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   Prologue
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is that Lola?” Pierce nudges me in the side, pointing over my left shoulder.  Hearing her name causes moisture to coat my body like I’ve just stepped out of the shower. Shoving the tall, frosty mug of beer away, I crane my neck and look in the direction of Pierce’s finger.
 
   Despite the beer I was drinking, my mouth goes completely dry at the sight of her. Lola looks even more beautiful than she did the last time I saw her. At the time I wouldn’t have believed it was possible to look better than she did. Lola is so gorgeous it seems sinful. It’s as if when she was created God accidentally threw the beauty of numerous people into just her. When we first started dating it was unnerving to take her places. I loathed the way people would stare at us curiously, as if we were one of those pictures where you had to pick out the thing that didn’t belong.
 
   Clearly, the thing that didn’t belong was me. Everyone could see that. However, I wanted to be with Lola so bad I chose to believe her when she assured me that we fit together somehow. And I never wanted anything more in my life.
 
   “Who’s the dude?” Pierce’s words cut through my thoughts, causing my stomach to clench.
 
   Sliding my gaze off of Lola, I finally see what I’d missed before. The guy with his arm on her back looks perfect for Lola, with his expensive clothes and perfectly styled hair. Judging by the watch on his wrist and the designer jeans he wears, I’d say he can afford to give her things I could only dream of. And I’m pretty sure he’s not a struggling musician like me.
 
   Turning back around, I reach for my cold beer. Snatching it up off the bar, I bring it to my lips and down it. It feels good and cold as it swims down my throat, but I know it’s not strong enough to erase what I just saw. I slam it back down on the mahogany bar, and Pierce lifts his brow.
 
   “Wanna get outta here, man?”
 
   What I want to do is get shitfaced, but I know I can’t. So I shrug. “Yeah, let’s go.” I hop off the stool when the scent of coconut reaches me. That one scent has the ability to transport me back in time, and I’m momentarily overcome with emotions. An avalanche of images bury me all at once, and I buckle beneath the weight of them.
 
   “Ryker?” 
 
   I spin around to find Lola leaning against the bar, her elbow propped up on it. Her black hair is curled around her face, her dark eyes are lined thickly, and she’s wearing that damn red lipstick that drives me wild. My heart starts its frenetic drum solo, and I have to grip the edge of the bar to keep from falling over. I’ve dreamt of this moment for months, only it didn’t include her showing up at a bar with a strange guy. No, it included her in my arms wearing a lot less clothes than the belted jacket, jeans and boots she currently has on. I clear my throat, forcing the thoughts away.
 
   “Lola,” my voice comes out in a pathetic squeak, and I think about how Daddy Warbucks over there probably sounds sure and strong when he speaks. The bartender slides two drinks in Lola’s direction and she reaches for them.
 
   “You drink now? When did that happen?” I ask, knowing it’s none of my business. But she’s underage, and even though she’s no longer my girl I still feel protective of her.
 
   “Mine’s club soda.” Her face holds that guarded expression I’ve gotten to know so well.
 
   I nod in the direction of the guy she came in with. He’s sitting in a booth, looking warily in our direction. “Is that your boyfriend?”
 
   Lola nods, biting her lip. “Yeah. Nolan.”
 
   I snort. “Nolan? What kind of name is that?”
 
   “Ryker.” She tosses me a warning look.
 
   I lean in close. “Do you love him?”
 
   She steps backward, bristling. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
   I dart my arm out and circle my fingers around her wrist. She stiffens, glancing down to where my hand clamps over her flesh. “Tell me that you love him, Lola. Tell me that he makes you happy. Tell me that he loves you like I do.” Our gazes collide. “If you can tell me that, then I’ll finally be able to let you go.”
 
   “Let me go?” She furrows her brows in a look of confusion.
 
   “Lola, I know we broke up, but I haven’t stopped loving you. And for the past six months I’ve been hanging on to the hope that maybe one day you’ll take me back.” I release her arm, my shoulders slumping. She makes no attempt to move away from me. “You deserve to be happy, Lola. You deserve to be loved fiercely. If Nolan can give you that, then I’ll walk away.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Nolan saunters up, his eyebrows knit together. I feel irrational hatred toward him, and I ball my hands into fists at my side. Pierce shakes his head at me, as if he knows how badly I want to punch this guy.
 
   “Nothing.” She looks at me pointedly. “Absolutely nothing.” Lola’s gaze shifts to him, her cheeks flushing. She reaches for her glass, the carbonation fizzing to the surface. “Let’s go sit down, Nolan.” 
 
   In one fluid movement he picks up his drink as well and then grabs Lola’s hand with his free one. Watching him thread his fingers through hers causes jealousy to surge through me. Lola doesn’t look back as she and Nolan hurry to their booth.  
 
   As they walk away I mull over the possibility that Nolan is the one she’s supposed to be with.  Perhaps I was wrong all along. 
 
   Maybe it never was me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   1
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
   A year earlier
 
    
 
   I’m standing up from my table, preparing to leave when her voice stops me. Her rich tone washes over me, and I lower back down onto the hard wooden seat. Leaning my elbows on the pub table, I push my empty coffee cup out of the way and watch her, mesmerized. She leans over the keyboard, her dark hair falling down her back. Her hands skim over the keys, her glossy lips purse, and her long lashes cast a shadow over her pale skin. But her beauty isn’t what draws me to her – it’s her stage presence. The whole room is enchanted by her. She must be new here because I’ve never seen her before. There hasn’t been anyone new performing for open mic night at this coffee shop in awhile. Maybe she’s a new student at the college. 
 
   The minute her song ends I shake my head as if coming out of a fog. When I see her walk off the stage, I can’t stop myself. I get up and head toward her. There’s no way I can let talent like this slip away.
 
   I step in front of her. “Hey, you were pretty great up there.”
 
   She bites her lip, and her cheeks flush. “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m Ryker.” I offer her my hand.
 
    “Star,” she says, extending hers.
 
   “I like it.” Cocking an eyebrow, I think how well her name suits her.
 
   “I’m Lola,” A voice calls from behind Star. I peer around Star’s shoulders and see a girl with shoulder length shiny black hair, brown eyes and dark red lips smiling up at me. My heart stutters in my chest. She’s one of the hottest girls I’ve ever seen. Star has the whole girl next door thing pegged, but Lola looks like a supermodel. She reminds me of one of those pinup girls from the fifties.  “Why don’t you join us, Ryker?” Lola indicates the extra chair at their table.  
 
   I’m sure she’d never go for a guy like me, but I take her up on her offer anyhow, happy to be this near to her. “Don’t mind if I do.” I plop down in the seat.  The sweet scent of coconut wafts from Lola, and once again my heart skips a beat.
 
   When Star sits down across from me I’m reminded of the reason I came over here in the first place.  The next performer starts playing – a girl who plays here week after week but doesn’t seem to get any better. She’s loud, so I have to lean across the table toward Star to be heard. “I’m in a band, and we’re looking for a female singer. I think you’d be perfect.”
 
   She raises her eyebrows in a look of surprise. “Like a lead singer?” 
 
   I feel bad for getting her hopes up. If only I were better at explaining things. “No, we have a lead singer. We’re looking for kind of a backup singer, I guess. But there would be plenty of opportunities to feature one of your songs if you wanted to.”
 
   Her face pales and she shifts uncomfortably. “I don’t know. I’ve never really been in a band before.”
 
   “Why not? You’re amazing,” I say.
 
   Lola elbows Star in the side. “I’ve been telling her that for years.”
 
   I lock eyes with Lola and she lifts her lips into a slight smile. It’s so sexy it makes me want to wipe off that red lipstick with my mouth.  “Smart friend,” I say flirtatiously.
 
   “You have no idea.” Lola runs her fingertip along the rim of her cup, causing my pulse to spike.  I can’t stop staring at her. 
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Ryker, but I’m just not sure about it,” Star yanks my attention back to her, once again reminding me of why I came over here. Man, Lola’s really messing with my mind. 
 
   “Why don’t you give us your information and Star can give you a call to discuss it further?” Lola asks.
 
   A girl who takes command. I like it.  Grinning, I push back from my chair. “Great. I’ll be right back.” As I head over to the counter to grab a pen and piece of paper to write on, I think about how I really want to give my number to Lola. But I know that Star would make a great addition to our band, so I need to follow this through. Besides, maybe if I can get Star to join the band she can put a good word in for me with her friend. 
 
   When I return a second later, I hand Star the slip of paper and then sit back down. Even though I was ready to leave earlier, now I find myself wanting to stay.
 
    Star glances down at the paper and then peers up at me. “Whose address is this?”
 
   “Our lead singer,” I say. “We practice in his parents’ garage. We’re practicing tomorrow night at seven. You should come and jam with us.” 
 
   She looks a little nervous about the whole thing. I’m about to say something to reassure her, but then Beckett takes the stage and starts singing, his voice drowning out the room. I watch as Star stares up at him in awe. It’s a look I’m familiar with. All the girls are enamored with Beckett.  Hesitantly I peer back at Lola, wondering if Beckett’s charms have worked on her too. I’m pleasantly surprised when I see her looking at me instead. That never happens. Usually when Beckett’s in the room I become invisible.
 
   “Who is he?” Star asks with her gaze still locked on Beckett.
 
   “That’s Beckett. He’s the lead singer in our band. That’s why it’s called Beckett. He has a bit of an ego.” I chuckle lightly, hoping she doesn’t detect the bitterness in my voice.
 
   “I’ll be there tomorrow night,” she says, not that I’m shocked. I’m sure she wants to go just to be near Beckett. 
 
   I find myself glancing over at Lola again, hoping she doesn’t fall for Beckett too. Even though I’m sure I don’t stand a chance in hell with her, I know that I’ve got to try. There’s just something about her; something different.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   2
 
   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   When I wake up, Star is already gone. She has classes early this morning and mine don’t start until later. I stretch for a minute, working out all the kinks in my muscles. My neck cracks as I roll it. The bed in my dorm room is not nearly as comfortable as the plushy queen I have at home. At least I brought a few of my pillows, but it doesn’t seem to make up for the hard, unforgiving mattress. Flinging off my soft covers, I step onto the rough carpet. It catches on my toenail as I make my way across the room toward my dresser. 
 
   I groan as I take in Star’s disheveled bed. That girl is such a slob, I swear. Stalking over to her side of the room, I swiftly make her bed. Sometimes I feel like her freaking maid, and I know it should make me mad. But the thing is that Star has been my best friend for years, and I’ve never been able to be mad at her for very long. She’s the one person in my life who accepts all of my flaws.  I feel like I owe it to her to do the same. Not to mention the fact that she was there for me during the most difficult period in my life.
 
   However, that doesn’t stop me from teasing her endlessly about her unorganized tendencies. Grinning, I take two large strides toward my nightstand and pick up my cell phone.  Holding it in my palm, I type with my thumbs swiftly. 
 
   Maid report: Bed made.
 
   I can practically picture her rushing to class right now. I’m sure she’s running late. She always is. Her text back comes almost immediately. Sorry. I thought I did better. At least I picked up my clothes from the floor.
 
   Glancing down at the floor, I chuckle. 
 
   True, I shoot back. And I know her well enough to know that she really did think she’d done better. Star is one of those crazy creative types without an organized bone in her body. 
 
   After dropping the cell back down, I grab my toiletries and head down the hallway to the communal bathroom. When my feet hit the linoleum floors I think about how horrified my mom was when she first saw this place. There’s no way she or my sister would survive here. Neither of them would ever leave our posh house in El Dorado Hills, California, to live in Seattle, Washington, in dorms that don’t even have their own bathrooms. In fact, I think it’s safe to say they’re all shocked I haven’t gone running back home with my tail between my legs. But I’ve always been different than the rest of my family, and I’ve been waiting my whole life to be able to prove it.
 
    
 
   “That was super good.” I link arms with Star as we exit the pub we just had dinner in. I cinch my belted jacket tighter to ward off the chilly fall air, and it pinches at my swollen belly. My body isn’t used to all the junk food I’ve been stuffing it with since Star and I got here last week. I know I should slow down. My clothes keep fitting tighter and tighter. It’s just that everything feels different here in Seattle. I feel different – more free or something.
 
   “I know. Fried food is my nemesis,” Star says, her brown hair swirling around her face as a breeze kicks up. 
 
   My black boots click on the pavement as we walk along the sidewalk. I rub my lips together, the chalky red lipstick I always wear coating them. My long chandelier earrings tinkle in my ear with each step. We pass by a little club, music spilling outside from the door that is slightly ajar. A couple stands against the window, both of them puffing on a cigarette. Star bats away the plumes of smoke that circle us as we pass. The screech of a guitar and a loud drumbeat fill my ear. Then a rich male voice starts singing. Star stops and drops my arm. 
 
   “What?” I halt and turn to her.
 
   “I think that’s Beckett.”
 
   “So?” I flash her a dumbfounded look, remembering our conversation last night after she’d returned from her audition for his band. Apparently he’d been a complete ass to her. Not that I’m surprised. I could tell the first time I laid eyes on him that he was an arrogant jerk. Unlike his friend Ryker who seemed super nice, not to mention seriously hot. My cheeks heat up just thinking about him. Star moves away from me and starts walking inside the club.    
 
   I grab her by the arm, attempting to save her from herself. Star isn’t known for making great decisions when it comes to guys. She’s lucky she has me around to help her. “I thought you never wanted to see him again.”
 
   She bites her lip, and I can tell I haven’t deterred her at all. “Just one song?”
 
   I sigh. “Fine.”
 
   She drags me inside the crowded room and starts pulling me toward the only empty table.  Of course it is right under the stage, so all eyes turn to us as we weave toward it. It seems that everyone in town is stuffed inside this cramped room, their eyes glued to the stage. I don’t know a lot about rock music, but I guess they sound pretty good. When I slide into a chair, Star plops down beside me. I glance up at the stage to find Beckett’s eyes locking on Star, and I feel like I’m witnessing a train wreck. I can already predict where this is headed. My gaze flickers past Beckett and lands on Ryker. His gaze catches mine and his lips curl upward in a grin as his fingers fly over his electric guitar. I find myself wondering what they would feel like on my skin. Ryker is exactly the type of guy my parents have warned me to stay away from. Struggling musicians are not exactly the kind of guys my dad, the esteemed Dr. Vega, expects me to end up with. But I can’t help the attraction I feel toward him, and I know if he asks me out I won’t turn him down no matter how impractical.  
 
   “For this next song I’d like to bring up a very special guest,” Beckett speaks into the mic. Even though every girl in the room is drooling over Beckett and his edgy rocker look, I can’t keep my eyes off of his very sexy electric guitarist. Ryker allows his arms to drop to his sides, his guitar swinging from the strap on his neck. His brown hair falls in a wave over his forehead in that messy look that I know probably took him awhile to perfect. His tight t-shirt clings to his defined muscles, and his brown eyes sparkle under the dim lights.  “We sang this song together earlier in the week, and I’d like to do it again. Star?”
 
   My head snaps up at the mention of my best friend’s name. Star looks over at me frantically, her eyes betraying how shocked she is. What is Beckett up to? First he tells her she can’t join their band, and now he’s inviting her on stage to perform with him? I wonder what game this guy is playing. Watching Star walk up on stage looking like she might puke, I narrow my eyes at Beckett, making a mental note to keep my eye on him. Star has been hurt enough by guys, and I don’t plan on sitting idly by while it happens again.
 
   The band starts playing, and despite my best efforts my gaze once again lands on Ryker. It’s like he’s got some type of pull on me, I swear. When Beckett starts singing, Ryker throws me a wink. Heat creeps up my neck and spills across my cheeks. Star does a great job even though she’s been put on the spot, and the chemistry between she and Beckett almost lights everyone in the room on fire. I’m actually surprised when I look around and find us all unscathed, no burning flesh anywhere. 
 
    While the guys in the band put away their instruments, I expect Star to hightail it off stage. Only she doesn’t. She hangs back and starts talking with Beckett. I watch them from where I sit at the round table. All around me, people are standing and saying their goodbyes. It seems that the place is now winding down.
 
   “Hey.” A voice startles me.
 
   I peer up, my stomach tumbling to the floor at the sight of Ryker standing in front of me, his fingers shoved deep in the pocket of his tight jeans. “Hey. Um…you guys were great.”
 
   “Thanks. I’m glad you came.”
 
   I’m about to tell him that it was all Star’s idea, but then think better of it. “Yeah, me too.” I wave my hand, indicating the empty chair that Star was sitting in moments ago. “Wanna sit? I mean, you must be tired from playing and everything. You looked pretty intense up there.” Seriously, why am I babbling like an idiot? Pull yourself together, Lola.
 
   Ryker smiles, a little dimple forming on his right cheek. It’s so cute I almost sigh aloud. “Sounds good.” He pulls the chair out and it scrapes along the ground like nails on a chalkboard. Then he slides into it, his unfamiliar scent washing over me and causing my pulse to spike. It’s a mixture of mint, leather, sweat, and cheap musky cologne. I’m used to dating guys who smell like the cologne counter of an expensive department store, and it’s such a turn off. Nothing about Ryker is a turn off right now.
 
    “So what was that all about?” I bob my head toward Star and Beckett who appear to be engaged in an intense conversation on the stage. “He doesn’t want her in his band but he wants her to sing with him? I don’t get it.”
 
   “Beckett’s a little complicated,” he says nonchalantly.
 
   “What about you?” I lean over, resting my elbows on the slick table. “Are you complicated?”
 
   “Nah, I’m pretty much an open book. What you see is what you get.”
 
   Even though I don’t know Ryker at all, I trust what he’s saying. He gives off the whole good boy vibe. I get the feeling that if he weren’t a musician he’d be this non-assuming country boy. “I’m glad. I don’t do complicated.”
 
   A smile breaks out on his face that is so bright it’s like the sun rose right here in this room. “I knew there was something else I liked about you other than the obvious.”
 
   “The obvious?” I raise a brow. Glasses clink together from somewhere over my shoulder, chatting and light laughter settle around us.
 
   “Yeah.” Ryker winks. “Surely you don’t need me to tell you that you’re pretty much the most gorgeous girl in the world.”
 
   I fear that my entire face has turned bright crimson. My mouth drops, and I have no idea what to say. I’ve been told I’m pretty before. Dozens of times, in fact, but never like that.
 
   “If you keep looking so shocked I’m going to assume you are an actress. There’s no way that someone as beautiful as you can be surprised by my statement.” His gaze sweeps the room. “I think every guy in here has been eyeing you since you walked in. In fact, I bet they’re all wondering what the hell you’re doing talking to me.” He leans forward, an expectant look on his face. “I’m kinda wondering the same thing.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be talking to you? Don’t you know that rockstars are total babe magnets?”
 
   “Yes, but generally the girls that come out to our shows are into Beckett. See for yourself.” 
 
   I look up to see a gaggle of girls primping near the stage, all staring up wide eyed at Beckett. It turns my stomach. “Well, I’m not like those girls. And frankly, I don’t care what every other guy in this place thinks about me talking to you, because I’m not interested in any of those guys, or Beckett for that matter.”
 
   Ryker licks his lips, and my eyes linger a little too long on them. “That’s good, because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since we met the other night.”
 
   My breath hitches in my throat at his boldness. This whole conversation has been like that. The volley back and forth has been so natural, so flirtatious, almost like we’ve known each other for awhile. 
 
   “Go out with me, Lola?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.” I bat my lashes and speak in my best southern drawl.
 
   “So you are an actress then?” 
 
   I shake my head. “No. Trust me. Nothing about tonight has been an act.”
 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   4
 
   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   “What a weird night,” Pierce says after taking a swig from his can of soda. He stretches his legs out, propping his bare feet up on the armrest of the couch.  His jeans are torn, his t-shirt wrinkled.
 
   “Yeah, weird,” I agree, grabbing a soda out of the fridge and then slamming it shut. Soda is pretty much the only item we have in our fridge right now. Pierce and I share a two-bedroom apartment just a few miles from the college campus, and on our meager incomes we don’t live in the lap of luxury. All of our furniture came from our parents and we have not decorated at all. Well, unless you count the few rock n’ roll posters taped to the wall. Yes, I said taped, but I used clear so you can hardly notice it.  At least Pierce has a real job. He works at a local coffee shop a few mornings a week. I’m a full time college student, so my financial aid and college loans are footing the bill right now. Of course, this is my last year and then I’ll have to figure out what to do. I’m hoping by then I’ll be making enough money with my music to do it full time. 
 
    “I mean, first Beckett invites that chick up on stage after treating her like shit at rehearsal last week.” Pierce shakes his head, his brown hair flopping from side to side. “And then you get a date with that super hot chick. What happened? Did we enter the Twilight Zone or something?”
 
