls to preview her entire new album doing it.

      I clapped loudly, letting out a whistle when the crowd did. I couldn’t ever remember being so proud of her as I was in that moment. She was radiant, practically glowing, and while that soothed the jagged pieces I’d broken of myself, it cut a little deeper.

      She was doing great without me. I’d made the right choice, and she was flourishing, thriving as she stood on her own, making her own way in her career. She was better than fine, she was spectacular.

      I was fucking falling apart.

      They took their seats, the stage barren except for those two chairs and corresponding microphones. She gave a little nod to her guitarist, and the way they locked eyes, the small, knowing look that passed between them sent streaks of white hot jealousy through me, sickening my stomach.

      “Do you think he’s fucking her?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Does it matter if he is?” Chad asked, then took a sip off his drink. “You walked out on her, man.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      The song started, and I was soon lost to her voice, her lyrics about taking chances and spreading wings, breaking free of expectations. It was upbeat, but with a soul that I appreciated, a depth I admired.

      It was fantastic.

      So was the next, and the next, each song better than the last, revealing pieces of her soul, exposing the moments no one else saw.

      Too many times I saw us, heard the pain in her voice, the joy of when we’d been together. She’d used every shattered piece of our pain to cut herself a little deeper and bleed out those songs, and in doing so created something infinitely more beautiful.

      As the applause died down from another song, she nervously ran her tongue over her lip. I leaned forward, somehow knowing that what was coming meant the most to her.

      “Well, since I have your attention, there’s something else I’d like to talk about. I’m actually going on MTV tomorrow for a little interview, but if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to use you as guinea pigs.”

      The crowd clapped and she nodded appreciatively.

      “So the truth is that I don’t like crowds. Funny, right? A pop star who hates large crowds. That’s like a preschool teacher who’s afraid of small children,” she joked and the crowd laughed lightly.

      I was on the edge of my seat. “Holy shit. She’s going to do it,” I muttered.

      “Do what?” Chad asked, but I ignored him.

      “I have something called ‘social phobia.’ It means that while my brain knows that everything is cool, my body doesn’t quite get the message. I suffer from panic attacks when I can’t get my responses under control. That’s what sent me flying off the Chicago stage. That’s why I’ve been absent for so long.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ears and continued. “I honestly didn’t know much about social phobia, or what came along with it, until I was diagnosed. It turns out that these panic attacks, they’re relatively common, and about ten percent of the population has them. They’re not all linked to social phobia, of course, but as women, we’re more likely to have them.

      “For me, it’s taken therapy, routine, some medication, and the love of a really understanding man to get me to where I can sit up here and openly discuss this. I just didn’t want to lie to you guys, and I know I might get some backlash, or people who don’t understand, but I’d rather you guys see me for who I really am than be popular for the person my label wants me to be. I think there’s a lot of power in knowing who you are and being proud not just of your accomplishments, but the struggles we face to get there.”

      There were at least a dozen cheers from the audience, shouts of support and encouragement.

      She took a deep breath, and I echoed it, wishing I could lend her my strength at the same time realizing that she didn’t need it. I didn’t need to be her hero—she’d become that all by herself.

      “So for the next song, I’d like to do something a little different. This song isn’t mine, but it’s come to mean so much to me, and I hope Phil Collins will approve of the cover.”

      The crowd cheered, and didn’t die down until the first chords were played.

      “This one is for Hawthorne, wherever he might be.”

      Right here. I’m right here, baby.

      She started to sing ‘Against All Odds,’ and I stopped breathing.  With each line, my mind replayed our memories, from high school when I’d adored her, to graduation when I’d worshipped her, to seeing her again in L.A. and loving her just as much as when we were kids, to riding in my car, listening to this very song and wishing she’d understand what she meant to me…to New York when I walked away.

      But out of all that, all I could hear was that she missed me. She wanted me. She still loved me despite what I’d just put her through.

      As the song ended, the crowd stood, roaring in their applause.

      I moved, ready to rush the stage, but Chad caught my arm. “No. Not here.”

      “What?” I snapped. “I love her. She loves me. If she’s going to be open about her condition then there’s nothing for the label to hold over her.”

      “Not here, because even though that song was about you, this moment is about her, and if you do this, if you run to her and profess your love in front of this crowd, you’re making it about you. So be the bigger man and let her shine.”

      My gaze darted from his determined eyes to the way she smiled on stage, taking a bow. Damn it. He was right.

      But that didn’t soothe the raw need I felt pulsing in every cell of my body, screaming out to hold her, to close this rift between us.