   I slap his legs, shoving them off the couch so I can sit. In my fist I hold the cold soda, and it sweats in my palm. Pierce’s legs slide off the couch and he sits up. I plop down on the couch and give him a teasing look. “Is it really that surprising that Lola agreed to go out with me?”
 
   “The truth? Yeah, it is.”
 
   “Oh, you’re one to talk. When was the last time you had a date?”
 
   “Low blow, man.” He holds up his hands exposing his palms.
 
   I chuckle, running a hand over my head. “It is odd, though, about Star.” My stomach twists remembering the awed look Star held when Beckett asked her to sing with him. It’s clear that she likes him. It’s written all over her face. “Beckett offered her the backup singer spot in the band tonight too. Did you know that?”
 
   “No shit?” Pierce spews soda out of his mouth and it sprays in my face.
 
   “Dude, really? Try to swallow before speaking next time.” I wipe my cheek.
 
   “Sorry,” Pierce mumbles. “I just don’t get it. He made it pretty clear that he didn’t want her in the band the other night.”
 
   “I don’t get it either.” There’s something bizarre going on for sure. Beckett doesn’t usually change his mind, especially when it comes to girls. I hope he doesn’t want to sleep with Star. I know exactly how that will end if he does. The whole thing makes me nervous. I mean, Star is Lola’s best friend, and if Beckett messes with her I’m afraid that Lola won’t want to see me again. She knows that Beckett and I are good friends. At least we used to be. Things have been a little strained between us lately.
 
   We became friends when we were little kids. I was enamored with him for many reasons. One was because his dad is Barry Nash, and he was the lead singer of a well known band named Killjoy. Also Beckett’s a great musician. He was the first person to really see my musical potential. Back then we used to talk about growing up and becoming famous rockstars. But as the years went on, Beckett turned cold and distant. I know why, but that doesn’t make it any easier to take. 
 
   All I know is that I don’t want him to hurt Star. Not just because of how badly I want to go out with Lola, but also because I know Beckett will beat himself up for the rest of his life if he does. She’s innocent and sweet, not the type of girl Beckett usually hooks up with. She’s the kind of girl Beckett feels protective of. That’s why I was surprised that he was so mean to her the first night they met. A thought strikes me. Maybe Beckett truly likes this girl. Perhaps that’s why he’s acting so strange. If that’s the case, I really hope they end up together. If they do, it’s possible she’ll soften him – turn him into the guy he used to be.
 
   “So, when are you and hotstuff going out?” Pierce interrupts my thoughts.
 
   “Please don’t call her that. That makes her sound cheap, and that doesn’t describe Lola. She’s classy, man.”
 
   “Wow.” Pierce raises a bushy brow. “You’re really into this one, huh?”
 
   “Have you seen her?”
 
   “Yeah, okay, I get it,” he says with a nod.
 
   “I think I’ll probably call her tomorrow and set something up.” I feel a pressing on my chest. “I’m just kinda nervous, because she seems like the kind of girl who’s used to the finer things in life. I can’t really offer her that.”
 
   “It’s not like you’re gonna marry the chick. You’re just taking her out on a date,” Pierce points out.
 
   “Yeah, but I can’t afford to take her anywhere nice on our date, Pierce.”
 
   He shrugs. “If she’s that uppity you don’t want to date her anyway.”
 
   I bite my lip, mulling over his words. The sad thing is that even if she is that uppity I’ll still want to date her. I don’t think there’s anything that girl could do to make me not want to go out with her - desperately. I shake my head. Man, I’ve really got it bad.
 
    
 
   With clumsy, trembling fingers I dial Lola’s number. My heart is thumping so loudly I can feel it pulsing through my ears. Wiping my free hand on my jeans, I marvel at how nervous I am. It’s not like I never date. I go out sometimes - never anything serious, but a dinner or movie here and there. Music is precedent in my life, so relationships take a backseat. At least that’s what I tell people. The truth is, my only serious relationship ended really badly. After what happened with Fiona, I haven’t wanted to take the plunge again. Lola makes me want to dive in, no matter the consequence.
 
   “Hello,” her crisp, clear voice comes on the line.
 
   I swallow thickly. “Hey…um…Lola? It’s Ryker. Do you remember me? We met the other night at open mic night?”
 
   Giggling fills my ears. “Of course I remember you, Ryker.”
 
   “Well, great. I was just…you know…wondering if you wanted to go out this week. I mean, I know you’re probably busy, but-”
 
   "I’d love to go out this week.”
 
   “Oh.” Sweat is literally drenching my shirt, and I fan out my armpits. A shower is definitely happening when I hang up. “Okay. Tomorrow night?”
 
   “Looking forward to it.”
 
   After working out the details, I hang up my phone and sink down onto the couch. The apartment is quiet since Pierce is at work.  A smile breaks out on my lips. I have a date with the hottest girl I’ve ever seen tomorrow night. It seems too good to be true.
 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   5
 
   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where is Ryker taking you?” Star turns around in the chair from where she sits at the desk doing homework. She leans her chin on the top of the chair, her ponytail swishing behind her head like a pendulum.
 
   “Don’t know.” I lean down, slipping on my high heels.  A black curl slips over my shoulder and my large hoop earrings brush against my neck. “I hope it’s somewhere exciting. I’m tired of guys taking me to stuffy restaurants. I want to have some fun.”
 
   “Lola Vega? Did I just hear you correctly?” Star raises a brow. “I thought you liked being taken to expensive restaurants.”
 
   I sit up, crossing one slender leg over the other. “No, that’s not what I want. It’s what my dad expects. But my dad isn’t here, so now I can do what I want.”
 
   “This is a Lola I’m unfamiliar with.” Star’s forehead scrunches up in a look of confusion.
 
   I stand up. “Well, then, I’d like to introduce you to Seattle Lola.”
 
    Star giggles. “Nice to meet you, Seattle Lola. So tell me. How are you different from California Lola?”
 
   I sweep my arms out in a big circle doing my best attempt at being silly. “Seattle Lola is more carefree.”
 
   “Really?” Star gives me a challenging look, and I cringe wondering what she’s going to do. “Meaning that Seattle Lola won’t mind if I do this?”  She gathers up some candy wrappers from her desk and tosses them on the floor. They land scattered over the carpet, and a few chocolate crumbs escape from one of them. It causes a chill to break out over my body. I can’t stand it another minute, so I bend over and start frantically picking them up.
 
   “Didn’t think so.” Star chuckles, slipping out of her chair and joining me in my clean-up effort. 
 
   Once we’ve carefully gotten all the wrappers and crumbs, I stand up. “Okay, so maybe I’m not completely carefree.”
 
   Star groans with dramatic exaggeration, flinging herself back down in her chair. “I knew it was too good to be true.” She turns back around, hunching over her homework. “I have a feeling only Ryker will reap the benefits of this new Lola.”
 
   “Shut up,” I say in a joking manner, flicking my fingers against her arm. After snatching up my purse, I reach inside and pull out my red lipstick. I just finished swiping it over my lips when I hear a knock at the door. Glancing down at my simple black dress and high heels, I’m hoping I dressed correctly.  Reaching forward, I yank open the dorm room door. Ryker stands before me, wearing black jeans and a leather jacket over his white t-shirt, his hair perfectly tousled.
 
   “You look gorgeous.” His dark eyes rove over my body, and I warm at his words.
 
   “Thank you.” I glance over at Star. “See ya later, Star.”
 
   “Have fun,” she calls over her shoulder as she scrawls in her notebook, the pencil whispering over the paper.
 
   I step into the hall, closing the door behind us. Ryker’s musky scent sweeps over me, causing my pulse to spike. We walk down the hall so close together that our shoulders brush occasionally. My palms moisten, so I shake them out discreetly at my sides. When we step outside a cool gust of wind smacks me in the face, and I shiver.
 
   “You cold?” Ryker asks, a look of concern on his face.
 
   I nod. “I should’ve worn something warmer. Still not used to the weather here.”
 
   “Wanna wear my jacket?” He starts to shed his black leather jacket.
 
   I put up my arm to stop him, stunned by his chivalrous nature. “No. I don’t want to take your jacket. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “May I?” He asks, his arm hovering over my shoulders. “At least let me warm you with my body then.”
 
   Surprised that he even bothered to ask, I give him a smile and nod. His arm circles around me and I nestled into him, sighing. I’ve never had a guy ask if he could simply put his arm around me, and I find it so endearing. It makes me wonder if there is more to this sexy musician than I thought. 
 
   “Where are you from?” He asks as we make our way across the darkened parking lot. A car zips past, its headlights illuminating the space around it. A few girls giggle as they hurry toward the dorms.
 
   “California,” I answer. 
 
   “That explains it,” he says. “I bet it’s sunny all the time there.”
 
   “I’m from Northern California, so it can get cold, just not like here.”
 
   He stops in front of a little Honda, and pulls his keys out of his pocket. Out of the corner of my eye I see a couple kissing against a vehicle a few rows over. 
 
   “This is your car?” I raise one eyebrow, assessing the car we’re standing in front of.
 
   “Surprised?” 
 
   “It just doesn’t seem very rockstarish.”
 
   Ryker leans against the car, an amused smile on his face. His shirt rides up, exposing the lower part of his stomach, which is, just as I suspected, rock hard and taut with muscles. A satisfied sigh lodges in my throat. “And what kind of car would you deem rockstarish?”
 
   I shrug. “Don’t know. Maybe a van. Don’t all rockstars drive vans?”
 
   Ryker chuckles . It’s a deep, low, raspy chuckle that causes my hair to stand on end. This guy has no idea how incredibly sexy he is. “God, I hope not, because I never plan to buy a van.” He pops open the passenger door. “Ready?” 
 
   I bite my lip while allowing him to guide me inside. I’m grateful for the warmth of the car as I slide into the seat. I rub my frigid palms together in an effort to thaw. My fingers are red and chapped. While Ryker gets in, I reach into my purse and pull out my hand lotion. After applying a generous amount, I rub it in, savoring the rich feel and sweet scent. Ryker starts the car, and heat spills from the vents. 
 
   Once we pull out of the parking lot, I turn to Ryker. “Where are we going?” He probably wants it to be a surprise, but I can’t stand not knowing things. The thought of the unknown practically chokes me to death. 
 
   “There’s a nice steakhouse very close by.”
 
   I exhale, slumping slightly in my seat. “Oh, ok.” What is it about me that screams stuffy restaurant? Glancing down at my outfit, I decide that maybe it’s time to dumb down my wardrobe. Maybe I’ll have Star take me to one of those thrift stores she likes to shop at or something. I scratch the top of my arm, and realize that just the thought of wearing used clothes is making me break out in hives. Okay, scratch that. But at least I can go to one of the discount clothing stores in the mall instead of shopping at my normal boutiques.
 
   “Unless you’d rather hit up this club downtown. My friend’s band is playing.” Ryker is looking at me expectantly, trying to gauge my reaction. “But it’s totally up to you.”
 
   “That sounds perfect.” I clap my hands together.
 
   Ryker wears an amused expression, and I can tell he wasn’t expecting me to choose that. “Really?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Great. Our band has played at this club dozens of times, so I know the owner. You’ll be able to get in even though you’re underage, so don’t worry about that.” He gives me a sidelong glance. “Not that we’ll be drinking.”
 
   I don’t know how old Ryker is, but I know he’s over twenty-one. It’s sweet of him to offer not to drink so I won’t feel left out.  “Sounds like a lot of fun.” And that is exactly what I was hoping for.
 
   Awkward silence settles over us as Ryker continues driving. I stare out the window at the splashes of blurry colors, cars, lights and houses. Leaves fly by like tiny little bats. My mind spins, trying to come up with something to say but I come up blank. Ryker's arm juts out and he turns up the music a little to cut through the quietness. A pulsing rock beat fills the little car. 
 
   "Is this your band?" I ask, curious.
 
   "Are you serious?" He sounds incredulous. "This is only the best rock band of our time. Do you really not recognize it?"
 
   His mocking tone bothers me. Maybe dating a musician was a mistake after all. "I'm not really familiar with rock music." I fiddle with the bracelets wrapped around my wrist, and they clink together making music of their own. 
 
   "Hey, I'm sorry. I was just teasing you." Ryker's gentle tone softens me a little. "I guess I kind of thought you were joking too."
 
   "Nope. Not joking. I know absolutely nothing about rock n' roll."
 
   "I feel like an ass. I guess I just assumed that since Star's a musician that you must be into music too." He shrugs, a sliver of light from the streetlamp slicing across his face.
 
   "It's cool," I say. "But no, I'm not a musician like Star. I used to be a dancer though."
 
   "Really?" His eyebrows lift slightly, and his mouth curves upward into a devilish grin. "A dancer, huh?"
 
   I groan, and playfully slap him in the shoulder.  "Not that kind of dancer, you perv."
 
   "What makes you think that's what I was talking about?" He feigns innocence.
 
   "Cause you're a guy," I answer simply. "What about you? How long have you been playing?"
 
   "Can't remember a time when I wasn't. I started playing guitar as a kid, and I just never stopped."
 
   I smile wistfully, wishing I had something like that in my life. Even though I'm eighteen, I still haven't found that thing I'm passionate about. When I hear Star talk about her music, jealousy rises up inside of me like the bubbles in a carbonated soda. I want to feel like that about something. Over the years my parents enrolled me in all the extracurricular activities money can buy, but I wasn't really into any of them. Star tells me not to worry about it. She assures me that I'm still young enough to figure it out. But that's easy for her to say - she has her thing. Sometimes I wonder if I'll ever find my gift, my passion.
 
    
 
   The club is packed when we arrive. It’s smaller than I had pictured, and people are crammed inside. Thankfully it’s warm. Maybe even too warm. Every stool at the bar is occupied and all the tables are filled. Loud, live music booms from the stage, and right under it is an empty space on the floor where people of all ages dance to the beat. The lighting is dim and the place smells like sweat and beer. It’s exactly the kind of place California Lola wouldn’t be caught dead in. 
 
   “This okay?” Ryker eyes me.
 
   “It’s perfect,” I answer honestly, yelling above all the noise. An elbow jabs me in the back, and I plaster myself to Ryker's side. 
 
   He smiles, leaning down. His mouth brushes my ear, his breath hot against my earlobe. “I’d love to see some of your dance moves.” 
 
   I shiver, and paste on my most confident smile. “I’d love to show you.” Then I grab his hand and yank him forward until we are entering the dance floor. I squeeze my way through people and locate a space to dance. Anxiety takes root in my stomach.  Telling him I used to be a dancer may have been a slight over-exaggeration. I took a class once when I was eight, and it was ballet. Not sure how well that will translate here in this club while the band plays rock music. All around us couples gyrate, and some girls spin their hair around their heads violently. I cringe, knowing I won't be doing that. Not only will it seriously mess up my perfect curls, but it will give me a major head-rush. Taking a deep breath, I allow my body to sway back and forth. I've been to school dances before. Surely I can do this. I just need to feel the beat and move in sync. Closing my eyes, I let the music blanket me, let the beat weave its way around my body and pull me in the right direction. I raise my arms above my head, hearing my bracelets tinkle like chimes. Then I move my hips sensually from side to side. When I open my eyes, Ryker is staring at me his mouth slightly agape. I worry that maybe I've made a complete fool of myself.
 
   "Damn," he says under his breath. "Are you sure you weren't, you know, that kind of dancer?"
 
   I giggle, swatting at him again while continuing to dance.
 
   "Because that is seriously the sexiest thing I've ever seen." He swallows thickly and licks his lips. Then he steps closer to me, and my heart clatters in my chest. His hands curve around my waist and his body sways with mine, his fingers digging into my flesh. Keeping my arms above my head I continue to dance. "You're gonna have to stop doing that," he growls.
 
   "Why?" I answer coyly.
 
   "You have no idea the thoughts that are going through my mind right now, Lola."
 
   "Is that a bad thing?" I let my arms drop and they drape over his shoulders like a designer shrug.  
 
   "It is if you want me to remain a gentleman."
 
   "I have a feeling you're always a gentleman, Ryker," I say with a smile.
 
   His forehead falls against mine, and I savor his musky scent. Even though we are surrounded by tons of people, I feel like we’re the only two in the room. Normally I can’t stop myself from people-watching. Star teases me about it all the time, how my eyes dart around and I have trouble focusing. But in this moment I am so in tune to Ryker that I have no desire to look anywhere other than in his rich brown eyes. "It's how I was raised. But in this moment I have the urge to throw all that out the window." The tone of his voice changes, taking on a husky quality.
 
   I lift my forehead off of his, searching his face. Maybe I took my flirting too far. Sometimes I do that.
 
   "But don't worry, I won't." He flashes me one of his dimpled grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. The song ends abruptly and it seems so much quieter. "I always treat women with complete respect. I can assure you of that, Lola."
 
   "You really are like a sweet country boy. You must be the last old fashioned man left on this planet."
 
   "Like I said, it's how I was raised." He winks at me, causing me to melt into a puddle at his feet. 
 
   "Your dad must be a gentleman too."
 
   His eyes darken, and he clears his throat. The music kicks back up again and he grabs my hand. "C'mon, let's get a soda or something."
 
   It feels good when his thick fingers thread through mine, but I can't help but wonder why he evaded my statement. Allowing him to lead me, I follow him to the bar. I can't hear over the loud music and people chattering, but after a couple of minutes Ryker thrusts a cold glass of dark, fizzy liquid into my hand. I close my fist around it, and bring it up to my lips. The minute the liquid lands on my tongue I realize that I was actually really thirsty. After taking a sip, I wipe the sweat from my face with the back of my hand. 
 
   Ryker's lips feather over my cheek as he speaks into my ear. "Wanna go out to the patio? It's cooler and quieter out there."
 
   I nod as he snatches up my free hand. Carefully holding my drink steady, I walk behind Ryker as we weave through the crowd and make our way outside. An overpowering mixture of sweat, cologne and deodorant assault my sense. The minute we step out onto the deck, cold air prickles my skin.  I’m grateful for the smell of the clean night air. There are several couples strewn about sitting on chairs and around a few small tables, but we find an empty bench to sit. It's small so I'm practically in Ryker's lap, not that I'm complaining at all.
 
   I want to ask Ryker why he acted so strange when I mentioned his dad, but I feel like maybe that isn't a conversation for our first date. I've always been told that I'm a little pushy.  Okay, I’ve actually been told I’m a lot pushy - on numerous occasions, in fact. And usually it’s when a guy is breaking it off with me. I like Ryker too much to risk pushing him away the first time we go out.
 
   A breeze kicks up and I shiver, my teeth chattering involuntarily.
 
   “Okay, this time I’m not taking no for an answer.” He peels off his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. After setting my drink down near my feet, I tug the jacket tightly over my chest, enjoying the warmth. Plus, it smells like Ryker and that causes my head to spin. 
 
   “You weren’t kidding about the whole gentleman thing, were you?” I ask, gripping the edges of the jacket.
 
   “Not at all.” I notice little goosebumps rising on his arm muscles, but he doesn’t seem fazed. He takes a sip of his soda and then glances over at me. "Has Star made a decision about joining the band?" He places his cup of soda in his lap, one hand curled around it.
 
   "I don't think so."
 
   "I really hope she decides to." He bumps his shoulder into mine. "Maybe you can give her a little nudge in the right direction."
 
   His words catch me off guard, and it makes me wonder if possibly I've misread this whole situation. The first night we met, Ryker had come over to talk to Star, not me. Now he's buttering me up in an effort to get Star in his band? This doesn't sit right with me. I scoot away from him, my body going rigid. 
 
   "What Star does is up to her. I'm not going to play matchmaker for you, Ryker." My hands are shaking. The ground beneath my feet jumps as the drums beat from inside the club. The couple on the other side of us giggles. A cool breeze kisses my skin.
 
   "Matchmaker? What?"His brows knit together in a look of confusion.
 
   "Look, I get it okay. You're a musician, Star's a musician. It makes sense that you would be attracted to her."
 
   Ryker reaches out, his hand circling my wrist. "Whoa. Wait a second. Is that what you think? That I like Star?"
 
   I shrug. "I don't know. Do you?"
 
   "If I liked Star, I would've asked her out, not you. I don't play games, Lola. And I'm not asking you to play matchmaker."
 
   I know I should just let it go. I mean, what girl starts an argument with a guy on their first date? But I think I really like Ryker, and I need to know where he stands on this. I need to know that he's not attracted to Star at all. The last thing I want to do is set myself up to be hurt. "Then why do you want Star in your band so badly? Why did you even seek her out the other night? Correct me if I'm wrong, but most guys don't go out of their way to talk to a girl unless they think she's hot."
 
   "Lola." He releases my wrist and drops his hand on my thigh. It feels warm and good.  "The truth is that when I heard Star play the other night I was completely taken with her."
 
   My stomach tightens. Maybe I shouldn't have asked him this. 
 
   "But not the way you're thinking. I was just taken by her talent." He sighs. "Look, Beckett is kind of a control freak. The guys and I are sick of it. We've been talking about finding another singer, someone who can round him out. Someone who can take some of the pressure off of him."
 
   "So you won't have to rely so heavily on him, huh?" I nod, understanding.
 
   "Exactly." His eyes lock with mine. "When I heard Star play, I knew she was that person. But the truth is that even if she doesn't join our band I feel like it was fate that I met her because it led me to you."
 
   I raise my brow. "So you don't have a thing for Star at all?"
 
   "Not at all. You're the only girl I'm interested in, Lola."
 
   "That's good, because you're the only guy I'm interested in too, Ryker," I say. 
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   Since Fiona and I broke up, I can literally count on one hand how many times a girl has come out to watch me play. Normally I don't date a girl long enough to invite her to our shows. 
 
   But there she is. Lola. She’s sitting at a table near the stage, a sexy smile on her face. Her short red dress that matches her lipstick clings to her body like it was painted on, and her black hair is sleek against her pale skin. When she crosses one slender leg over the other, revealing her strappy sandals and red lacquered toes, my fingers slip from my guitar. Beckett glances back at me sharply, and I regain composure.
 
   My gaze flickers over to where Star sits at the keyboard, and I'm reminded that Lola isn't just here for me. This is Star's first time playing with us since she decided to join the band last week. It's clear that she's pretty nervous, and I know that Lola is really supportive of her. But when I catch Lola's eye again, she curves her mouth upward and flashes me wink, making it obvious that most of her attention is directed to me. It causes my heart to stutter in my chest.
 
   We still haven't kissed, but I plan to change that tonight. I'm not sure I can handle going another minute without feeling those incredible full lips against mine. As if she can sense what I'm thinking, she darts her pink tongue out of her mouth and runs it over her bottom lip. That chick seriously drives me crazy. With jerky movements, I play the guitar struggling to keep up with the song when my mind is busy fantasizing about the sexy girl making eyes at me. Shaking away the thoughts, I force my mind to focus on playing. Beckett will give me hell if I keep messing up.  
 
   Although to be honest, I'm surprised he even hears me with the way he's staring at Star. He swears he doesn't like her at all, but his expression tells me something entirely different. I make a mental note to talk with him about it later. Tonight it's all about me and Lola. Beckett and Star will have to wait. 
 
   The minute our set ends, I unhook my guitar and set it on its stand. I unplug all my equipment and start cleaning up. Beckett and Star talk near the edge of the stage while the other guys put away their instruments. Lola waits at the table, so I move quickly, not wanting her to leave. The sound of Star's heels stomping on the stage draw my attention. Beckett stares after her, a puzzled expression on his face that tells me the conversation wasn't exactly a cordial one. Man, the tension between those two is so thick I can feel it. Abandoning my stuff, I head over to Beckett.
 
   Agitated, he runs a hand over his hair. Out of the corner of my eye I see his fan club starting to form, and irritation rises inside of me. 
 
   "You giving Star a ride home?" I ask. It stands to reason that since he gave her a ride here that he'll take her home, but I've never known Beckett to forgo his fan club.
 
   "Nah, she's going home with her friend."
 
   My heart sinks. "Oh. I was kind of hoping for a little alone time with Lola, but that's cool."
 
   "Sorry, man." Beckett shrugs, turning away from me and throwing a wink to some slutty blond primping near the stage. 
 
   It turns my stomach. Groaning in frustration, I walk away from him. After getting all my equipment put away, I head off the stage and swagger right up to Lola. She and Star are sitting at a table, their heads bent close together. When I approach, Lola lifts her head and smiles. 
 
   "Hey," she says. "You sounded great up there."
 
   "Thanks." I look over at Star, realizing that I can't exactly leave her out now, no matter how badly I want to get Lola alone. "So, do you two wanna go do something tonight?" 
 
   Lola presses her lips together and flicks her gaze toward her friend. "That's up to Star."
 
   "Um...no, I'm kinda tired," Star replies.
 
   My stomach tumbles to the floor at her words, and I'm once again annoyed with Beckett. If he'd only taken Star home, then Lola and I could go out tonight.
 
   "Oh, okay." Lola seems dejected as well.
 
   "But you two should go out," Star says. 
 
   My spirits lift. "Sounds great to me. What do you say?" I raise my brows, placing my hand on Lola's shoulder.
 
   "You sure you don't want to come with us?" Lola gives Star one last opportunity to change her mind, and it makes me want to kiss her even more. She's such a sweet friend, and always so considerate. Even though I want her all to myself tonight, I like that she cares so much about Star. I mean, I don't even know Star that well, and I can tell she's a little upset right now. I'm positive it has something to do with Beckett. He's a master at pissing off the ladies. Actually he’s pretty good at pissing off everyone.
 
   "Yes, I'm sure." Star stands up. Then she furrows her brows. "But I don't have my car."
 
   "Take mine." Lola thrusts her car keys into Star's hand. Then she turns to me. "You can take me home later, right?"
 
   "Maybe." I wink. "Or maybe I'll just keep you with me forever."
 
   "I think that's called kidnapping, Ryker," Lola teases.
 
   I snake my arm around her waist. "Not if you come willingly."
 
   "Okay." Star shakes her head, an exasperated look in her eyes. Giggling rings out, and we all glance over just in time to see Beckett whispering in the slutty blond’s ear across the room. Star’s face pales and she quickly grabs her purse, flinging it over her shoulder. "You guys have fun. I'm outta here."
 
   While Star pushes past us, Lola giggles into my chest. Her breath is hot against my skin and it causes a chill to shiver down my spine. I tighten my hold on her and inhale her coconut scent.
 
   "Anyone ever tell you that you smell like a tropical island?" I ask her.
 
   She peers up at me through her dark fringe. "No, but it makes sense. Spending time with me is just as fun as being on an incredible vacation."
 
   I chuckle, pressing my lips to her forehead. Freezing, she lets out a tiny gasp. 
 
   "C'mon, let's go." I steer her out of the club, looking forward to hearing her gasp a few more times tonight.
 
    
 
   "You took me to a park?" Lola cinches the belt on her black jacket. Her hair swirls around her face and her cheeks are flushed. A few feet away the chains on the swings rattle in the breeze. In the distance a couple of teenagers play a game on the basketball court. As the ball bounces it takes on a rhythm, reminding me of a consistent drum beat. But other than that, the park is empty. 
 
   "Not just any park." I close my fingers over hers. "This is the park where I had my first kiss. In fact, it was right here under this tree." I guide her under the low branches, the leaves trembling. 
 
   She leans her back against the tree, and I hover over her. "Why would you take me to the park where you had your first kiss?" She scrunches up her nose in a look of distaste.
 
   "It was the worst first kiss in the history of first kisses. I missed her mouth and ended up making out with her nose."
 
   Lola giggles.
 
   "In my defense, I was only thirteen. But it was the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me. Elena told the entire school about what a bad kisser I was. I got teased for years."
 
   Lola crosses her arms over her chest, an amused look on her face. "I still don't get what this has to do with me."
 
   "Have you ever had a bad experience somewhere and you always associated the place with the bad experience?"
 
   Lola nods slowly, still looking wary.
 
   "My mom lives right around the corner from this park so I have to drive past it all the time. Every time I do I think 'there's that park where I had the worst kiss of my entire life and made a complete ass of myself.' I don't want to remember this park for that anymore." I splay my hands against the tree on either side of Lola's face, caging her in. Then I lean down, nuzzling my nose against her cheek. My lips brush gently over her ear, her dangly earrings bumping against my skin. "Next time I drive by I want to think about how I kissed the most beautiful girl I've ever seen in this park. How I had the most amazing, mind blowing kiss right here under this tree."
 
   Lola shivers. "How can you be sure the kiss will be that great?"
 
   "Because it's with you." I nip her earlobe with my teeth. "What do you say, Lola? Want to help me erase my bad memory by replacing it with a good one?"
 
   "I'm game." Her voice wavers, coming out lower than usual. 
 
   Desire surfaces. I move my lips down her cheek until they rest at her lips. I sweep my lips over hers, slowly. Painfully slow. So slow it makes my body quiver. She opens her mouth slightly and exhales, searing hot air bursting forth. I stroke her cheek with the back of my hand and her eyelids flutter, her long lashes casting a shadow over her pale face. Trailing my fingers down her cheek, I trace the outline of her mouth. Then I curve my hand around her face, and press my lips over hers. I kiss her once, twice swiftly. Then I gently push open her lips with my tongue and dart it into her mouth. She tastes sweet, just like I knew she would. Her arms come up around my mine and she runs her fingernails up the bare flesh of my arms. When her fingernails scratch up my neck, I tremble, kissing her even harder. When I can't stand it any longer, I draw back and take a breath.
 
   Her chest rises and falls deeply as she stares into my eyes. "So, did it work?" She sounds breathless.
 
   "Did what work?" I push off the tree, still trying to regain composure.
 
   "Did that erase your bad memory?"
 
   "What bad memory?" I joke. "Keep kissing me like that and you'll end up erasing every memory I've ever had."
 
   Lola smiles. "Deal." Then before I can take another breath, her lips are on mine once again. 
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   The minute I hear the rap on my dorm room door I open it swiftly. I've been anxious for my date with Ryker all day. He doesn't even wait for me to invite him inside before rushing me. His arms come up around my face and he crushes his lips to mine.
 
   "Damn, you have got to stop wearing that red lipstick," he speaks against my mouth.
 
   "Why?" I pull him inside by the collar and slam the door shut with my foot.
 
   He kisses me again, slower, taking his time. When we part, he breathes deeply, running a hand over his head. "You know that a lot of rockstars are addicts, right? Well, you're turning me into an addict. I'm addicted to your red lipstick."
 
   I giggle. "So, what you are you gonna do? Join 'red lipsticks anonymous'?"  Drawing him to me, I circle my arms around his neck. 
 
   "Yeah, and one day when I'm famous they'll do one of those behind the music specials about me and my red lipstick addiction." His tongue darts out of his mouth, running over my bottom lip. Then he takes my lip into his mouth, sucking gently. 
 
   "Should I be worried?" I cock my eyebrow.
 
   "No. I'm only addicted to it when it's on you." He steals a peck.
 
   "So I don't have to be concerned that you'll go around kissing every girl you see wearing red lipstick?"
 
   "No, I'm immune to the charm of the red lipstick unless it is on your beautiful lips." He tightens his hold on me, kissing me swiftly again.
 
   "Then I guess I can live with it."
 
   He tilts his head until our lips touch again. This time he shoves his tongue into my mouth, swirling it around. I rake my hands up his back and tangle them in his hair. Our tongues mesh together in a sensual dance.  He brings me closer until our chests press together and our heartbeats mingle, a symphony of mismatched beats.
 
   "What do you want to do tonight?" Ryker asks, dropping his forehead onto mine.
 
   I reach up and touch his lips with my finger. "I think I'd like to stay right here and feed your red lipstick addiction."
 
   He growls, hugging me so tightly that I think he's trying to crawl inside my skin. Like no matter how hard he tries he can't get close enough. "That could get dangerous."
 
   "What a coincidence," I say slyly. "I love danger."
 
   "Woman, where have you been all my life?" He kisses me firmly, stealing my breath. My heart beats erratically in my chest as his tongue thrusts into my mouth and crashes into mine. Without meaning to, I moan. A sound erupts from the back of Ryker's mouth in response, and he lowers me onto my bed.  I don't know how he knew which one was mine, but I'm grateful. Star's isn't even made, and I'm not sure when she last washed her comforter. I fall against my bed, my head resting on my pillow, my hair fanning out around my head. Ryker's body hovers over mine. I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him down on top of me. He brushes a stray hair from my cheek, causing a shiver of desire to run through me. I kiss his neck, trailing caresses up to his chin, savoring the feel of his stubble against my lips. His legs tangle with mine. I run my bare toe up his calf, and feel his muscle constrict through the rough fabric of his jeans. 
 
   "God, Lola, forget the lipstick. I'm just addicted to you." Ryker rolls off me. Propping up on his elbow, he stares down at me stroking the skin on my arm with his hand.
 
   I stare up at him. Red lipstick smears his mouth and stains his skin. Reaching up, I wipe it off with the pads of my fingers. He turns his head and plants a kiss on the inside of my palm. "That makes two of us. What kind of group do I join? 'Sexy electric guitarists anonymous'?" I rub my fingers together, erasing the traces of the sticky red lipstick from my fingers.
 
   "You think I'm sexy, huh?" He leans down and kisses my forehead.
 
   "Oh, yeah. The sexiest," I croon, grabbing a fistful of his shirt and drawing him to me. Our lips find each other again like a set of magnets.
 
   "How long before Star comes home?" Ryker asks.
 
   "I don't know. It depends on how long Beckett keeps her occupied."
 
   "What?" Ryker pulls away from me, his eyes widening. "Star's with Beckett?" He sits up, and the look of panic on his face causes dread to sink into my gut.
 
   "Yeah. They're writing songs together." I sit up, tucking my legs up under my body. "Why? Is that a problem?" 
 
   "I just don't think it's a good idea for her to be alone with him."
 
   My stomach twists. "You don't like the idea of Beckett and Star being alone together? Wow, I guess I won't loan her my red lipstick."
 
   "Lola." He grabs both my hands holding them between us like a tether binding us together. "I told you the other night that I'm not interested in Star. It's just that Beckett uses women, and I don't want him to do that to Star. I don't want him to hurt her, because she's my friend, and she's your best friend. I care about her because I care about you. And also, because I care about the band, and it's better with her in it."
 
   I nod, knowing that I'm being silly. It's clear that Ryker really likes me. He's made it pretty obvious. "I don't want him to hurt Star either. But no matter what I say, I can't stop her from spending time with him. She's got it bad."
 
   "Yeah, I can see that when they're together. If it's any consolation, I think he likes her too."
 
   "Then maybe he won't use her," I offer, hoping I'm right.
 
   Ryker shakes his head. "Beckett doesn't do relationships. Hooking up is all he knows."
 
   I scoot forward until our knees our touching. We are both wearing jeans, and the fabric rubs together sounding like a song. "Why are you friends with him if he's such a jerk?"
 
   Ryker flashes me a wry smile. "He hasn't always been. He's just been through a lot, and he's changed over the years."
 
   "Yet you still care about him. I can tell." I admire Ryker's loyalty.
 
   "I always will. He's like a brother to me." Ryker shrugs, his fingers still tangled in mine. "I was raised by my mom. I've never known my dad. He was long gone before I was born."
 
   "Oh, Ryker. I'm sorry." I squeeze his hand, knowing why he acted so funny when I made that quip about his dad being a gentleman.
 
   He waves away my words by shaking his head back and forth. "Don't be. I'm not sad about it anymore. But when I was little I hated the fact that I didn't have a dad like everyone else. So in fifth grade I made up a story that my dad was a famous rockstar and that's why he had to leave my mom and me. One day this kid Beckett confronted me on the playground. He wasn't in my class, and even though I'd seen him around I didn't know him. When he asked me what band my dad was in, I blurted out the first band I could think of - Killjoy. He laughed and said that my dad must know his dad, Barry Nash, who was the lead singer of Killjoy." Ryker chuckles at the memory. "At that point I knew I had to come clean. The thing is that Beckett never made fun of me, and he never told the other kids I was lying. In fact, he used to tell people that we were friends because we both had rockstars for dads. Pretty soon we both started playing music together, and by high school we'd formed a band."
 
   "Sounds like he was a pretty good friend to you," I say.
 
   Ryker nods. "Yeah, and he still is in his own way."
 
   "And you're a good friend to him," I point out, bending forward until our lips are almost touching.
 
   "Are you trying to distract me?" He grins, his gaze landing on my mouth.
 
   "Is it working?"
 
   "What were we talking about? Cause all I can think about now is red lipstick." He laughs gruffly.
 
   I move closer to him, silencing his laugh with my mouth.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   Practice is starting a little late because Beckett's busy chatting it up with Star. I have no idea what is going on with those two, but clearly something's up. When I left Lola's the other night, I called Beckett to make sure he was on his best behavior when Star was at his place. He assured me that he'd been a perfect gentleman and that all they did was write songs together. What? It floored me. I'd never known Beckett to have a girl over and engage in strictly platonic activities. Don't get me wrong. I'm glad. I don't want anything to mess up what I have going with Lola.
 
   Lola. Just thinking her name causes my heart to skip a beat. We've seen each other almost every day since we started dating. If I had my way, I'd never go a day without seeing her. I know I made the whole joke about the red lipstick addiction, but the truth is that I do feel kind of addicted to her. When we're not together she's all I think about. I count down the minutes until we are together like an addict waiting for his next fix. The only time I feel content is when I’m with her.
 
   After hooking up my guitar and flicking on the amp, I reach into my pocket and pull out my cell. 
 
   I'm going through withdrawals.
 
   Lola's text comes back almost immediately. I've got your remedy, baby.
 
   I stare at the word 'baby', loving the fact that Lola called me that. Practice should be over in a couple hours.
 
   I think I can fit you into my schedule. 
 
   I chuckle. That girl and her schedules. While I'm a fly by the seat of my pants type of guy, Lola is organized and well planned. Still I think we round each other out nicely.
 
   Meet me at the coffee shop where we met at 9.
 
   I'll be there. Order me a mocha.
 
   Yes, maám, I joke, before shoving the phone back into my pocket.
 
   "Is that Lola?" Star stands in front of me, nodding down to my phone. I hadn't even heard her walk up. Her long dark hair falls down her back, and she wears jeans and a t-shirt. It's funny how different she and Lola are, and yet they're best friends. Opposites attract, I guess.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "You guys going out tonight?"
 
   I nod.
 
   Star smiles. "You two are so cute together. I'm glad she has you." 
 
   "Let's get started!" Beckett commands harshly.
 
   Star's eyes darken, and she throws me an apologetic look before scurrying off to the keyboard. I glare at Beckett, wondering why he can't just let Star into his life. It's clear that she likes him, and even though he can't see it, it's obvious to everyone else that she's perfect for him. 
 
   I strap on my guitar just as Jimmy starts pounding on the drums. When the band swells around me, I block out all other thoughts and lose myself in the music.
 
    
 
   When practice ends I hang back to talk to Beckett in private. The look on his face tells me that he was expecting it. He smirks at me, spreading his arms wide.
 
   “Okay, have at it,” he says smugly. “Say whatever it is you think you need to say.”
 
   This irks me. He’s always on the defensive with me. It didn’t used to be this way with us. There was a time when Beckett was the easiest person for me to talk to. Now he’s the most difficult.  “I don’t want to fight with you, Beckett.”
 
   “Then don’t.” He shrugs. “Leave and go out with Miss Diva.”
 
   I shake my head at the dig. “Don’t talk like that about, Lola.”
 
   Beckett chuckles. “I thought you didn’t want to fight.” He leans against Star’s keyboard, gripping the edges. His tattoos stand out on his bare arm. 
 
   “God, you are so infuriating,” I say through gritted teeth, scratching the back of my neck in agitation.
 
   “I get that a lot.” Beckett grins.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Look, I just wanted to talk to you about Star, okay?”
 
   “Again, huh? You didn’t say all you needed to the other night on the phone?” Beckett raises a brow. “I told you I wouldn’t sleep with her.”
 
   I groan. “I know what you said, Beckett. But I also know you, and platonic relationships aren’t really your style.”
 
   “For a guy who swears he’s into Miss High Maintenance, you sure seem to worry about Star a lot. If you like Star, then dump the black haired chick and go for her. I won’t stand in your way, man.” He holds up his arms, his palms exposed.
 
   “I’m not into Star. I like Lola. I just want to make sure you’re not going to ruin what we have going right now with the band.”
 
   Beckett huffs. He crosses his arms over his chest, with his back still resting against the keyboard. “Man, that chick is really rubbing off on you. You’re turning into a total control freak.” He leans forward. “Did you ever think that maybe Star doesn’t want me to leave her alone? In case you haven’t noticed, I am pretty irresistable.”
 
   Anger surges at his words. I step away from him, my hands fisting at my sides. “Yes, I know some woman seem to think you are.” I snort with disgust. “I’ve never been able to figure it out though.”
 
   “Oh.” I hear what sounds like pride in Beckett’s voice. “Nice one. Look at who’s been working on their comebacks.”
 
   I grunt. “Dude, can’t you ever be serious anymore?”
 
   Beckett pushes off the keyboard and swaggers toward me. “You want me to be serious? Okay, I’ll give you some advice. Stop worrying about Star so much and start worrying more about yourself. You’re making a huge mistake here in dating Lola.”
 
   “You don’t even know Lola.”
 
   “I know she’s exactly like Fiona.”
 