      I needed a way to show her that I was all in. Screw the tabloids, the label, our own fears. We were the real deal, the love that people sang about, prayed for, cried about in the middle of the night.

      And I knew exactly how to show her.

      I ripped my eyes away from her and looked at my best friend. “I’m going to need a favor.”
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      “So you’ll enter from stage left at the cue,” the guy with the headset told me for the tenth time.

      “And take up my mark at the half way point on stage,” I finished. “Sit through commercial break, lights will come up after we’re announced. I’ve got it, I promise.”

      “Yes, Miss Caroline,” he said. “Two minutes,” he said.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, concentrating inward on my heartbeat, my sense of calm, and went through the plan in my head one more time. At the cue, I would walk out to center stage and take one of the two chairs that backed up to the other.

      We’d be announced and Chad and I would sing back-to-back, as if we were lovers separated, with the rest of the Birds of Prey up on the pedestals in the background.

      Hawke would be able to see me, but I wouldn’t see him.

      Kind of like this whole week of rehearsals that he’d decided not to show up for. Not that I could blame him for not wanting to be seen with me. Things hadn’t exactly been quiet around me since I’d gone public about the phobia.

      But hey, the label hadn’t dropped me, and the fan support was off the charts. If there had been any tabloid backlash, I’d avoided seeing it. Or Mom had simply done a great job of hiding it. She’d told the reporters to fuck off so frequently that I was pretty sure it had become her go-to response to just about everything.

      Bette Midler and Dan Akroyd passed me on their way to the podium to announce and I sucked in another breath. It was almost go time.

      “Now,” the headset guy said, and I walked out onto the stage, careful not to step on my dress in the relative dark. The minute the lights hit it I knew I’d light up like a golden disco ball, the floor-length empire gown covered completely in metallic gold.

      I sat in the chair and rearranged my dress so it flowed around my legs. My clammy hands gripped the microphone, and I tried my breathing exercises again.

      I leaned back just a little in my chair to make sure Chad was behind me. “You ready for this?” I whispered.

      “More than you’ll ever know,” came his gruff reply.

      But that wasn’t his voice. No, that was the voice I heard in my dreams, my memories, my fantasies.

      My stomach dropped to the floor. “Hawke?”

      He turned so we were nearly cheek-to-cheek. “I couldn’t do it,” he whispered like that was any explanation.

      “Couldn’t do what?” I asked in a hurry, knowing commercial break had to just about be over.

      “Couldn’t sit there and watch him sing to you, listen to him make our song his own, like he had any right to my soul, my love for you. It wasn’t going to happen.”

      “You’re singing with me?” My chest tightened, a lump growing in my throat. He never sang in public unless it was back up.

      “Unless you don’t want me to.” There was a question in his voice, a doubt that stripped my defenses like nothing else could.

      My breath stuttered and I blinked back the tears that prickled in my eyes. Heather would kick my ass if I ruined her makeup job right before the cameras came on.

      “What do you want?” I asked shakily.

      “You,” he said, whispering as Bette and Dan started the intro. “I have always wanted you. I will always want you. And if being with you means I leave the Birds of Prey, I’ll do it. The music is hollow without you.”

      Oh, God, I was going to melt into a puddle in front of a nationwide audience.

      “But New York…”

      “I just wanted to protect you. Once I saw you at the Troubadour and I knew you were ready to go public, there was no reason for us to put ourselves through this. I love you. You won’t have to worry about your rep if I’m not in the band. You won’t have to worry about anything at all if you’ll just let me love you. I’m willing to fight for our dream. Are you?”

      “…with their number one song, ‘Requiem.’” Bette finished the intro and the lights came up to the resounding cheer of Radio City Music Hall.

      “Oh yeah,” Hawke added as he adjusted the stand mic that had never been there during rehearsals. Wait…that was his guitar… “We’re doing this acoustic.”

      Joy so sweet that I could taste it on my tongue filled me, replacing the fear of the stage, of losing him, of losing myself, and left me with a sense of peace that was only rivaled by the moments after I’d made love with Hawke.

      He started, his fingers masterfully playing the instrument, reminding me of his hands on my body, and as effortlessly as our chemistry ignited while we were in bed, our voices had the same electric effect as we sang.

      We stood in unison as the chorus, still back to back, and told the world our story, from two young kids with too much love, to two adults who didn’t know how to live without the other. In those moments, the pain of our past was wiped away, pulled away like the lone thread of an unraveling sweater, leaving only the soul-consuming love that I had for this man.