   “She is not.” My insides tremble with rage at what he’s insinuating. 
 
   “Yeah, bro, she is. They’re exactly the same. They’re both high maintenance, stuck up snobs with a control complex.”
 
   I shove him backward and he stumbles a little. “How dare you mention Fiona to me.” Taking a steadying breath, I turn away. “You’ve got some nerve.”
 
   “I’m just trying to help you, man. I don’t want you to get hurt like that again.”
 
   I am incredulous. “Surprised to hear that from you since you were a part of it.”
 
   “Hey, that was all Fiona, and you know it.”
 
   Shame washes over me. He’s right, of course. As much as I’ve wanted to blame him for what Fiona did, I know it wasn’t his fault. It was all hers. Well, and mine, I guess. If I hadn’t told her my secret, maybe we’d still be together.
 
   “Just be careful. Okay, man?”
 
   I nod. “Yeah, I will. I won’t make the same mistakes again.” And I know I won’t. I will never tell another girl my secret. I’ll take it to my grave if I have to. 
 
    
 
   Caffeine. It's what I've survived on the last four years of college. It's gotten me through late night study sessions, all of our band's gigs, and early morning classes. Before meeting Lola and being exposed to her sexy red lipstick, it was my true addiction. That's why I normally don't even have to order at my usual coffee shop. Everyone who works here knows I always drink a latte. However, tonight I'm not just ordering mine. I'm getting Lola's too.
 
   She's not here when I arrive, so I get my latte and her mocha and find an empty table. The other tables are filled with the regular patrons. Mostly college kids hunched over their laptops, books and papers strewn over the table. There is one couple in the corner deep in conversation while sipping their drinks. The scent of coffee beans wafts in the air, comforting me somehow.
 
     I know the minute Lola arrives. It's clear when all the guys in the place look toward the door, their eyebrows lifting in appreciation. I crane my neck and catch sight of her in tight jeans, knee high boots and a sexy black top. Proud to claim her as my date, I stand and take her in my arms.
 
   When I hug her, she brings her hand up to cup my chin. Then she turns my face to hers and steals a kiss on my lips. I raise my eyebrows, surprised by her boldness. 
 
   "Feel better now?" She laughs, taking the seat across from me.
 
   "Kind of. I mean, it'll tide me over for now, but I'll need a bigger fix later."
 
   "You're quite greedy, aren't you?" She juts out her hand, curling her fingers around the white paper cup in front of her. I watch as she lifts it to her lips and takes a sip.  "Hmmm.  I love it. Star and I can't get enough of our mochas."
 
   It's the first time I've heard her mention a common interest between she and her best friend. Maybe they aren't as different as I think. "Have you and Star been friends for a long time?"
 
   She nods, setting her cup down. "Since freshman year. Kind of the same thing as you and Beckett. Star is like a sister to me. I mean, I have a sister, but we're not that close." Her eyes take on a serious look I rarely see with her.
 
   "What about your parents? You close to them?"
 
   "Depends on how you define close. To an outsider it would seem we are a tight knit family. My dad is kind of all about appearances. He's a prominent doctor in our area, and our family’s reputation is important to him. But he's a workaholic, and my mom spends more time with her friends than me." She lifts and drops her shoulders in a nonchalant way. "It's no biggie though. Who wants to hang with their parents anyway, huh?"
 
   Her tough act isn't working on me. I can tell it does matter to her. Reaching across the table, I cover her hand with mine. 
 
   She clears her throat. "What about you? Are you close to your mom?"
 
   I know she's just trying to avert the conversation, but I go with it anyway. "Yeah. It's always just been the two of us, but it's cool. Less complicated that way."
 
   She smiles. "Sounds heavenly. I hate complicated."
 
   "Yeah, me too."
 
    Lola's gaze scours the room. "So what's the story with this place? Any bad memories you need me to erase?"
 
   I lean back in my chair, wanting to say yes. The thought of shoving Lola up against the wall and kissing her is pretty tempting. But I answer honestly, "No, only good memories here. Beckett and I used to come here all the time to talk through songs and lyrics. Then we started playing a lot of open mic nights. It actually helped us gain a lot of exposure."
 
   "So do you write songs too?" Lola picks up her cup again.
 
   "No, not like Beckett. Sometimes I help him with a lyric here and there when he's struggling. But he's the true songwriter."
 
   "Star writes a lot too." Lola sips her drink, a wistful look in her eyes. "I've always been amazed with her ability to make something out of nothing. I could never do that."
 
   "Come on, you never wrote anything? Not even angsty poetry as a teen?" My gaze catches on the couple in the corner, their messy hair and unique style, and I think how they probably write poetry.
 
   "Nope. Not even then. I wasn't one of those brooding teens who wore all black and shopped at thrift stores," she replies with a grin, and I wonder if she can read my mind.
 
   "I imagine you were too busy breaking all the guys' hearts," I tease, taking a large gulp of my coffee. 
 
   "How'd you know?"
 
   I angle my body forward, resting my elbows on the table. "You're not going to break my heart, are you, Lola?"
 
   "Don't give me a reason to, and I won't," she deadpans, and I realize we aren't joking anymore.
 
   I sit up straighter. "I won't ever do anything to hurt you, Lola."
 
   "Sometimes people can't help it, Ryker. Sometimes even with the best of intentions people hurt each other." She pauses, searching my eyes as if she's trying to read something in them. "That's the thing that scares me about relationships. I don't know if you've noticed this about me, but I kinda like being in control."
 
   I chuckle, running my fingers over the rim of my cup. "No, I hadn't noticed that. Not at all."
 
   "Shut up." She swats away my words with a short giggle. "That's why I've never fallen in love. The idea of relinquishing control to another person scares the shit out of me. I never want someone to have that kind of power over me."
 
   I know I'm falling for this girl, and the idea that she will never let herself fall for me pierces my heart. Maybe Beckett’s right. Perhaps she will end up hurting me just like Fiona did. Pushing my coffee cup out of the way, I take both of her hands in mine. "But what if you meet the right person; the person worthy of your heart; the person who will guard you heart like it's more precious than anything else in the world?"
 
   She swallows hard, her neck swelling with the effort. "People are flawed. It's a fact. No one's perfect. Therefore, no one can promise to never hurt me, no matter how well intentioned."
 
   "You know what I think?" I say softly, bending forward. "I think that love is a risk, and I think that before you met me, you hadn't met anyone worth the risk."
 
   "Are you saying that you're worth the risk, Ryker?"
 
   I nod. "I am, and I'll prove it to you if you'll let me."
 
   She rests her back against the chair, assessing me for a moment. I can hear my heart hammering in my ears. My palms moisten, but I don't dare release her hands. In fact, I squeeze even harder. Finally a slow smile spreads across her face. "I've never been one to step down from a challenge. You're on."
 
   I smile.
 
   "Don't disappoint me," she answers sternly.
 
   "Hey, I'm the one with the most to lose here. If I screw up, who's going to feed my addiction?"
 
   This causes a laugh to bubble from her throat, and my heart soars. I will never tire from making her laugh. I have a feeling I'll never tire from anything about her. In my entire life, I've never wanted anyone like I want Lola Vega. Proving to her that she can trust me with her heart is something I have to do, because losing her just isn't an option.
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   "How are things going with you and Ryker?" Star tosses her clothes into the hamper near her bed. Of course, she misses, and her jeans land on the ground a few feet away. Without bothering to pick it up, she thrusts her pajama clad body onto her bed, the springs creaking beneath her weight. 
 
   My gaze stays glued to the offending jeans, my fingers itching to pick them up. Agitated, I look away. I'm too tired to get out of my bed anyway. It's late and I have class early in the morning. "It's going well. How about you and Beckett?"
 
   "There's nothing going on with me and Beckett." Star props her pillow up behind her head. 
 
   "Yeah, right," I snort. "It's clear that you like him. I mean, you haven't even looked at another guy since you met him. Hell, Ryker even set you up with one of his friends and you weren't interested at all." Wind howls outside the window. 
 
   Star gives me a dumbfounded look. "Forrest? He was seriously not my type."
 
   "Not your type?" I sit up, bunching the covers near my waist. My gaze once again flickers to the jeans.
 
   "It's really bothering you, isn't it?" Star follows my eyes.
 
   "Oh, hell. Just pick them up," I say, exasperated. 
 
   Giggling, Star shoves off her covers, and slides off the bed.
 
   While she collects the jeans, I plow on. "Forrest is exactly the kind of guy you usually go for. So, what gives?" I think back to the disastrous double date with Star and Forrest. He was such a nice guy, but she didn’t even give him a chance. 
 
   Star tosses the jeans inside the hamper and then jumps back up onto her bed. The light in the room is dim, the blinds closed. Voices ring out in the hall. 
 
   "Maybe my taste in boys has changed since we came here. Yours certainly has."
 
   "Meaning?"
 
   "Oh, come on. Ryker is not like the guys you usually date. I doubt he has a country club membership, and I don't think he can afford to shop at a fancy boutique. He's not exactly the kind of guy you can bring home and introduce to Dr. Vega."
 
   Her words ring true and cause my stomach to ache. As much as I hate to admit it, Ryker is the first guy I've actually been able to envision myself staying with long term. Only I know it'll never work out with him. My parents will never accept my relationship with a struggling musician. Then again, maybe he has more going for him than just that. I make a mental note to ask him what his major is and what plans he has for after graduation.
 
   "Not to mention the fact that he seems to be falling for you, and you haven't pushed him away yet," Star points out.
 
   I groan, my fingers finding the edge of my comforter. Slipping my fingers beneath it, I fiddle with the soft fabric nervously. "I tried. I talked to him about it the other night."
 
   "Don't tell me you shared your whole philosophy on never falling in love."
 
   I squirm beneath her knowing gaze.
 
   "Lola, you didn't."
 
   Nodding, I flash her a wry smile.
 
   "How did he take it?" Star stretches her legs out under her comforter and rests her head against the wall.
 
   "He sort of took it like a challenge." My whole body warms, thinking of our conversation in the coffee shop.
 
   "Lola Vega," Star says with a smile. "I think you may have finally met your match."
 
    
 
   Met my match indeed. In the late afternoon, I emerge from my final class to find Ryker leaning against the wall. Elbowing my way through the other students all filing out of the classroom at the same time, I make my way toward him. He pushes off the wall when I approach. He presses a kiss to my temple and snakes his arm around my waist, fitting perfectly under my backpack.
 
   "What are you doing here?" I ask, leaning my head against his shoulder.
 
   "I missed you," he says simply, and I'm stunned by the brazen response. Most guys do not admit when they miss a girl. At least not in my experience. 
 
   "I thought you had class tonight?" 
 
   A couple of days a week Ryker had class in the evening, so he could stay up late the night before for gigs or rehearsal or whatever. 
 
   "I do, but that still leaves me with a couple of hours with you." His arm tightens around me. "Think you can spare a couple of hours for me?"
 
   "I guess I can fit you into my schedule," I tease. The truth is that I am a stickler for my schedule. I hate doing things spontaneously. I like things well planned out. But right now there's nowhere I'd rather be than here with Ryker.
 
   "Hungry?" he asks. 
 
   "A little," I say coyly.
 
   "Then I think it's my turn to have your remedy." He allows his arm to slide out from around my waist. Then he grabs my hand and yanks me forward. We step out of the hallway, away from the crowd of students. "C'mon."
 
   Curious as to what he's up to, I follow behind him. He leads me out to the parking lot, and together we weave our way in and out of cars until we get to his Honda. Cars skid past us, and students race by.  
 
   "So, where are you going to take me in your rockstar mobile?" I tease.
 
   Ryker circles his arms around my waist and kisses me swiftly on the mouth. "Sorry. I needed a little hit."
 
   "You know that's never going to satisfy your craving." I grab him by the collar of his thin t-shirt and draw his lips to mine again. Chattering and footsteps sound behind us, and I pull back. When I glance around I realize that the other students barely give us a second glance.
 
   Ryker exhales, a long stream of air pushing past his lips. "We're not going anywhere in my rockstar mobile, as you called it."
 
   "We're not?" I lean against the side of the car. The door handle sticks into my butt, and I readjust my position.
 
   "Nope." He pops the trunk and dips his hand inside. 
 
   Too curious not to peek, I lean forward on my tiptoes and look inside just as Ryker extracts a picnic basket. 
 
   "A picnic? You're really messing up your whole rockstar rep, you know that?"
 
   "I'm not interested in my rep, Lola. I'm interested in you." Holding the picnic basket in one hand, he slams the trunk closed with the other. 
 
   I bite my lip, unable to formulate a response. This guy really does know how to render me speechless.
 
   "Let's go. I know the perfect spot." With his free hand, he snatches up mine. 
 
   The perfect spot is a lush patch of grass under a large, leafy tree. Ryker spreads out a blanket and then plops down on top of it, rooting around in his picnic basket. As I sit down next to him, I ask, "So where did you get all these picnic supplies? Is this like what you do with all the girls you date?"
 
   With his arm still half hidden inside the basket, he tosses me a smile. "No, I've never actually taken a girl on a picnic before. But my mom got this basket as a gift years ago. She let me borrow it."
 
   "Oh." I bend my legs, pulling them closer to my body.
 
   Ryker holds up two foil wrapped burritos. "Chicken or beef?"
 
   "You got us burritos?"
 
   "Not just any burritos. I bought them at the best burrito place in town."
 
   I giggle. "I guess you've gained some of your man card back. I was a little worried that the basket was full of strawberries and champagne."
 
   He peeks inside. "Nope. Sodas, burritos and chips. Is that okay?"
 
   "It's perfect," I answer. "Chicken."
 
   "Here you go." He tosses me the foil wrapped monstrosity.
 
   "This is huge," I eye the giant burrito, wondering how I'll ever eat the whole thing.
 
   "Yeah, I get that a lot." He winks.
 
   "And now your man card has been returned in full." I roll my eyes. "I guess you have kept your rockstar image intact after all." I lean back on my arm. A flurry of students blur past just a few feet away. They all look so stressed and harried. Actually they look the way I normally feel. But not in this moment. In this moment, I feel completely at peace.
 
    "You know you love it." 
 
   He's right. At first I thought I just liked Ryker because he was different from the guys I normally date, but the more time I spend with him I find myself falling for who he is, not what he is. He's no longer 'rockstar Ryker' to me. He's just Ryker, and I like him. A lot. It's actually a little scary.
 
   I carefully unwrap the top of the burrito. When I take a bite, salsa dribbles down my chin. "Do you have a napkin?" I wipe some salsa with my hand to keep it from traveling down my neck. Ryker tosses me a napkin, and I wipe my face. "So, what's your major?"
 
   He chews for a second and then swallows. "Business."
 
   Maybe I'd misjudged him. "Really? What kind of business do you want to go into?"
 
   He shrugs. "I don't. I just want to play music. I only majored in business because my mom talked me into it. She wants me to have something to fall back on in case music doesn't work out for me."
 
   "So, you have no plans to acquire a high powered corporate job after graduation?" I quip, picking a cube of chicken out of my burrito and popping it into my mouth. The spicy, tender meat melts on my tongue.
 
   "Hell no. After graduation I plan to continue to play my guitar. Hopefully we'll make it big."
 
   "And if you don't?" I hope he has some kind of backup plan. If he ever meets my parents they will definitely ask him about it.
 
   "Then I have no idea what I'll do. Music is the only thing I'm good at."
 
   "That's not true." I stretch out my leg, and nudge him with my foot. "You arrange a mean picnic."
 
   "Yeah, if only that were a career."
 
   "It is," I banter back. "It's called catering."
 
   "Oh yeah, that sounds right up my alley."
 
   I laugh, but when the reality hits me my insides coil. Yeah, I can just see how well this conversation would go with my parents.  "When will you graduate?"
 
   "This Spring, actually. I'm in my last year."
 
   "You must be so excited." It's not like he went away to college. He stayed in his home town so school is just school to him. Not an adventure like it is for Star and me.
 
   "Not really. Finishing school means that I'm going to have to pay off my student loans, and I won't get financial aid anymore. So really, once I finish school I'm going to have to be a grown up. Not exactly looking forward to that." He pauses. "What about you? What are you majoring in?"
 
   I shrug. "Not sure. Right now I'm just focusing on general-ed. I know I have to pick a major, but it's so hard. I don't know what my thing is. I'm not lucky enough to have found my passion like you did."
 
   "C'mon, there's got to be something you like to do."
 
   "I like to boss people around," I say with a light chuckle under my words. A cool breeze tickles my arms, and I shudder.
 
   "That's a start. It's the makings of a good boss, right?"
 
   Is this guy for real? Like I can really make a career out of the fact that I'm a control freak? "Yeah, I suppose so."
 
   "What's it like being so far from home, Lola?" Ryker reaches for the hand in my lap, the one not holding the giant burrito.
 
   His fingers mesh with mine, and I smile. "It's kind of nice actually. Freeing." I look up at him. "Did you ever think of leaving Seattle?"
 
   "Nah. I can't leave my mom. She needs me."
 
   His eyes light up whenever he talks about his mom. I seriously found the last good guy left on the planet. I'm sure of it. "But what about if you make it big? Won't you have to leave her then?"
 
   "I'll deal with that when the time comes." He studies my fingers, lazily stroking the inside of my palm with his thumb. "But there's no reason to leave her prematurely."
 
   While I sit under this tree with Ryker's fingers exploring my palm, I think about how Ryker doesn't fit into the carefully constructed plan I have for my life. I may have never been able to figure out what I want to do for a career, but I always knew what kind of guy I'd end up with. A guy with big aspirations and a lot of schooling - a doctor, lawyer, or dentist or something. Someone with a lot of money who could give me the kind of life I'd grown accustomed to. A guy my parents would approve of. However, in this moment I don't care if Ryker doesn't fit into the plan. In fact, I think I'd be okay with changing the plan to make sure he fits in it. Because right now, I can't imagine a plan that doesn't involve him.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   "You sure you're okay with this, Lola?" I curl my hands around Lola's tiny waist and pull her to me. My fingers slide through the little loops in the side of her impossibly short skirt. We're in her dorm room. Star's gone, but we don't have time to take advantage of it. We have to get back to my place for the party Pierce and I are having. It was Pierce’s idea. I’m still not sure it’s a good idea, so a part of me is hoping Lola won’t want to go. However, so far she’s been more excited than anyone.
 
   "Okay with it? It's my first college party. It's going to be epic."
 
   "Epic, huh?" I sigh. "I think you're overestimating Pierce’s and my ability to throw a party. It's going to be a bunch of guys and a keg of beer. Not exactly the lavish parties you probably had back home."
 
   She gives me an exasperated look, her hands fluttering over my chest. "How much time do you have to spend with me before you realize that I don't need that? I left California to get a little break from the country clubs, rich guys and stuffy parties. This is exactly the kind of experience I want to have right now." She bats her eyelashes. "With you."
 
   Her words don't sit right with me. The familiar doubts resurface, and the memory of Fiona emerges in my mind. I can’t go through that again. "So, you're what, Lola? Slumming it with me as a little break from your regular lifestyle?” I release her and turn away. Groaning, I run a hand over my head.  No matter how much I want to believe she's starting to fall for me, in the back of my mind I always know it won't last long. I'm just a detour for Lola. 
 
   "No. That's not what I meant," she says, coming up behind me. Her hand lights on my shoulder, curving around the muscle. "You're not a break from my life, Ryker. You are my life right now."
 
   There’s that word again. "Right now?" I spin around to face her, speaking through gritted teeth.
 
   "No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say that," she says, her eyes pleading with me.
 
   "And yet you keep saying it." She reaches out, but I bat away her hand. I don’t want to fight with her. Hell, it would be so much easier just to take her in my arms and kiss those incredibly sexy lips. It’s just that I like her so much, and I can’t stand the thought of her not liking me the same way. "You aren't just a passing phase for me, Lola, and I'm not okay with being that for you."
 
   "So what are you saying, Ryker? That we're going to get married or something?" Lola asks, her voice hardening. That’s when I know I crossed a line. The walls that she builds around herself grow taller, more imposing. At this rate I’ll never climb over. "I told you I don't believe in falling in love. I'm not using you or anything, but I can't promise that this will turn into anything more than what it already is." Her eyes cast downward. 
 
   I bite my lip, her words slicing through my heart. Defeated, I give a resigned sigh. How will I ever get through to her? Will she ever trust me?  “Fine. Whatever.” I whirl around, stalking toward the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” she speaks from over my shoulder, surprise evident in her voice.
 
   Man, this chick really thinks I’m a freaking doormat, huh? “I’m going to my party. Alone.” I reach for the door handle and turn it. After yanking the door open, I glance back at her one last time. “I’m not going to force myself on you, Lola. I’m not that kind of guy. Either you want to be with me or not. You accepted my challenge, but if you’ve already made up your mind then there’s nothing more I can do. If you want me to be with me, you know where to find me.” Without allowing her to respond, I slam the door shut and hurry down the hall. My stomach clenches as I make my way out to the car. This is not how I envisioned this night to go. But I can’t keep playing this hot and cold game with Lola anymore. I can’t let her keep stringing me along. 
 