      There would never be another love like this for me, because there would never be another Hawthorne. It didn’t matter what anyone else thought. We knew the truth—we were twin flames, halves of the same soul that was only whole when our jagged edges were pieced together.

      As we came to the bridge, we turned, finally facing each other. The love shining from his eyes nearly made me forget the lyrics, but his voice brought me back and we sailed through the rest of the song sharing my microphone, so close that to my eyes, we were alone in a theater full of people.

      As the final chord rang out, we lingered, locked into each other’s eyes and uncaring that the applause had started. The energy between us was palpable, connecting us in a way I knew could never be severed if I just accepted it—accepted him.

      “Ball’s in your court, Brie,” he whispered.

      I flung my arms around his neck and pressed my mouth to his in a kiss so powerful that every molecule of my body sighed in relief then woke up to hum, craving Hawthorne.

      He swung his guitar to his back and gathered me in his arms, kissing me back with promise, and passion, and sheer perfection.

      I was vaguely aware of the crowd’s deafening roar as the lights went down on our section of the stage and the announcers appeared at their podium.

      “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m going to need a cigarette after that performance,” Bette Midler said with a light pant. “Phew!” The crowd laughed, and we were forgotten as they moved on to the next category.

      Hawke kissed me, harder, deeper, carrying me off stage without so much as breaking our embrace.

      “No quitting the band,” I whispered against his lips once we were out of the camera’s view. “We’ll make it work. Like you said, it can’t be any harder to be together than it was to stay apart. No matter what, we’ll combine tour schedules, we’ll take winters off, whatever. But this dream includes both of us.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked, finally letting my toes touch the ground.

      I nodded. “Our problem is looking at the examples we have around us without taking the biggest factor into consideration.”

      “What’s that?” he asked, stroking my cheeks with his thumbs.

      “I don’t think anyone in the history of the world has loved each other like we do. Stereotypes and other people’s experiences can’t hold a candle to that.”

      “So you want the dream?” he asked with a grin so sexy that I could barely wait to get him back to the hotel.

      “No, I want the reality. You and me beating the odds and choosing whatever future we want.”

      “I want you, the rest of this is just icing.”

      A slow smile crept across my face, and I leaned up on tiptoes to kiss him, softly sucking on his lower lip.

      “You’ve got me, the sweet, the sour, and every flavor in between.”

      He lifted me so our mouths were level.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’ve always loved the way you taste.”
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      “I love days off,” I said, rolling over in bed to drape my arm across Brie. The sun was just now coming up, the colors streaking the sky.

      “You’ve loved this whole month off,” she joked, turning her head so I could kiss her.

      “You know what I’m going to love more?” I asked, sliding over my wife’s incredible body.

      She raised a delicate eyebrow. “I can probably guess…”

      I kissed down her neck, then skipped her breasts to press my lips to the swell of her belly. “Having the whole year off for this little girl.”

      “Boy,” she argued. “There’s no way a girl would disagree with everything I eat. All girls love chocolate.”

      “Girl. She’s just practicing her angry teenage years where she hates everything we give her and only wants to play punk metal. Don’t worry, baby girl,” I whispered against Brie’s soft skin. “Daddy’s already got you covered. There’s a classical acoustic and an electric already waiting in your nursery.”

      Brie laughed, the sound waking our sleeping soon-to-be-here daughter, and she kicked me. Hard. Right in the mouth.

      “I take it back. He’s a boy who doesn’t want to share his mama.”

      “Or a girl who doesn’t like her space crowded,” she retorted.

      A girl who looked like Brie, or a boy with my hands and her eyes…it was all good. Everything was good.

      The alarm went off, and I rolled quickly, slapping the thing off.

      “Why would you have an alarm set?” she asked, snuggling deeper into the covers.

      I grabbed the remote from my nightstand and turned the TV on, flipping until I hit the right channel. “Good, we didn’t miss it.”

      “Ugh,” she said, rolling over, and pulling her pillow over her ears.

      “Can’t block me out,” I sang.

      “Watch me,” was her muffled reply.

      One by one, names were announced, and my stomach tightened. Her last album had been amazing. The kind of legendary shit that won things like—

      “The nominees for album of the year…”

      Grammys.

      My fingers bit into the remote as two, then three names were announced then—

      “Sabrina Caroline, for Captivation.”

      “What?” she screamed out, throwing the pillow at the window. “Did they just?”

      “Yes!” I jumped up onto my feet, jumping on the bed as I shouted, “You’re nominated!” I hit my knees when I remembered that I didn’t want to scramble my poor daughter.

      I kissed Brie’s shocked mouth. “I’m nominated,” she repeated, a slow smile spreading across her face.