    
 
   When I get back to my apartment there are already a few people over. Pierce has the music playing low and he’s holding a red plastic cup in his hand. The scent of beer emanates from him. 
 
   “Where’s Lola?” he asks, looking over my shoulder as if he expects her to walk in at any moment. He's wearing a white t-shirt and jeans, his feet bare like usual. I glance over at a couple sitting on the couch drinking beer. 
 
   I shrug. “I don’t think she’s coming.”
 
   “Uh-oh. What happened?”
 
   “Nothing. We just had a fight.” I shake my head, a strand of hair tickling my forehead. 
 
   Pierce moves away from me, heading into the kitchen. “All you need is a drink, man.” 
 
   I chuckle, following behind him. “Hey, I’m not gonna turn that down at this point.” 
 
   “Ryker?” Lola’s voice rings out just as my fist closes around a plastic cup. The cold beer cools my palm. Pierce raises his eyebrows at me. Slowly, I pivot on my heels. She looks hot, and I want to grab her in my arms. But I don’t. I keep them pinned at my sides and wait for her to make the first move.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask, my tone hard.
 
   She leans against the counter, biting her lip. “I came by to say I’m sorry, okay?”
 
   I narrow my eyes and move my shoulders up and down. “For what?”
 
   “For whatever I said that pissed you off.” 
 
   I chuckle bitterly and push past her. She still doesn’t get it. Taking a swig of my beer, I nod in the direction a few guys as they stumble inside.  
 
   “Ryker,” Lola says chasing after me. 
 
   I lean against the wall of the family room, holding the cup close to my chest. More people file inside, some carrying cartons of beer or bottles of alcohol. I wave in their direction.
 
   “Hey guys,” I call out. A couple of girls walk inside, one of them carries a large bottle of vodka. “Excuse me,” I say, pushing past Lola. I can practically feel her openmouthed stare as I head toward the girl. Let her stare. She should know that if she doesn’t want to be with me, I can meet someone else who will. 
 
   As I relieve the glass bottle from the girl I don’t know, I feel like an ass. I know I’m just doing this to make Lola upset, but I don’t care. I’m tired of letting her push me around. Been there, done that, with Fiona, and I’m not looking for a repeat of that doomed relationship.
 
   “Hey.” Lola comes up behind me, her hand falling on my shoulder.
 
   I shake it off, and head into the kitchen to put the vodka in the freezer. 
 
    Pierce chats with the girls loudly, and they giggle.
 
   “I said I was sorry,” Lola says after I close the freezer door. She stands with her legs apart, making it impossible for me to get out of the kitchen. “What more do you want from me?”
 
    “That night at the pub you asked me if I’m complicated, and I told you I wasn’t. That’s the truth, Lola. I’m not complicated, and I don’t play games. I laid it all out for you. I haven’t been secretive about my intentions. But if you don’t feel the same way, that’s fine. We can cut our losses right now.”
 
   Her face pales. “I don’t want to do that.”
 
   “Why not? If you’re so sure we don’t have a future together then what the hell are we doing here, Lola?” 
 
   “I didn’t say that I was sure we don’t have a future together. It’s just that we’ve only been dating a short time. I’m not ready to make a commitment of undying love to you just yet.”
 
   “Just yet, huh?” I tease, my anger dissipating a bit. “But soon you plan to do that? Declare your undying love for me? Well, that changes things.”
 
   Lola giggles, swatting my arm. “You wish.”
 
   “I just want you to keep an open mind. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
   Lola nods. “No, it’s not. And yes, I can do that.”
 
   "I like you a lot, Lola." I sweep my fingers up her cheek and rest them at her ear. "I'm not ready to let you go. I just wish you felt the same way.”
 
   “I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   “Right now you are,” I say, using the same words she used earlier.
 
   She crosses her arms over her chest. The apartment swells with chatting and noise behind us. “I shouldn’t have said what I did earlier. Sometimes I just get scared. But I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be with you. I don’t want to lose you, Ryker.”
 
   I smile in a teasing way. “You’re in luck, because I don’t want to lose this.” I reach my hand up, running my fingertips over her lips. 
 
   “The red lipstick?” Lola raises a brow.
 
   Without answering, I smother her lips with mine. When we part, I cock an eyebrow. She smiles, and I feel my nerves settling. "You ready to party, beautiful?"
 
   She nods, narrowing her eyes at me as if she doesn't know what to make of me. The look gives me a sense of satisfaction. I'm starting to understand Lola better and better all the time, and I plan to use my knowledge to reel her in. There's no way I'm letting Lola get away. I’m not going to let her slip away the same way Fiona did.
 
    
 
   Lola's on her phone again. I think she's talking to Star. And she looks pissed. I'm irritated with Beckett, because let's face it, it has to be about him. Star stayed late after rehearsal to work on some songs with him. She was supposed to meet us at the party afterward, but she hasn't shown. I walk over to Lola, red plastic cup in my hand. Before reaching her I take a swig of the bitter beer. A couple of my friends slap me on the back as I pass them. My apartment has never had this many people in it at one time. We're not exactly party animals - Pierce and I. The truth is that we're really not supposed to party. It's one of the many rules Beckett has for us. He calls them guidelines for being in his band, but I see them for what they are - a way for him to control everyone. The irony is not lost on me that my best friend is a control freak and now I'm dating one.  I wonder what that says about me. I'm sure it says something. I've always suspected that a psychiatrist would have a field day with me if one could pin me down. After all the shit with my dad and then being raised by a single mom, I'm pretty sure I'm screwed up.
 
   Lola looks up at me when I approach. 
 
   "What's going on?" I ask.
 
   She sighs heavily, holding her phone in one hand, a red cup filled with fizzy beer in the other. "Beckett strikes again. Star's really upset this time."
 
   "So she's not coming?" In a way I'm kind of relieved. If Beckett finds out about our party he'll get totally pissed off. 
 
   "Oh, no, she's coming. I talked her into it." She leans into me. "I can be pretty persuasive when I want to be."
 
   "I think I've been on the receiving end of that before," I respond, stealing a kiss on her cheek. 
 
   "Hey, man," Pierce interrupts us. He takes a large swig of his beer. "This is great, huh?"
 
   I glance around the room, taking in couples making out, guys chugging beer in the kitchen, a few people dancing to the music playing softly from my ipod. "Let's just hope the downstairs neighbors don't get upset."
 
   "Nah." Pierce waves away my words. "They're gone for the night. I already checked."
 
   "Cool." I drape an arm over Lola and pull her to my side.
 
   "Cheers!"  He raises his cup into the air like he's cheering an invisible person. Then he throws his head back and downs the rest of his drink.
 
   Lola peers up at me, a confused expression on her face.
 
   "Yeah, maybe you should slow down, man," I say to Pierce.
 
   "Slow down? Nah, that's for sissies." When he races back toward the keg, I shake my head at Lola.
 
   She glances to the door and then lets out a squeal. "Oh, goodie! Star's here!" My gaze follows hers and lands on a dejected Star who is hesitantly stepping inside. Lola starts walking toward her friend "Star! You made it!" I hear her say.
 
   I hang back, leaning against the wall and finishing off my beer. Lola and Star chat for a few minutes and then Lola takes her into the kitchen to get a drink. A minute later they return, both with some pink concoction in their red cups.
 
   "Hey, Star," I greet her, while putting my arm around Lola. "Glad you could make it."
 
   "Thanks for inviting me," she answers politely, still looking a little uncomfortable.
 
   "Oh, I love this song." Lola pushes off of me and starts swaying her hips.
 
   "I thought I warned you about that," I growl, wrapping my arms around her waist and drawing her to me.
 
   She throws back her head and lets out a giggle. I love seeing her free and happy like this. 
 
   "I'm going to go get another drink," Star mumbles. I barely glance back at her as she heads off.  Leaning down, I press my lips to Lola's.  She tastes like beer and a little like strawberries. I kiss her hungrily, savoring the feel of her lips against mine. 
 
   A few minutes later Lola looks up at me, a question in her eyes. "Where is Star?"
 
   I crane my neck and find Star sitting on the couch with Pierce's friend Jonah. Star is smiling, her hands resting on Jonah’s arm. "Looks like she made a friend."
 
   Lola's mouth curves upward. "Good. Maybe he'll help get her mind off of Beckett." 
 
   The next half an hour flies by in a flurry of drinking, dancing and making out. I am completely under Lola's spell. It's like we are the only two people here. I can actually imagine that my apartment isn’t filled with other people.  All I can see is Lola. But then a tap on my shoulder brings me out of my tunnel vision.
 
   “I can’t believe you, man." Beckett crosses his arms over his chest.
 
   What is he doing here? I look around for Pierce, but can't locate him. “It’s just a little party. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
   “It is a big deal. Did you see how drunk Star is? She’s in the bathroom cleaning up puke as we speak.”
 
   I glance over at the bathroom, feeling a little guilty. I hadn't even noticed that she'd drank too much. I hadn't even really noticed her at all. Lola's fingers close around my arm, giving me courage. “So she had a little too much to drink. It’s not the end of the world.”
 
   Beckett sticks his face in mine. “This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I have rules for a reason.”
 
   “Maybe I’m tired of living by your rules, Beckett. Sure I’m in your band, but that doesn’t mean you get to run my life.”
 
   He narrows his eyes. “We’ve been friends a long time, man. I thought you understood. Maybe I was wrong.”
 
   Now I feel like a jerk. I do know all about Beckett's screwed up family and the role alcoholism played in it. “Look, Beckett. Let’s talk about this later, okay?”
 
   “Oh, we’ll talk about it later, because whether you like it or not I have rules for the members of my band, and there are consequences when those rules are broken.”
 
   “Rules?” Star’s voice sounds behind us. “What rules?”
 
   “I’ll explain later,” Beckett says harshly. Lola's fingernails dig into my flesh when he speaks. 
 
   “Rules, shmules,” Star says, swaying slightly, and I cringe. Clearly she's hammered.
 
   “I need to get you home, Star,” Beckett says, surprising me. Since when did Star become Beckett's responsibility?
 
   This arouses Lola’s attention. She drops my arm and steps toward Beckett. “You’re not taking her anywhere."
 
   “She needs to go home, and no one here is in any condition to take her,” Beckett counters.
 
   “I’ll be fine, Lola,” Star says, slurring her words.
 
   “I trust you’ll be a perfect gentleman?” The expression on Lola's face is stern.
 
   “Hey, I’m not the one who brought her to some party and let her get hammered and hook up with a stranger." Beckett sneers. If I didn't know better I'd say that he really cares about Star. 
 
   Lola narrows her eyes and crosses her arms.  “And I’m not the person who upset her so badly tonight that all she wanted to do was get hammered and hook up with a stranger.”
 
   “Okay, you got me,” Beckett says, and I seriously feel like he's a stranger to me at this point. “So, let me make it up to her.”
 
    “Just be careful,” Lola speaks to him through gritted teeth.
 
   After Beckett and Star leave, Lola turns to me. "Do you think it was smart for me to trust him?"
 
   Stunned, I press my lips together. "Yeah, he seemed pretty genuine. I've seriously never seen Beckett act like that. I'm starting to think maybe he does have feelings for Star."
 
   "That's what I'm afraid of." Lola stares off in the distance.
 
   "Hey." I touch her face, gently turning her head so she'll face me. "You're not responsible for Star. She's a big girl."
 
   "But she's my best friend, and I feel like it's my job to protect her."
 
   "You can't control everything, Lola. Some things are beyond your control. You need to learn to let some things go."
 
   "Well, I think you need to learn how to do just the opposite." She steps closer to me, a challenging gleam in her eye.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Oh come on, you totally let Beckett walk all over you. You need to stand up to him. Put him in his place."
 
   I know I should be offended by how she's speaking to me. However, she's right. I've never stood up to Beckett before, and I need to. Maybe if I had things wouldn’t have ended with my last relationship. Lola makes me want to be a better man. "You know what I think?" I run my finger along her jawline. "I think we're perfect for each other."
 
   "How do you figure?" Her voice is a soft, gentle purr. 
 
   "You can teach me how to be more assertive, and I can teach you how to trust someone. How to give up some of that control, and allow someone else to take care of you."
 
   "You want to take care of me, huh?"
 
   I nod. "Oh, yeah, I do." Curving my hand around her face, I cover my mouth with hers. "More than anything. Will you let me?" After speaking the words, I hear a tiny gasp at the back of her throat. I choose to take it as a yes.
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   "I wish I could go with you." Ryker runs his hands down the length of my arms. "I've always wanted to see California."
 
   "You've never been?" I lean against the wall in my dorm room and stare into his dark eyes. Funny how I’ve been so nervous about my trip back home, but one look in Ryker’s eyes and I feel calm. We’ve only been dating a couple of months, but somehow he’s slipped seamlessly into my life as if he was always meant to be here.
 
   "Never." He leans forward, brushing his lips over my cheek. "But I look forward to seeing it with you someday."
 
   I squirm, his words making me uncomfortable. "It's not that great. It's not like Star and I live near the beach or anything."
 
   "I bet Thanksgiving is a huge deal at your house, huh?"
 
   Nodding, I avert my eyes from his intense gaze. Star gives me a funny look from where she sits on her bed, shoving clothes into her suitcase. Even though we're leaving in a few minutes, she is just now packing. My suitcase has been packed for days. I hate doing things last minute. That's when you end up forgetting your underwear or mascara or something. Just the thought of forgetting something important causes me to break out in hives. That's why I've re-checked my bag numerous times to be sure I have everything. By the way Star is haphazardly shoving things in her bag, I'm certain she'll miss something. "It's a long day with a lot of food and even more people. I bet you'll have more fun spending a quiet day with your mom." I loop my arms around his neck.
 
   "I can't wait for you to meet her. I just know she'll love you. What do you think your parents are going to say when you tell them about us?"
 
   My stomach clenches. "Um...who knows? It doesn't matter." Releasing him, I head toward my suitcase. Star raises her eyebrows at me, and I know exactly what she's thinking. Taking a deep breath, I walk toward my bed and run the pads of my fingers over my suitcase. "Well, we better get out of here if we want to make our flight on time."
 
   Ryker comes up behind me, circling his arms around my waist and resting his chin on my shoulder. "I'm gonna miss you, beautiful."
 
   I melt beneath his words. Spinning around, I kiss him softly on the lips. "Me too, Mr. Rockstar." Then I smile slyly. "Should I leave a tube of lipstick to tide you over?"
 
   "I thought I explained that it doesn't work like that. It needs to be on you." He bites my lips. "But you can give me a little fix before you head off."
 
   "I'll consider it my charitable act of the day," I respond and press my lips to his. My fingers play with the bottom of his coarse hair, while his tongue pushes into my mouth. His hands dig into my hips, causing a flush of desire to run through me.
 
   "Um..." Star's voice cuts into the moment. "We really do need to get going. So break it up, you two."
 
   Groaning, I pull away from Ryker. When I give him one last hug, I think about how I really am going to miss him. In my head I know he's all wrong for me, but my heart doesn't seem to care about that. 
 
   After Ryker leaves, Star turns to me. "You're not going to tell your parents about him, are you?"
 
   I shake my head. "No way." 
 
   "Didn't think so."
 
   "They'll never approve." I reach out and grab the handle of my suitcase. After pulling it up and hearing it click into place, I roll the suitcase behind me.
 
   "They don't even approve of me." Star snorts.
 
   "Don't take it personally. They barely approve of me." I force out a laugh, but I almost choke on it. Already the suffocating feeling I always get around my parents is starting to close in on me. By the time I get home I won't even be able to catch a breath.  A cold sweat rises on my body and I feel like I'm falling. All of the control I've held on to while being here is slipping away, and I know by the time we land in California I won't even have the slimmest grasp on it. I just hope I can hold it together. Things have been good since I got here. My little problem has been under control, but I fear going home will cause it to re-surface.
 
   "You okay, Lola?" Star's hand clamps on my shoulder.
 
   I nod. "Yeah. Fine."
 
   "You sure?" Her eyebrows knit together in concern.
 
   "Look at us switching roles all of the sudden," I say, even though I know it’s not the first time Star has had to take care of me. We both act like it’s always been the other way around, but we’re both fooling ourselves. With fake brevity, I push her hand off and lift my head high. "Yeah, I'm fine. Let's get outta here."
 
    
 
   "Lola, stop slouching," Mom scolds from the other end of the table. She and Dad sit at opposite ends of our enormous dining table, the chair backs sticking out of their heads like they've sprouted horns. My sister, Camille, smirks from where she sits across from me. 
 
   My rebellious side is tempted to slouch further, but when I catch my dad's stern eye I sit up straight. Lifting my fork, I stuff a forkful of chicken into my mouth. It's no pub food or enormous burrito, but I'm starving, so it tastes good. Maybe a little dry, but it'll do. Mom isn’t exactly a great chef. It’s why we have all of our events catered. I’m certain that Thanksgiving will be too. I chew quietly, keeping my posture straight. 
 
   "So, what's it like sharing a bathroom with, like, the entire floor at your dorm?" Camille asks sarcastically.
 
   It seems like a rhetorical question, so I don't plan on answering. But when I notice everyone staring at me expectantly, I swallow and say, "It's not that bad."
 
   "Oh, come on. It's gotta be gross. You don't have to pretend like it's not," Camille says.
 
   I narrow my eyes at her and speak through gritted teeth. "What is it like still being home and mooching off of Mom and Dad?"
 
   "Lola, that was uncalled for," Mom says.
 
   I ball my napkin in my lap, using it like a stress ball. "She started it," I mumble under my breath, and then chastise myself for sounding like a spoiled child.
 
   "Girls, let's not fight. Lola is only home for a few days. Let's make the most of it," Dad interjects.
 
   That quiets the table and I go back to scarfing down my food. The only sounds are the crackling of ice cubes in my cup and the scraping of utensils on the plates. Once my piece of chicken is gone, I reach for the platter in the center of the table and spoon another piece onto my plate.
 
   Mom's eyebrow lifts, and my chest tightens. Determined not to let her silent accusation get to me, I just take another bite. Across from me, Camille pushes her plate back. I notice that she's left half of what she served herself. Not that I'm surprised. Camille prides herself on her slim figure. She tosses a strand of her long black hair over her shoulder, her dark eyes landing on me.
 
   My cell vibrates in the pocket of my pants. I glance down.
 
   "No phones at the table, Lola. You know that." Mom sighs in exasperation, acting like my couple of months away from this place has tainted me forever.
 
   "Sorry," I mumble, my fingers itching to grab my phone. I'm guessing the text is from Ryker, and I'm desperate to see what it says. Words from him would be a welcome relief right now. 
 
   "You got a boyfriend in Seattle, Lola?" Camille eyes me suspiciously.
 
   My sister and I have never gotten along very well. Ever since I was born I think she's secretly hated me. Camille is one of these people who can't share anything. I think she's had it out for me from the first moment she glimpsed me in Mom's arms. It's only gotten worse over the years. I've always had more friends than her and certainly more attention from guys.
 
   “No, no boyfriend.” The lie hurts as I force it from my throat, and it burns my tongue like acid. It feels wrong to deny Ryker. We may not have been dating long, but he’s become a part of me. He’s under my skin, and pretending he doesn’t exist is like erasing a portion of myself.
 
   “Well, that’s great, because we have a surprise guest coming to Thanksgiving this year.” Mom is practically giddy.
 
   “Really?” My stomach rolls. 
 
   “Yes, one of your dad’s colleagues is coming and bringing his son. He’s your age and he’s pre-med!”
 
   Oh goodie. “What’s his name?” I ask, because I’m curious. I’m sure it’s something stuffy like Miles or Neil. 
 
   “Nolan,” she says.
 
   Close enough. I try to picture pre-med Nolan taking me to a club or to the park where he had his first kiss. No, I have the feeling a guy named Nolan who is studying to be a doctor would never be as much fun as Ryker. Before I get asked anymore questions, I shove a few more forkfuls of food into my mouth. 
 
   “Well, you certainly have gained an appetite.” Mom clucks her tongue.
 
   And there it is. The first dig. I chew slower and set my fork down, my hands trembling. I feel Mom’s gaze lingering on my stomach. My pants do fit a little tighter, and I know I’ve put on a few pounds since being away. The pull to the bathroom is strong, but I swallow hard and stay rooted in my seat. I don’t dare take another bite though. I let the rest of my food sit on my plate, mocking me with every passing minute. Finally dinner is over and Mom excuses us.
 
   With jerky movements, I push away from the table and walk swiftly down the hallway and up the stairs. When I reach the top, I feel the pull like hands reaching out to me and grasping tightly. I enter the bathroom, knowing what I have to do. Knowing the only way to get relief. After locking the door, I drop to my knees in front of the toilet. I lift my hand, my index finger extended when a buzzing in my pocket startles me. Startled, I drop my hand and pluck out my phone. Ryker.
 
   I hesitate just for one second. Then I stand up and push talk. 
 
   “Hey, beautiful.” Just hearing his voice fills me with comfort and peace. I draw strength from his sweet words.
 
   Pushing open the bathroom door I step into the hall. “Hey,” I speak barely above a whisper, keeping my hand cupped around the phone while racing to my room. 
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   I step into my room, close the door securely and sink down on my bed. I’m drowning in a sea of pink and lace. It circles around me, strangling me. Taking a deep breath, I fight against the claustrophobic feeling.  “Yeah, fine.”
 
   “You don’t sound fine. Is all that pampering getting to you?” Ryker jokes.
 
   I force myself to laugh along with him even though what I really want to do is cry. Not wanting to talk about my family, I change the subject. “So who is the best rock band of our time?”
 
   “What?”
 
   I lie back on my pillow and stretch out my legs while keeping the phone pressed to my ear. Closing my eyes, I pretend I’m back in Seattle with Ryker instead of here suffocating in my childhood room. I ignore the floral potpourri scent, and try to conjure up the scent of Ryker’s leather jacket and his mint shampoo. In my mind, I envision my dorm room even with all its messiness and clutter. “On our first date you played a song and said it was by the best rock band of our time.”
 
   “Oh yeah. Fatal Seduction.”
 
   “Sounds dangerous.”
 
   “Have you seriously never heard of them?”
 
   “I don’t really listen to music. I mean, every once in awhile I turn on the radio, but that’s usually a pop station.”
 
   “Man,” Ryker breathes out the word. “I don’t know what I’d do without music. Music’s one of those things that keeps me sane. It’s there for me no matter what I’m going through. I have songs I listen to when I’m happy, sad, upset, or lonely. It’s like an escape for me, you know?”
 
   A tear pricks at the corner of my eye. I blink it back. “Yeah, I do.”
 
   “So if music isn’t your thing, what do you turn to when you need a pick me up?”
 
   You, I want to say, but I don’t. “Um…I don’t know. I like movies.”
 
   “Movies?” Ryker chuckles. “Okay. How about I take you to one when you get back?”
 
   “Promise?” I say, my spirits already lifting at just the thought of seeing him again.
 
   “I promise, beautiful.”
 
   When I hang up, I know that I will skate on that promise for the next few days. That promise will get me through endless criticisms from Mom and meeting pre-med Nolan. That promise will keep me sane and help me survive until I can be back in Ryker’s arms again - back to the place where I’m safe and comfortable.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   “So when do I get to meet with this lovely girl you can’t stop talking about?” Mom asks, sliding the bowl of mashed potatoes in my direction.
 
   Even though it’s always been just the two of us for Thanksgiving, that’s never stopped her from making a feast that could feed an entire army. The little table in the tiny kitchen of her one-bedroom apartment is overflowing with turkey, mashed potatoes, gravy, biscuits and vegetables. I scoop another heaping serving of potatoes onto my plate and then drizzle thick gravy on top.
 
   “Hopefully soon, Mom.” My lips curl upward at the thought of Lola. If only she were here right now. I imagine she’d be wearing that red lipstick that drives me crazy, and she’d probably have on one of those black dresses she always wears. Having her here would definitely liven things up. I can’t even believe I’m thinking like this. I’ve never wanted to bring a girl home to meet my mom, especially not on a holiday. Man, that girl really has a hold on me. Funny thing is I have no desire to slacken that hold. If anything, I’d like to tighten it.
 
   “Well, she’s welcome here anytime.” Mom reaches out and pats my hand with one of her smooth ones. Mom had me when she was really young, and she’s always been the youngest of all my friends’ parents. Her skin is still smooth and tight, but lately I’ve noticed a few wrinkles gathering at the corner of her eyes and mouth. Still, her short golden hair is devoid of any gray, and her blue eyes still sparkle. She wears minimal makeup, and today she’s in her typical jeans and casual top. Her secretarial job at the law firm requires her to dress up all week, so at home she never does.
 
   “Thanks. I know she’d love to meet you,” I add that last part in even though I’m not sure it’s true. Lola’s never showed interest in meeting my mom. In fact, she avoids the subject every time I broach it. However, I think that has more to do with her parents than mine. It’s clear that she doesn’t want me to meet her parents, although I’m not sure why. I suspect it’s because she’s not as serious about our relationship as I am. I’m determined to change that though. She’s promised to keep an open mind and let me prove my feelings to her, and I plan to do just that.
 
    “Can I get you anything else?” Mom starts to stand, but I stop her with my hand.
 
   “No, Mom. Sit. You’ve done enough.” Mom has raised me alone my whole life and she’s done an amazing job. I hate when she waits on me now. I want to be able to give to her for a change. That’s one of the reasons I work so hard on my music. I’m hoping that one day I’ll be able to make enough money that I’ll be able to help out my mom.
 
   “Thanks.” She grins at me with her pale pink lips. ““I’m glad you’re finally moving on after Fiona.”
 
   I stiffen at Mom’s mention of her name. We don’t usually talk about her.
 
   “Yeah.” I bite my lip, hoping she’ll drop the whole thing.
 
   “You deserve to be happy.”
 
   “I’ve always been happy, Mom,” I assure her. Life has sometimes been tough, but Mom’s always done her best and made things as good as possible. “What about you? Dating anyone?” It’s a question I ask her every time I visit, but the answer’s always the same.
 
   She lowers her fork, setting it on the table with a clatter. “Of course not.”
 
   “Why not? You’re pretty…for an old lady.” I nudge her so she knows I’m joking.
 
   “Oh, Ry. I’m done with men.”
 
   “Mom.” I sigh, dropping my own fork. “It was such a long time ago. You have to move on. Besides, not every guy is like dad. There are good guys out there.”
 
   “It’s not that simple.” She waves away my words. Then she looks up at me with a serious expression. “Have you told Lola about your dad?”
 
   My stomach tightens, and I shake my head. Unable to take another bite of my food, I push the plate back. “I can’t, Mom.”
 
   “If you’re serious about her I think you need to tell her. You don’t want her to find out from someone else.”
 
   “Who would tell her? No one knows.” Well, not many people know.  Certainly no one that’s going to tell Lola.
 
   “No relationship should start out with secrets. I know better than anyone how that will end.” Her knowing look causes panic to rise inside of me. Mom’s right. Of course she is. 
 
    Still I can’t tell Lola right now. I may never be able to. It’ll ruin everything. If she’s already on the fence about us this will push her right over the edge, I’m sure of it. “I don’t know, Mom. Maybe this is one secret that needs to stay buried. I mean, you know what happened when I told Fiona.”
 
   “Oh, Fiona was an idiot.” Mom swats away my words with her hand. “She wasn’t the girl for you. Everyone could see that except for you. You had blinders on when it came to that girl. Hopefully this Lola is different.”
 
   My chest tightens at her words. I think about how Beckett thinks Lola is exactly like Fiona. I feel like he’s wrong, but somewhere deep inside I worry that he’s right. I think it’s why I’m so bothered when Lola acts distant. In those moments she reminds me so much of Fiona and it scares me.  
 
   After dinner, I force Mom to sit in the family room while I do dishes and clean up. She can hardly stand it and she tries to help a dozen times. I successfully shoo her away every time. That woman has no idea how to relax, I swear. While my arm is elbow deep in sink water and soap, my mind flickers to Lola. I wonder how her Thanksgiving is going. I’m pretty sure she’s not doing dishes right now.  From what she’s shared about her family, I’m fairly certain that they have a maid or housekeeper or something. I glance around the tiny kitchen with the linoleum floors that are buckled and browning, the stained tile counters and dishwasher that barely works. This isn’t the same apartment I grew up in. Mom downsized when I moved out, but it might as well have been. They’ve all been very similar. 
 
   Lola and I have clearly lived very different lives. However, we seem to fit together somehow. 
 
   After filling the dishwasher, I start it and then lean against the counter. I pull my phone out of my pocket and shoot off a text to Lola.
 
   I’m going through withdrawals.
 
    I stare at the screen for several minutes, but nothing happens. My heart sinks thinking about Lola having the time of her life in California. Perhaps she doesn’t miss me at all. I hear Mom in the family room shuffling about. The TV clicks on and canned laughter plays. 
 
   In need of a fix, huh?
 
   When my cell goes off in my hand, I flinch. A chuckle escapes from my lips and I hurriedly text back. Badly.
 
   I’ll be home soon. 
 
   I freeze. Did she say “home”? Does she think of Seattle as her home now? Maybe it was just a slip up. I need to know. Home, huh? I thought you were home right now.
 
   Oh. Oops. U know what I mean.
 
   My heart sinks. It was just a mistake. I can’t wait.
 
   Me too.
 
   I smile. Well, at least she misses me too. I’ll take it.
 
    
 
   Lola’s only been home a few hours when I show up at her dorm room. The minute she opens the door I fling my arms around her so hard I lift her feet from the floor. Then I kiss her deeply. 
 
   “Feel better?” She lifts her eyebrow.
 
   “A little. But it’s not enough. I’ve gone almost a week without a fix.”
 
   Lola giggles. “Don’t worry, baby. I’m back now, and I have all the red lipstick you need.”
 
   “You guys are weird,” Star interjects from where she kneels on the floor, unpacking her suitcase. Her lap is piled high with t-shirts and jeans, a few socks are strewn around by her knees.
 
   “Oh, ignore her. She’s in a bad mood.” Lola dismisses her words with a flick of her wrist.
 
   I turn my gaze to Star. “It didn’t go well at your parents?”
 
   Star shakes her head, resting a hand on her clothes. “It was okay. I felt worse about it until Lola reminded me that at least I’m not stuck with her family. Now it doesn’t seem so bad.”
 
   Lola shifts her gaze away from me. I tighten my hold around her waist. “Did things not go well for you, beautiful?” 
 
   “Oh, it was just family stuff, you know.” Lifting her head she smiles at me, but it appears fake. “What about you? Did you have fun with your mom?”
 
   I wish she would open up to me about her family but it’s clear that she’s not ready yet. And I understand all about that. “Yeah. It was quiet, but nice. And my mom sure makes a mean turkey.”
 
   “Hmm.” Lola rests her head on my chest. “Turkey sounds good.”
 
   “Did you not have turkey?”
 
   “Prime rib,” Lola speaks against my chest, her breath hot on my skin. Star stands, clothes pressed to her chest. She walks to her dresser, opens a drawer and stuffs the clothes inside. The drawer is so full it won’t close all the way.
 
   “Prime rib, huh?” I say to Lola. “Fancy. Your mom must be a great cook.”
 
   Star snorts, still trying to close the drawer. A sleeve hangs out of it. Lola peers up at me through long dark lashes. “My mom doesn’t cook. It was catered.”
 
   My insides coil into tiny knots. Our lives are completely different. It makes me wonder if I’m fooling myself about this whole relationship.
 
   “I’m sure your home-cooked turkey was better.” Lola’s fingers play with the collar of my shirt, sending chills skittering down my flesh. Her other hand snakes around my waist, and she hooks a finger into my belt loop as if binding herself to me. 
 
   And just like that all my doubts fly away. It doesn’t matter that our lives have been different. All that matters is this moment right now. And I’m determined to make it count.  
 
   “So, pick a night for me to take you to that movie we talked about,” I say.
 
   Her eyebrows shoot up. “You remembered?”
 
   “Of course. I made you a promise, and I always keep my promises.”
 
   The look she gives me makes my stomach clench. I get the feeling that Lola’s not used to having someone to count on. 
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re going out with Beckett?” I am dumbfounded at Star’s words. She came rushing into the dorm room after rehearsal, her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling, and an intense energy around her that’s unnerving. Immediately she started rummaging through her drawers looking for something to change into and mumbling about meeting Beckett for coffee.
 
   “Hmm mm,” Star responds absently while holding up a top and inspecting it.
 
   “Why the sudden change of heart?” I peer up at her from where I sit on my bed and wiggle my freshly painted toes. Red, of course. I screw the cap of the nail polish on securely and set it down on the bed.
 
   Star whirls around to face me, a shirt dangling between her fingertips. “Well, the guys all tried to kick Beckett out of the band tonight. Ryker started it actually.”
 
   “He did?” I raise an eyebrow, sitting up straighter. Pride swells inside me.
 
   Star’s eyes darken at my response. “Don’t look so happy. It was a shitty thing to do. Apparently the guys had this plan to kick Beckett out and make me the lead singer. Isn’t that crazy?”
 
   “Yeah. Crazy.” I drop my gaze, pretending to intently stare at my toes.
 
   “Did you know about this, Lola?”
 
   “Um…not exactly, but kind of.” It’s not like Ryker ever came out and told me this, but I’ve kind of suspected something like this might happen since that first night we went out. I know Ryker and the other guys are tired of being controlled by Beckett.
 
   “Nice way to be vague, Lola.” Star rolls her eyes. “Anyway, I think Beckett assumed I was on board with it. When I stuck up for him instead, he just sort of softened toward me.”
 
   I eye my friend for a minute. I’m not surprised at all that she stuck up for Beckett even after how mean he’s been to her. It’s clear that she’s head over heels for the guy, even if I can’t figure out why. A part of me wants to tell her she’s being an idiot, but I know I won’t do that. Because the bigger part of me just wants Star to be happy. She’s always supported me, and I need to do the same for her. This is not the time to be “control freak Lola”. It’s time to just let her make her own decision. 
 
   “Well, just be careful,” I say, because let’s face it, I can’t let her go without at least a warning. I may have resolved to back off, but I can never completely let go. I just don’t have it in me.
 
   After Star leaves, I pick up my cell and text Ryker.
 
   Heard what happened tonight.
 
   After a few minutes a reply comes. Star told you?
 
   Yeah. I’m proud of you, my big brave rockstar.
 
   Does this mean I get a reward?
 
   U know it. As I type the words, a smile forms on my lips.
 
   Open the door.
 
   My heart skipping a beat, I jump off the bed and hurry to the front door. When I open it Ryker stands in front of me, his hands shoved deep in the pocket of his tight jeans. I wonder if I will ever get used to how incredibly hot he is. He steps toward me, cradling the back of my head with his hand. His fingers curve around my throat.
 
   A thought strikes me the minute he angles his face toward mine. “Oh, I just realized that I’m not wearing lipstick.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Undeterred, he moves in closer.
 
   “But doesn’t this ruin the whole thing since the addiction is to the red lipstick?” I tease.
 
   “I think we’ve bypassed that at this point.” His lips are practically on mine now. They hover like a butterfly, just at the edge of my mouth.
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. My addiction is for your lips in any color.” His breath fans over my mouth. “And it’s kind of sexy that you have nothing on them.” His lips collide with mine fiercely. It’s funny because even though this whole addiction thing has become a joke, sometimes I wonder if it’s pretty close to the truth. When Ryker kisses me it’s so intense that it’s like he can’t live without it; like he is addicted. 
 
   When we part, I thread my fingers through his. “Come in.” I yank him inside and close the door.
 
   “I like your toes.” He nods his head downward.
 
   “Wow, a guy who notices even the smallest detail. You know that you’re ruining every other guy for me.”
 
   Ryker grins like he just won a prize. He touches my nose with his fingertip. “That’s what I’m trying to do, Lola. It’s all part of my plan.”
 
   “You have a plan, huh?” I reach my arm up, fingering the coarse strands of hair at the base of his neck. “Do you always have a plan for the girls you date?”
 
   “Nope. You’re the only one.” His eyes lock with mine. “I want to be the only guy you ever want, Lola.”
 
   My heart plummets. He can’t be serious. We’ve only been dating a short time, and I’m only eighteen. All of the words he’s said to me swirl inside my head, one passing over another like a kaleidoscope. I wriggle away from him, needing some air. Facing away from him, my fingers flutter nervously over my neck. My shadow casts on the wall, accusatory and mocking. Ryker is the nicest guy I’ve ever met. And he likes me so much. The truth is that I like him so much too. But am I ready to take the commitment plunge with him? I’m not sure. Besides, it’s not practical. It doesn’t make sense. He’s a struggling musician. He can’t provide for me, take care of me the way I need. If only he could just back off his intensity a little bit. But I can tell that it isn’t going to happen with him. Ryker has got to be one of the most intensely passionate people I’ve ever known.
 
   “Hey.” He runs his hands down my arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pressure you. It’s just that I like you so much, beautiful.”
 
   My heart melts every time he calls me that. Not hot, or smokin’, or bangin’, or any of the other phrases guys have said to me over the years. No, there is something so pure and sweet about the fact that he refers to me as beautiful. It’s like I’m a precious jewel, something to be cared for and treasured. I sag against him, my back resting along the muscles of his chest. His head drops and his lips skate along my neck. Arching up my back, I moan and sink even further into him. 
 
   “I like you too,” I say breathlessly. Maybe too much. But I don’t say that. I keep those words inside, tucked close to my heart where they are safe and hidden.
 
    
 
   I can’t believe I let Ryker talk me into this. Even his hand tucked in mine doesn’t quell the nervous energy surging through me. I spent a long time curling my hair perfectly, my makeup is immaculate, and my outfit is conservative, tasteful. Still I’m not sure if Ryker’s mom will like me. Will she think I’m good enough for her son? More importantly, will she be able to sense my hesitation and noncommittal tendencies when it comes to relationships?
 
   Most of the guys I’ve dated prior to Ryker have been friends of our family, so I know the parents. It’s not like I don’t know how to charm the parents of my boyfriends. But this is different. 
 
   Ryker’s different. And for some reason it’s really important to me that his mom like me.
 
   The apartment complex is pretty run down. In fact, when Ryker first parked his car the hair on my neck prickled with something akin to fear. But I forced my face to remain neutral. This is how Ryker grew up, and I don’t want him to think I’m looking down on his life or that it makes me nervous. But the truth is that it does. This is exactly the type of place my parents would never let me go. Guys who lived in places like this are the kind of guy I was warned about.
 
   As Ryker and I make our way up the stairs, I catch sight of a man in his pajamas standing outside smoking a cigarette. He turns to us, giving us a toothless grin. I struggle to breathe. When we reach the front door of his mom’s apartment, Ryker gives my cold fingers a squeeze. “You okay?”
 
   I nod, biting my lip.
 
   “She’s going to love you,” Ryker says softly.
 
   “I hope so.” Continuing to bite my lip, I wiggle my leg. The truth is that I hope I like her as well, because I know how important she is to Ryker. 
 
   He bends toward me. “I’ve never seen you nervous before. It’s kinda cute.”
 
   “Don’t get used to it,” I tease, straightening my spine and smoothing down my skirt with my hand.
 
   Grinning, he knocks on the door, and I realize what he just did. He made me forget about my nervousness. Man, this guy really knows me. The thought comforts and unnerves me at the same time. I’ve always been told that I’m hard to read, unpredictable. How does Ryker understand me so well in such a short period of time?
 
    The woman who opens the door is much younger than I expected. She’s very pretty too. I guess I know where Ryker gets his good looks from. She wears jeans and a shirt, her golden hair hanging around her shoulders, smooth and shiny. “You must be Lola? I’m Dana. It’s so nice to meet you.” She reaches out an arm and I think she will shake my hand, but instead her arm wraps me in a hug. I return the hug, surprised by it. My mom never hugs strangers. In fact, she doesn’t really like to hug people she knows.
 
   After hugging me, she leans over and kisses Ryker on the cheek. “Hi, son.”
 
   The smile he gives his mom warms my insides. The love he has for her is evident on his face. A guy who cares for his mom like this is a keeper for sure. I’m caught off guard by the thought, and I reach for the doorframe to steady me. 
 
   “Come in.” Dana ushers us inside.
 
   When I step into the tiny apartment I think about how the entire thing could fit into my parents’ family room. The carpet is an ugly brown color and the walls are a stark white. But I can tell that Dana has put a lot of effort into the décor, and it shows. It’s actually quite cozy. The scent of something baking wafts under my nose, and my stomach growls.
 
   “In just a minute the cookies will be ready,” Dana says. “Have a seat.” She indicates the dark leather couch, and I plop down on it. Ryker takes the seat next to me, his fingers still woven in mine.
 
   “Mom makes the best cookies,” Ryker tells me.
 
   Cookies sound amazing, but also cause me to cringe. I’ve been eating way too much lately, and it shows. It didn’t bother me nearly as much until I went home for Thanksgiving. Now it’s all I can think about. My gaze flits toward the hallway where I’m sure the bathroom is located, but I force myself not to think about that. I will not do that here. I will not let my little problem surface at Dana’s house. 
 