      “How do you feel?” I asked, pride overwhelming every other emotion I could have had.

      She cupped my cheeks and kissed me, as our phone started to ring.

      “Like we have some pretty sweet icing.”

      

      
        The End
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      Before the internet…before sext messages, selfies, like buttons, and d**k picks…epic loves and broken hearts played out offline, on mixtapes that became the self-made soundtracks of a generation.

      Love in the 80s: A New Adult Mix is a collection of ten contemporary romance, new adult, stand-alone novellas set in the 1980s.

      Written by award-winning and bestselling authors, one digital novella will be released on the last Friday of each month January - October in 2016.

      The title of each love story will be a hit song from the year that the novella represents. The totally awesome authors include: Casey L. Bond, Lindy Zart, Cambria Hebert, Amber Lynn Natusch, Misty Provencher, Rebecca Yarros, Rachel Higginson, RK Ryals, Cameo Renae and Chelsea Fine.

      Love in the 80s: A New Adult Mix was created by UTOPiAcon founder, Janet Wallace, and is co-produced with award-winning book cover designer, Regina Wamba (together they are WaWa Productions).

      Read on to check out, Love in the 80s: A New Adult Mix collection.
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      My name is Tina. I’m a freshman at USC, a good student and friend…

      And I’m a victim.

      Hot guys make my brain turn to mush. So, the fact that I was arrested then survived a massive earthquake only to be shackled to the fox next to me can all be overlooked, right?

      Okay, so I was arrested before I met Luke. A tremor that caused a blackout at the LAPD precinct where we were being held. Although technically, I wasn’t shackled to him, I was handcuffed, but still. Any and all lapses in my usual—totally sane, I might add—judgments, are his fault. Totally.

      I wouldn’t typically do the things I did. I’m no outlaw. I’m a college student.
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        Click here to read now.
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      The road trip from Minnesota to Pennsylvania and back is meant to be the final adventure before four friends go their separate ways in the fall.

      Except nothing goes as intended, beginning with the unexpected addition of Catherine Tate, Jessie Keller’s new girlfriend. Sam Kent denies his attraction to her while simultaneously deflecting unusual interest from his pal Hannah Lopez. Dickie Dean is the socially inept book lover who surprises them all.

      Amidst a malfunctioning vehicle, being caught in the middle of a robbery, beer drinking, mosquito attacks, and other teenage drama, the five experience courage, broken hearts, fear, and laughter. Most importantly, they make memories.
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        Click here to read now.
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      Watch out, girls. Here she comes.

      There’s always that girl. She’s popular, beautiful, and has everything together. The one with the perfectly teased hair, arms full of colorful (but coordinated) bangles, and expertly painted bright-pink lips.

      A teacher’s pet. Daddy’s girl.

      Everyone loves her.

      Because everyone is afraid to challenge her.

      Kelly Ross is that girl. She uses her powers of popularity for good… her own good. She doesn’t care who she hurts.

      She always gets what she wants.

      Including your man.

      When she walks down the hallway in her hot-pink heels and ruffled denim miniskirt, all the boys’ heads turn. And all the girls start whispering.

      Man-eater.

      There hasn’t been a single guy Kelly hasn’t been able to chew up and spit out.

      Until now.

      Kelly has finally met her match. He’s been there all along, and he’s the exact opposite of everything you’d expect.
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        Click here to read now.

      

      
        Join the Love in the 80s Facebook event party for giveaways and surprises all year long!
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      Isadora Lancaster is in hell.

      She passed on a European vacation with her parents, choosing instead to spend an amazing summer with her boyfriend. But that plan changed when she walked in on him and another woman. Now Izzy’s stuck in a town she’s avoided since high school, and has to face uncomfortable truths about her past—including the best friend that abandoned her during their senior year. The boy that broke her heart.
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        Click here to read now.
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      James Stryker, the bad boy of our neighborhood, had a voice that could put babies to sleep. His name still punches me in the gut, along with the lie he tried to hide.

      James told me he would protect me forever and I entrusted him with all my deepest, darkest secrets. I was positive that I knew all of his, too…until the end of summer 1985.

      What I found out ruined me. I could only imagine the gossip.

      So what did I do? I bailed.

      Without another word to James, I left home and planned to never, ever return. I vowed that I’d never have to face James Stryker again.

      Fast-forward seven years.  

      One simple phone call from home changes everything and threatens to silence all the promises I’ve whispered to myself.

      Most of all, I can’t shake the gnarly feeling that the most careless whispers are the ones I haven’t even heard yet.

      
        Available June 24, 2016
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