   Dana takes a seat on the recliner near the couch. She folds her hands neatly in her lap. Her mannerisms are graceful and poised, and it makes me wonder about her background. It doesn’t appear that she’s always been poor. She carries herself a lot like the women I know back home.
 
   “So, Lola, Ryker tells me you’re from California.”
 
   “Yes.” I nod.
 
   “How are you liking Seattle? Much colder than what you’re used to, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, but I like it a lot,” I answer honestly. Dana’s calming presence eases a lot of the anxiety I felt upon arrival.
 
   “What’s your favorite part so far?”
 
   “The people,” I say, before I can stop myself. My gaze finds Ryker’s and his lips curl upward in a satisfied smile. One person in particular.
 
   A timer dings in the kitchen, startling me.
 
   Dana hops up. “Oh, that’s the cookies. I hope you like chocolate chip. It’s Ryker’s favorite.”
 
   I marvel at her words. I’m not sure if my mom knows my favorite cookie. And if she did, she’d never bake them for me. Just the thought of my mom in the kitchen baking almost causes me to laugh out loud. “Yes, that’s sounds great,” I assure her.
 
   When she leaves the room, Ryker leans into me. “See, what did I tell you? She loves you already.”
 
   “She’s very sweet. I’m sure she’s loved all your girlfriends,” I respond.
 
   “Impossible.” He shakes his head. “You're the first one she's met." I almost introduced her to Fiona. In fact, we were supposed to have dinner here the week after things ended with us. I was really starting to fall for her. Man, I am glad things never went that far. It was bad enough the way she hurt me. I wouldn't want my mom involved too.
 
   “What?” My head snaps up at his words.
 
   Ryker shrugs like he didn’t just drop an explosive bombshell on me. “I knew they weren’t going to last, so it felt like a waste to bring them here.”
 
   His words roll around in my head over and over. I knew they weren’t going to last. “And you’re sure we’re going to last?”
 
   “If I have my way we will,” he states simply.
 
   And just like that he starts to tear down the walls I’ve spent a lifetime building around my heart.
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   I walk Lola to her class early in the morning. The sky is dark above us, blanketed in grey clouds. Shivering, Lola nestles into me. I drape my arm around her shoulders, holding her tightly. Her hair whips in the cold wind, and she tucks a strand behind her ear. Tilting my head downward, I kiss her cheek lightly, taking in her flushed nose and cheeks.
 
   “It’s so c-c-cold.” Her teeth chatter.
 
   “My California girl isn’t used to winters here yet, huh?”
 
   “Not at all.” She rubs her bare hands together, her fingers bright red. “I probably should invest in a pair of gloves.” Students hurry past us, coats wrapped tightly around them. 
 
   “Here.” I reach forward and scoop up her hands. Bringing them close to my mouth I blow out a hot breath. She shivers again and I see goosebumps rising around her wrists. “Christmas is coming up. Maybe Santa will get you some gloves.”
 
   Lola’s shoulders slump. “I don’t think my parents will get me anything to make me more comfortable here. I’m pretty sure they’re hoping I’ll decide to come home.”
 
   Even though Lola’s never actually told me all the details, I get the impression life is pretty tough for her when she goes back home. Any time I try to talk to her about it she changes the subject though. The thing I’m learning about Lola is that she doesn’t like to talk or think about serious things. Joking is much more comfortable for her. Lucky for her, I adore her laugh.
 
   “I wasn’t actually talking about your parents. You know you do have a pretty great boyfriend who just might get you a gift or two for Christmas.”
 
   “Really?” She cocks an eyebrow as I release her hands. They fall to her sides and she starts walking again swiftly, the heels of her knee high boots clicking on the pavement. 
 
   “Yeah. Really.” I give her a sidelong glance. “It’s too bad we can’t be together for Christmas.”
 
   She doesn’t look in my direction. Just keeps staring forward. “Well, you’ll have fun with your mom.”
 
   “I know, but I’d have more fun with you,” I say, snatching up her hand and closing my fingers over her cold ones.
 
   “Believe me, if you had to endure a Christmas with my family you wouldn’t have fun. Be grateful that you get to spend it with Dana.”
 
   I smile. Lola and my mom clicked instantly. They both like each other a lot. It makes me believe that there really is a future for Lola and me.  If only I had the chance to meet her parents. But Lola seems pretty closed off about the idea, and I’m not sure why. “A Christmas being pampered, eating catered food and getting a ton of presents.” I nudge her in the shoulder. “Doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   “All of that isn’t bad,” she says. “It’s hanging out with my family that ruins it.”
 
   “Hey.” I halt facing her. “If it’s really that bad, then don’t go.”
 
   She gives me an exasperated look. “I have to. My parents are paying for my schooling and part of the deal is that I go home for every holiday and break.”
 
   “But I hate the idea of you having to go there if it makes you miserable.”
 
   “Life isn’t always fun,” she says matter of factly.  This bothers me more than the rest of the conversation had. Lola doesn’t normally admit defeat like this.
 
   “Then let me go with you,” I offer. “I’ll pay for my own ticket.”
 
   “I can’t let you. It wouldn’t be fair for your mom to be alone on Christmas.”
 
   “She’d understand.” I swipe my finger over her cheek.
 
   She shifts her gaze away. “No. It’s not a good idea.” Before I can protest, she turns away from me. “I have to go. I’m gonna be late for class. I’ll see you later, Ryker.” She hurries away from me as if she can’t get away fast enough.
 
    
 
   Lola and I find a seat toward the back of the theatre. I hold a giant tub of buttered popcorn in my hand, and Lola carries the large fountain soda in hers. My stomach drops when I think about how much money I spent on these two items. We sit down, and I balance the popcorn container in my lap. Lola sets down the soda and then finds my hand, closing her fingers around it. The lights dim.
 
   I lean over and whisper in her ear, “I gotta tell you, I was not expecting you to choose a shoot ‘em up action movie.”
 
   “Really? Why not? Do I strike you as the mushy romantic type?” 
 
   “No. But when you said movies were your way of escaping and finding peace, I kind of thought the movie would be…I don’t know…peaceful.”
 
   Lola nudges my ribs with her elbow. “What fun would that be?”
 
   “Seriously, you are every guy’s fantasy, you know that?”
 
   “Am I?” She smiles.
 
   “You’re a gorgeous girl who likes action films, and would rather go to a club than a fancy restaurant. Yeah, I’d say so.”
 
   The previews start and a hush falls over the room. Lola squeezes my hand, and I squeeze hers back. When I peer over at her face, her lips are curled upward, her eyes wide. At this moment, I don’t care how much money I had to spend on this movie. It’s worth it to see her happy. 
 
   The movie is two hours of fight sequences, blood and shouting. It’s awesome. The kind of movie I normally go to with the guys. In fact, when the lights come back on I notice that Lola is one of the only girls in here. I release her hand, grab the empty popcorn container and stand up, working out the kinks in my legs. 
 
   “So, was it everything you’d hoped?” I ask.
 
   She stands too, stretching her arms up above her head. “Yep. Thanks for taking me.”
 
   “Any time.”
 
   “I just might take you up on that.” She kisses me on the cheek. Then a couple that was further down our row comes up behind us.
 
   Lola leans down, picking up her soda and then exits the aisle. I follow behind her. Once we get into the lobby we toss our empty containers and then link hands again. Our arms swing between us. A family with several rowdy children walks toward us, and we move over a bit to allow them room.
 
   “Are you all ready for your trip?” I ask.
 
   “You know me.” She flashes me a wry grin. “I’ve been packed for days.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need me to drive you to the airport in the morning?” I push open the glass doors of the movie theatre and step outside, the sun blinding my vision.
 
   “Nah, it’s just easier for me to drive us there. Besides, my parents don’t mind paying for me to leave my car there.”
 
   I’m astounded at how easily her parents throw money around. They thought nothing of paying for her college, buying her a new car when she got here, and purchasing plane tickets every month for her to go home. From what Lola says, her parents are pretty distant in their behavior, but from what I can see they sure make up for it in the money they spend on her. The minute the thought enters my mind I feel a little guilty. I wouldn’t give up my mom’s attention and love for money. Sure, money’s nice, but it’s not everything.
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   “Nolan is coming to our Christmas eve party,” Mom says to me as we sit in the living room drinking hot tea together. “He was quite taken with you at Thanksgiving.”
 
   My stomach tightens. I squirm in my seat. “Um…Mom…about that.” I set my teacup down on the coffee table.
 
   Mom crosses her legs, and lifts her own teacup to her lips. I notice her hand trembling slightly. Sometimes I don’t notice how much older Mom is getting, but I can see it now in the spidery veins in her arms, the salt and pepper strands woven through her black hair, the wrinkles around her grey eyes. “Yes?”
 
   “I’m not really sure I want to hang out with Nolan this week.” I avert my gaze, staring hard at the carpet near my feet. I swirl my sock clad foot over the thick ivory reeds. I’m glad that neither Dad nor Camille are home right now. Dad’s at work and Camille is at the mall with friends. The only sound in the house is of Consuela, our housekeeper, vacuuming upstairs and the grandfather clock ticking in the corner. Outside the large picture window the wind gently howls, and the trees sway slightly, shedding their leaves.
 
   “Why? He’s such a nice young man and you got along beautifully during the last visit.”
 
   I clear my throat, working up courage. “It’s just that I’m sort of seeing someone in Seattle.” There. I’ve said it. I feel a sense of relief at finally getting the words out.
 
   “Really?” Mom raises her eyebrows and leans forward to put her teacup down on the coffee table. She sets it next to a few magazines and a vanilla candle. Then she straightens and narrows her eyes at me. “Well, tell me about this boy.”
 
   I swallow thickly. “Um…his name is Ryker Collins.”
 
   Mom’s nose scrunches, and it turns my stomach. Her hand finds her neck and she weaves a finger in and out of her strand of pearls. “Interesting name.”
 
   Buying time, I slowly run a hand through my hair. “He’s in his last year of college, and he treats me really well. He’s very sweet.” I’m hoping I don’t have to say anything further.
 
   “What is Ryker studying in school?” She drops the necklace and it falls right above her cream cardigan. 
 
   I sigh. “Business, actually.”
 
   “And what does he plan to do with his business degree?” Mom looks down her nose at me.
 
   The scent of lemon spray and bleach fill my nostrils. Mom’s teacup clangs as she picks it back up again. 
 
   I shrug. “Um…well…he’s not really sure.” When I see the look of disdain on her face I quickly add, “He’s a musician. He’s really talented.”
 
   “What kind of musician? Is he in the orchestra or something?”
 
   I snort before I can stop myself. The thought of Ryker in the orchestra is funny to me. “No, Mom, he’s in a rockband. He plays electric guitar.” When I picture Ryker on stage, his muscles bulging as his hands fly over his guitar, my insides flip, and for a moment I don’t care what Mom thinks about him.
 
   “That’s great, Lola.” She smiles.
 
   “What?” I sit back against couch cushions, stunned.
 
   “I was in college once too, you know.” Mom lowers the teacup to her lap, resting it in the palm of her hand. “There were boys I dated before your dad. In some ways I think we all need to find our Ryker.”
 
   My insides coil, knowing where she’s going with this. The fact that she’s cheapening what I have with Ryker hurts me more than her just disapproving of the whole thing. 
 
   “We all need that boy who’s just a fling. That bad boy who’s all wrong for us.” She leans forward, giving me a conspiratorial look. “I know you went to Seattle to sow your wild oats, Lola, and I’m okay with that. But you and I both know that you don’t have a future with this boy. Your future is with a guy like Nolan.”
 
   I want to tell her that she’s wrong. I want to tell her that Ryker is a good guy, and we can absolutely have a future together. However, I’m not sure that’s true. I like Ryker. A lot. But I’m not sure it’s smart for me to envision anything long term with him. I mean, do I really want to end up like Dana, living in a tiny little apartment and barely making ends meet? Maybe Mom’s right. Perhaps Ryker is just the guy I have a good time with. The guy I look back on when I’m old and saddled with a bunch of kids and remember fondly. My mind travels to Nolan. He’s smart, driven, and good looking. He’d be a perfect fit for me. The thing is that he doesn’t make my head spin. He doesn’t make my hands clam up and my pulse spike. He doesn’t make me heady with excitement. 
 
   Then again, love isn’t supposed to be explosive like that. Love is steady and stable. 
 
   “Yeah.” I nod at Mom. “You’re right.”
 
   A large grin spreads across her face and I’m happy to have appeased her. But then Ryker’s face flashes in my mind and my stomach sours. He would be so hurt if he heard what I just said. He wants this relationship to last. He’s serious about us. If I don’t feel the same way about him, then I can’t keep stringing him along. It’s not fair. Feeling sickened at the thought of breaking things off with Ryker, I stand on shaky legs. 
 
   “Excuse me, I just have to use the restroom,” I say politely before escaping down the hall. The minute I reach the downstairs bathroom I fling myself inside and lock the door. Sinking to my knees, I lunge over the toilet seat. The relief comes almost immediately as the contents of my stomach make their way out of my throat and into the toilet. I didn’t even have to gag myself this time. Breathing deeply, I sit back and run a hand through my hair. I’m ashamed at what I just did, but I also feel a little better somehow. Forcing my unsteady legs to stand up, I press down on the toilet handle and wonder how I’ll survive an entire week here. 
 
    
 
   “Can I get you a drink?” Nolan sidles up next to me. He wears a collared shirt and khaki pants. I try to imagine Ryker in this get up and almost burst into a fit of giggles. If only he could be here with me. This party is so stuffy and boring. Then again, it’s not like I expected anything different. Every Christmas Eve is the same. Mom and Dad host a huge party with friends and family. It’s catered with food like shrimp cocktail, crab cakes, lobster and steak. Mom hires a piano player, and the music is so boring and mellow I want to take a nap. Everyone is so dressed up and formal, that I have the strange urge to jump up on the table and start dancing just to get a rise out of them.
 
   One year my parents allowed me to spend Christmas Eve with Star’s family. Now that was a fun night. We watched Christmas movies and stuffed ourselves with popcorn and candy. I bet Star is enjoying herself tonight. Although I know she’s missing Beckett. Man, those two have sure moved fast. They started dating right after Thanksgiving and have been glued to each other’s side ever since.
 
   “Sure,” I answer Nolan. 
 
   “Be right back.” 
 
   I sigh as he walks away. He’s a nice guy and he’s pretty good looking too, but he’s no Ryker. I groan, thinking about Ryker’s words about ruining me for all other guys. Is it true? Will I spend the rest of my life comparing every guy I meet to him? Catching my mom’s eye from across the room, I squirm. Her hair is pinned up with a few sparkly clips, and she wears a fire engine red dress. Her nails and shoes match it perfectly. Dad stands next to her in a suit, his arm draped over her shoulder. Only he’s not paying attention to her at all. He’s talking to some guy I don’t recognize. It seems that Mom is just an extension of him, like another limb, as she stands beside him stock still. Do I want to end up like Mom? Throwing stuffy parties and attending lunches at the country club every day? A woman who is nothing more than an extension of her rich husband?
 
   My cell buzzes in my pocket, cutting into my internal thoughts. I glance down at it.
 
   Miss u.
 
   No sarcastic remark. No joke. Just two simple words, but they melt my heart. I start to type a biting response about him really just wanting my lipstick, but then I quickly erase it. I miss u 2. So much. My fingers hover over the send button for a moment.
 
   “Here you go.” Nolan returns with a flute of champagne. I may not be of age, but my parents have never cared if I drink at our parties. I close my fingers around the stem of the glass, while using my other hand to shove my phone back in my pocket.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Nolan grins, holding up his glass. “Cheers, Lola.”
 
   “Cheers.” I answer, clinking the side of my glass against his.
 
   The rest of the night flies by in a flurry of champagne, presents, Christmas carols and food. It’s not until all the guests leave and I head upstairs to my room that I remember that I never sent that text to Ryker.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   I try not to let it bother me that Lola never returned the text I sent her on Christmas Eve. When I sent the text I didn’t really expect her to admit that she missed me, but I did expect her to say something. Anything. 
 
   Even though she finally did text me on Christmas Day, it wasn’t until late in the evening and all it said was “Merry Christmas”. Merry Christmas? Really? That’s it? Merry Christmas is what you send to your acquaintances, people you can easily discard. It’s not the thing you send to your boyfriend. It’s not what you text to the guy who loves you so much it hurts. Yes, I love Lola. I’ve known it for awhile. However, I haven’t told her yet. I don’t want to scare her away. But more than that, I don’t want to be hurt if she can’t say it back.
 
   When I got Lola’s Merry Christmas text I didn’t even respond. I couldn’t. I was too angry. So I shoved my phone back in my pocket and pretended that she never texted at all. It was the last text she sent me. 
 
   Until today. This morning I woke up to this: I’m back.
 
   I lie in bed staring it, wondering what I’m supposed to make of it. Does this mean she wants to see me? Or is she just informing me of her whereabouts? 
 
   Ok. It’s the only thing I can force my fingers to type. I want to text her back and ask what the hell her problem is. I want to ask her how she could go an entire week without talking to me; without having a conversation. I know that Beckett and Star spoke. Apparently she doesn’t forget about him when she goes back home, and they’ve been dating less time than Lola and I. A red flag pops up in my mind, and I wonder again if I’m fooling myself when it comes to this girl. Do I just want her so badly that it’s clouding my judgment?
 
   The cell buzzes in my palm, skittering across my hand like an insect. Open your door. 
 
   I should be excited that she’s here, but instead I feel annoyed. Throwing off my covers, I fling my legs off the bed. Without bothering to get dressed, I head out into the hallway in my boxers. Pierce had an early shift at the coffee shop so he’s already left for work. After running a hand through my messy hair, I toss open the door.
 
   Lola’s gaze lands on my bare chest and her mouth drops open. “Merry Christmas to me,” she says, her voice throaty and seductive.
 
   Despite how angry I am, it still turns me on. She looks gorgeous in tight jeans and boots, her black hair sleek against her pale face. Her heart shaped lips are painted their usual bright red. However, I stay rooted in place. I make no move toward her. It’s her turn to come to me. 
 
   “Hi, Lola,” I finally say, my voice tight.
 
   Her eyebrows knit together in a confused look. “Well, that’s an interesting way to greet me. What happened to the guy I’m dating? Can you find him?” She winks.
 
   I lean against the doorframe. “Oh? Do you miss him, Lola?” 
 
   She steps back as if reeling from my words. Clearly she’s caught their double meaning. “Look, I’m sorry. When you texted I was just really busy. But I texted you on Christmas.”
 
   I shake my head and step away from the door. If she chooses to follow that’s her deal. I’m not inviting her in. Let her come to me just this one time. Let her make the first move. I’m tired of it. Sinking down on the couch, I rest my head in my hands and groan in frustration.
 
   The couch cushions slope from her weight when she joins me. Her sweet coconut scent winds around me. When her hand lights on my shoulder I flinch, and she pulls back.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   I glance up at her. “You tell me, Lola. It seems that you’re calling the shots here.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   Anger explodes inside of me. “I send you a text saying that I miss you and you send me a text saying Merry Christmas? What’s that about?”
 
   She wrings her hands in her lap, a conflicted look passing over her features. “What do you want from me?”
 
   I shrug, pushing up off the couch. “I’m done telling you what I want, Lola. I think I’ve made my intentions pretty clear. It’s all up to you now.” Without looking at her again, I walk into my room and slam the door. Once inside, I lean against the wall and blow out a breath. I hear Lola’s footsteps, and I’m sure she’s leaving about now. A part of me wants to race out there and sweep her up into my arms, but I know I can’t do that. If she doesn’t want to be with me then I need to let her go. I’m already in too deep. I don’t need to sink any further if she’s not serious about us.
 
   The door next to my head opens slowly. Lola’s head peeks in. I freeze, rolling my head to look at her.
 
   “Ryker.” Her voice is barely above a whisper as she walks into my room. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I don’t move from the wall. Instead I just study her from where I stand. She moves closer to me. With a trembling hand she reaches out and touches my chest. I fight to keep my breathing even as her fingers dance up my chest and rest at my neck. She slides her hands all the way up until they are framing my face. Her eyes collide with mine and I see sadness in hers. There’s no teasing gleam, no hint of joking. It causes my stomach to clench, and I wonder if this is when she’s going to say goodbye. But I stay still. I told her it was up to her now, and I meant it.
 
   She steps forward until her chest is flush against mine. Her hands frame my face and she gently covers my lips with hers. My mouth responds to hers, betraying how desperately I want her. But I keep my arms pinned to my sides, despite how much they want to hold her. 
 
   “I missed you too,” she whispers against my mouth. “I missed you more than I thought possible. I wanted to text you that. I should have.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you?” I draw back, my head hitting the wall.
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   I circle my hand around her arm. “Don’t do that. You can’t keep giving me these mixed signals. I’ve been honest with you about where I stand. Now you need to do the same for me.”
 
   “You want the truth?” She peers up at me, open and vulnerable.
 
   I nod, even though I’m not sure that I do now. What if the truth is that she doesn’t want to be with me? Can I really handle that? 
 
   “The truth is that I want to be with you. I want to be with you like I’ve never wanted to be with anyone in my entire life.” Her voice wavers, and I hold my breath. “No one has ever made me feel like you do. And no one has ever treated me the way you do. I missed you like crazy at Christmas. I missed you so much it scared me.” Her gaze drops to the floor. “I don’t know if I can do this. I wasn’t expecting to feel like this.”
 
   “What are you talking about? What can’t you do?” I tuck my finger under her chin. “Look at me, Lola. Talk to me.”
 
   She bobs her head up and her lips quiver. I catch the traces of moisture in her eyes. A stilted laugh escapes through her red lips. “Can’t we just go back to joking about red lipstick addiction or something? This is seriously depressing.” Fluttering her lashes, she tilts her head up to meet mine. Her hands rake up and down my chest, exploring every inch of my bare flesh. “You look so sexy in your boxers. Just kiss me.”
 
   “Oh, God, Lola.” I push her away from me, a low growl erupting from my throat. There is literally nothing I want more than to kiss her. I would give anything to feel her lips on mine, to lose myself in her caress, in her touch. But we need to talk. I can’t let her keep playing with my emotions like this. “Either tell me what’s going on or just leave.” I’m unable to look at her when I say these words. Staring at my shadow on the wall, I pray she doesn’t leave. I pray that she stays. I pray we can work things out.
 
   “Okay, have it your way. We’ll talk.” 
 
   Apparently my prayers are working today.
 
   The springs on my bed creak as Lola sinks down onto it. She stares at her slender fingers as she plays with them in her lap. “You don’t know what it’s like for me when I go back home.”
 
   I kneel in front of her, picking up her hands. “Then tell me. I can’t help you if you keep shutting me out. I’m here for you, beautiful.”
 
   Her gaze locks with mine. “My mom isn’t like yours. She’s not sweet, and she doesn’t bake me things and cook me special dinners. She…” her voice trails off and she bites her lip.
 
   “She what?” I thread her fingers through mine, rubbing my fingertips over her skin.
 
   “She has high expectations for me and my sister. Actually, both she and my dad do. And she’s very critical of me.” Lola sighs. “It’s like no matter how hard I try I will never be good enough for her.”
 
   I squeeze her fingers. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She shakes her head at my words. “I don’t want you to pity me. That’s the reason I never talk about it. I mean, I’m lucky, right? I was raised with money and my parents buy me anything I want.”
 
   “Money isn’t everything, Lola. Trust me. I know. We’ve never had any, and yet I’ve always been happy with my life.”
 
   Lola studies me intently for a minute. “I finally told my mom about you.”
 
   “Oh? And what did she say?” My heart picks up speed. 
 
   A groan tears from Lola’s throat. “She doesn’t understand. She just trivialized what we have. Then she tried to push me off on a different guy – the son of one of my dad’s friends. He’s pre-med.”
 
   This causes my stomach to knot. I drop her hand and stand up. “Oh. I see.”
 
   Lola hops off the bed and comes up behind me. “But I don’t want to be with him. I want to be with you, Ryker.”
 
   “Were you with him when I texted you?” My shoulders tense.
 
   Her lack of response tells me all I need to know. 
 
   “So, you were hanging out with this guy your parents want you to be with and you couldn’t bother to text me back?” I whirl around to face her. 
 
   Her lips tremble. “I was just confused. I get like that around my parents. I just want so badly to please them, I guess.”
 
   “What is it that you want, Lola?” I pin her with a challenging stare.
 
   “You,” she says simply. 
 
   I want to leave it at that. I want to cling to that simple declaration, but all I can think about is the fact that she was with another guy, and couldn’t be bothered to return my text. Visions of Fiona with Beckett come to mind and I shake them back. Only they won’t leave. They linger in my mind, sticking to the edges and taunting me. I can’t do it again. I just can’t. 
 
   “You have a funny way of showing it,” I say finally.
 
   Lola’s face drops. I want to feel sorry for her, but at this moment I’m in self preservation mode. 
 
   “I think you should go.”
 
   “What?” Her eyes widen.
 
   “Yeah, go call Mr. Pre-med. Whatever. I don’t care.”
 
   She shakes her head, confusion littering her face. “I don’t understand. Why are you being so cruel?”
 
   I chuckle bitterly. “I’m being cruel? You spend Christmas with another guy and don’t bother to text me back and I’m being cruel? Clearly you need to invest in a dictionary because you don’t know the definition of the word cruel.”
 
   “Fine,” her voice is soft, hurt. It almost breaks me. “I’ll go.” She stalks out of the room without looking back.
 
   I think about Lola all night, feeling bad about the way things ended. But I’m also kind of proud, and I know I did the right thing. With Fiona I was always the one who backed down and apologized, even when she was in the wrong. I don’t want to do that with Lola. 
 
   Pierce is gone for the evening so I watch mindless TV and then hit the sack early. The minute my head hits the pillow a knock on the door startles me. I pull on a t-shirt over my boxers and head to the front door. I open it to find Lola standing there.
 
   Leaning against the doorframe I glance down at her. “What are you doing here?”
 
    “I came here to say I’m sorry.”
 
   “Is that it?” I raise a brow, still leaning against the doorframe. 
 
   “Look, I screwed up, okay?  But I thought about you the whole time I was gone, and I couldn’t wait to see you again. When you threw me out earlier it killed me. I know I want to be with you. I’m sure of it. You’re the guy for me, Ryker. No matter what anyone else says.”
 
   “How do we do that, Lola?”
 
   “What do you mean?” She appears startled by the question.
 
   “I mean, how do we make this work if every time we’re apart you question your feelings for me?”
 
   Lola bites her bottom lip, red lipstick coating her front teeth. “I don’t question my feelings for you.” She sighs. “I never doubt you. I doubt myself. My parents just get my head all screwed up.” She reaches for me. “But I’ll work on it. For you I’ll do that. I want to be with you. I’m certain of it.”
 
   I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me, knowing I don’t need to hear anymore. What she said is good enough for me. “God, I missed you, beautiful.”
 
   “I missed you too.”
 
   “Come in.” I pull her inside and close the door. Tilting my head, I lean in close to her face.
 
   “You want your fix now, huh?” She raises her brows.
 
   I laugh. “You know it.”
 
   She laughs too, but I still see traces of sadness in her eyes. Something has changed about her during her trip home this time. I just hope my love is enough to fix it.
 
    
 
   We’re out celebrating the fact that Lola finished her first semester of college, and I’m entering my last semester of college. The latter is a little bittersweet for me. I take Lola to one of my favorite pubs and we both order a massive plate of fish and chips.
 
   Lola bites into hers and lets out a little moan that causes my skin to prickle. When she sets down the battered fish, she wipes her hand on the napkin in her lap. “You know, this is where Star and I went to eat the night you first asked me out.”
 
   “Really?” I raise an eyebrow, wiping my napkin across my greasy lips. Plates clang from inside the kitchen next to us, and a guy chuckles loudly from the booth behind us.
 
   “Yeah. While we were walking back to the car Star heard Beckett singing and so she begged me to go inside the club to listen.”
 
   “So, it’s Star that I should thank for that night, huh?”
 
   Lola picks up a french fry and dips it in ketchup. “Oh, I think we would’ve ended up dating regardless.”
 
   This little admission surprises me. “Do you believe in fate?”
 
   “No.” She laughs like it’s the most absurd thing in the world, which is what I expected. I would’ve been more shocked if she had said she did. Lola is practical to a fault.
 
   “Then how can you be so sure that we would’ve ended up dating if not for fate?”
 
   She chews and then swallows, her forehead a mess of squiggly lines as if in deep thought. “I don’t know. I guess I just figure that it’s the way things were supposed to happen. I mean, look at Star and Beckett. I think she was always supposed to end up in your band, so it stands to reason that we would’ve seen each other again after the first night we met.”
 
   “So…like fate,” I prod. A couple walks past our table, their fingers intertwined. His overpowering cologne lingers long after they’re gone.
 
   She huffs. “Okay, so maybe it does sound like fate. Not that I believe in that exactly, but it does sort of seem like everything worked out the way it should.”
 
   “Yes, it does.” I smile, satisfied that her little admission means I’m getting somewhere with her. Her views are starting to change, even if it’s a little like pulling teeth to get her to admit it.
 
   “Oh, God, I’m so stuffed.” Lola pushes her plate away and rubs her belly. “I can’t believe I finished that whole plate.” She grimaces.
 
   I laugh. “It doesn’t matter how much you eat. You always look incredible.”
 
   She smiles, but something about it looks forced and so unlike her usual smiles. Before I can ask her what’s up, she stands. “Excuse me just a minute. Gotta use the little girl’s room.” She winks before scurrying off.
 
   I take a sip from my soda and glance around the loud pub. After several minutes Lola still hasn’t returned, so I wave the waiter down and get our check. Uneasiness settles into my stomach when I think back on the last few times we’ve eaten together. Every time she’s headed to the bathroom and been gone longer than usual. I tell myself that it means nothing and that I’m just being paranoid. She’s a girl, right? She’s probably just fixing her makeup or hair or something. Yes, that’s gotta be it. Lola is pretty high maintenance. Beckett jokes with me about it all the time. I have finished paying and our table has been cleared by the time Lola returns. Her face is a little flushed. 
 
   “Everything okay?” I ask.
 
   “ Yeah, fine.” Her voice is tight, her hands quiver slightly.
 
   I glance up at her face, noticing that her lipstick is smudged, her hair a little mussed. So clearly she wasn’t primping. A nagging suspicion takes root in my stomach as I stand up and take her hand in mine. 
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   I survived the fall semester of school, and now I’m a month into the winter semester. Things are going well with Ryker and me. Although I’m not sure they’re going as well as the relationship between Beckett and Star. Those two are head over heels in love and hardly spend two minutes apart. Not to mention the fact that they’ve said the dreaded three words. The ones I can’t say for some reason. The truth is that I do think I love Ryker, but thinking it and saying it are two different things. I’ve never told a boy I’ve loved him. Then again, I’ve never actually loved a boy before. But still. Something about saying those words scares me to death.
 
   Besides, Ryker doesn’t really know everything about me. He doesn’t know about my little coping mechanism. He doesn’t know what I do when I feel like I’m losing control. If he did he would realize that I’m not who he thinks I am. I’m not the fun-loving, easy-going Lola he’s fallen for. I am a control freak with a horrible, disgusting habit. 
 
   “Hey, what are you thinking about?” Star pulls me out of my inner self-loathing.
 
   I look up from the textbook lying open in my lap. “I’m just studying,” I lie.
 
   “Oh.” Star eyes me curiously. “You looked like you were upset about something.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m upset that I have to study history instead of going out with Ryker tonight,” I say with a light laugh.
 
   Star smiles. I’m satisfied that I’ve appeased her.  That’s the one good thing about Star being all into Beckett. She hasn’t noticed all the signs that she used to watch for. When my bulimia was first discovered during junior year of high school, it was Star who went on high alert. She seemed more worried about me than my parents were. I guess it makes sense, since I took Star under my wing freshman year and I’d always been the one to take care of her. Junior year was her chance to return the favor. But now she’s so wrapped up in her own life, her own relationship. She walks around with her head in the clouds all the time. I’m grateful. I don’t need her to catch on. I can handle my problem on my own.
 
   “Well, I’m headed out.”
 
   “With Beckett?” I drop my pen and it skitters across the words typed in the text book.
 
   Her cheeks flush. “I’m going to ask him if he wants to come home with me for the long weekend we have in February.”
 
   I slide the textbook from my lap. The indentations are embedded in the flesh on my thighs. “What? Are you serious?”
 
   She bites her lip, a few strands of her dark hair slipping over her shoulder. She’s dressed in her typical jeans and loose fitting top. “Yeah. You should invite Ryker too.”
 
   “No way.” I shake my head vehemently.
 
   “Why not? You guys have been going out for a long time.” Star makes her way over to me and perches on the edge of my bed.
 
   I tuck my legs in close, my fuzzy socks brushing against my thick comforter. Since I’m in for the night I’m wearing my yoga pants and a long sleeved shirt. “I don’t want to subject Ryker to my family.”
 
   Star chuckles. “It is a freakshow, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” I playfully punch her in the shoulder.
 
   “But wouldn’t it be easier to endure if you had Ryker with you? I mean, then you won’t have to put up with them all by yourself.” She winks at me. “You always liked it when I came over. You said it got them off your back a little.”
 
   She’s right. I used to beg her to come over when we were in high school like every day. “Yeah. Only you hated coming over.”
 
   “True, but Ryker would be fine with it. I’m sure.”
 
   “No. I can’t do it.”
 
   “What’s really going on here, Lola?” Star fixes me with a knowing stare.
 
   I pull the bottom of my sleeve down and fidget with it, rolling the fabric in my fingers. “Star, you know how my parents are. They aren’t exactly excited about the idea of me dating a musician.”
 
   “I know they want you to date some doctor or lawyer or something, but it’s your life, Lola. You need to put your foot down with them. You’re an adult now.”
 
   “It’s just not that easy.”
 
   “It is when you’re telling me what to do.” Star huffs. 
 
   “That’s different.” I poke her in the ribs. “Besides, you need me to mother you. If not for me you’d live in complete filth.” 
 
   Star chuckles. “Fair enough.” Then her face grows serious and she puts her hand over mine. “Hey, just remember what happened last time you kept everything inside.”
 
   Guiltily I think about just an hour earlier when I was hunched over the toilet seat, puking up my lunch. But that’s not what she’s talking about. She doesn’t know about that, I remind myself. She’s referring to junior year. 
 
   “Yeah, I know.” I lower my gaze, staring hard at my red nails. I think about how much Ryker loves this color and my heart involuntarily skips a beat. If only I could do what Star is suggesting. 
 
   “Just think about it, okay?” Star says.
 
   “Since when did you become the wise one?” I tease her.
 
   “When I stopped letting you boss me around,” she banters back. 
 
   “Oh, come on. You just admitted that it’s helpful,” I say in mock indignation.
 
   “Yes, your control freak tendencies are very helpful.” Star stands, a smile playing on her lips. 
 
   “Let me know how it goes with Beckett,” I say, as she picks her purse off of her bed.
 
   “I will.” She flings the purse over her shoulder and the strap tangles in her hair. As she frees the trapped strands, she glances over at me. “I hope he says yes. It will be so much fun to show him around our home town. Think about what I said. It would be a blast if Ryker could come too.”
 
   My stomach knots when she heads out of the dorm room. I try to imagine Ryker in my house, in my hometown, walking the familiar streets or eating at the restaurants I’ve eaten at my whole life. It would be amazing to share that with him. As close as we are, sometimes it’s hard to imagine us ever getting any closer. But I know this would cement us together even more. However, I just can’t do it. 
 
   I like how Ryker is separate from my old life. I like how he represents my future, not my past. But most of all, I can’t stand the thought of my parents meeting him and then rejecting him. It’s one thing for them to disapprove of the idea of him. I can just keep telling myself it’s because they don’t know him. But what about when they do meet him? I’m just not sure I can handle their disappointment then. And no matter what they think, I’m not ready to let him go just yet. In fact, I’m starting to wonder if I ever will be.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hey, Star.” Practice just ended, and I approach Star while she turns off her keyboard. 
 
   She looks up at me, pushing her hair from her face. “Hey, Ryker. What’s up?”
 
   I glance around to make sure no one else is listening. Beckett is fiddling with his amp, and Pierce and Jimmy are laughing about something in the corner. “I want to talk to you about Lola.”
 
   Star’s eyebrows shoot up. “Why? Is something wrong?”
 
   I pause, wondering if this is a good idea. Perhaps I shouldn’t talk to Star about this. Then I notice the pinched look on Star’s face. She loves Lola, and they’ve been friends a long time. I’m reminded of the conversations we’ve had about Lola’s family. It’s clear that Star has been more of a sister to Lola than her own. And Star has always been there for Lola in ways that her family never was. If anyone can help me with this, it’s Star.
 
   “I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.” I run a hand over my head, my gaze once again shifting around the garage. Beckett is unhooking the chords to his guitar and wrapping them around his arm, while the other guys are packing up their things. The loud clanging of instruments and cases reverberates through the room. “Ever since Lola came back from Christmas vacation she’s been acting kind of strange.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah, her relationship with her parents is kind of complicated.” She narrows her eyes. “I thought she told you about that.”
 
   “She did.” I scratch the back of my neck nervously. “It’s not that.” I mull over how I’ll say what I need to.  If only I was good with words like Beckett. It’s always amazed me the way he can articulate his feelings through the lyrics in his songs. “This is going to sound weird, but I just have to ask it. Has Lola ever had an eating disorder?”
 
   Star’s eyes widen, and in this moment I know that what I suspect is true. “Why would you ask that?”
 
   “Because lately anytime we go to dinner together she races to the bathroom afterward, and when I joke with her about it she acts funny; offended, I guess.”
 
   Star slumps in her seat, her hands dropping into her lap. “I can’t believe I missed the signs. Now that you mention it I’ve noticed it too. I guess I was just so preoccupied.” Her gaze flickers to Beckett, and I see shame color her cheeks.
 
   “Hey, don’t beat yourself up about it. She’s been pretty discreet about it. And you and I both know how guarded Lola is.”
 
   Star peers up at me through her dark fringe. “Lola has bulimia. She has since the time she was sixteen. But she had a handle on it before we came here. I think all the pressure her parents put on her during the holidays might have caused her to do it again.”
 
   My heart breaks for Lola. Even though I suspected it, I still have a hard time coming to grips with it. I mean, how could someone so beautiful and vibrant have this kind of issue? How could she be unhappy with how she looks? It just doesn’t make any sense. 
 
   Star places a hand on my arm. “Hey, I know what you’re thinking. I thought the same thing when I first found out. Lola’s skinny, so why does she have this problem?”
 
   I shake her arm off, a little freaked out that she knew what I was thinking. “Is this when you tell me you can read minds or something?”
 
   Star smiles. “No. I wish. Maybe then it wouldn’t have taken me so long to get Beckett to open up to me.” Her eyes land on him again, and then return to me. “But with Lola it’s not all about her looks. It’s more about control, I think.”
 
   I nod, her words washing over me. “That would definitely make sense.”
 
   “Control is an important thing to Lola, and when things seem out of control she has to find something she can control.” Star shrugs. “It’s part of the reason I don’t get all hung up on her need to mother me. I figure that’s safer than what she used to do.” Her face blanches. “I can’t believe it’s happening again. I feel so bad.”
 
    “Thanks, Star. I appreciate you telling me all this.”
 
   “Hey, what’s going on?”  Beckett sidles up to Star. “You’re not trying to steal my girl, are you?” His arm snakes around Star’s waist.
 
   “Nah, I think I’ll stick with the one I have.”
 
   “Good choice.” Beckett’s mouth curves into a devilish grin. “This girl is already taken by the hottest guy in Seattle.”
 
   “Glad to see your ego is still intact,” I joke.
 
   Star just rolls her eyes. Beckett swiftly kisses her on the cheek. “You know you love it, baby,” he croons.
 
   “Alright. I’ll see you guys this weekend,” I say, spinning around to give them privacy. 
 
   Star stops me. “Are you going to talk to Lola or should I?”
 
   “No. I’ll deal with it.” 
 
   “Okay.” Star nods. “Good luck.” 
 
    
 
   I know I have to tread lightly when it comes to this subject. The worst thing to do would be to just spring it on her, or put her on the defensive. So, I have her over to my apartment while Pierce is at work. Mom walks me through how to make her chicken enchiladas over the phone, and they turn out perfect. My plan is to bring it up sometime over dinner.
 
   But Lola is in flirty banter mode, and I can’t find a good time to bring it up. Then the minute she finishes eating she disappears into the bathroom.
 
   I know what she’s doing, and it kills me. Standing up from the table, I inch my way forward. When I reach the bathroom, I stand outside the door with my hand hovering over the knob. Our lock doesn’t work. Pierce busted it a few weeks after we moved in. He was trying to show off how strong he was. Sometimes Pierce can be a real idiot. 
 
   But I can’t really just bust in there and infringe on her privacy, can I? Knowing my answer, I lower my hand, dropping it to my side. I start to turn away when I hear a gag and muffled retching. The sound tears through my heart like someone has stuck a knife in my body and is twisting. I can’t let her do this to herself. I care about her too much.
 
   She needs my help.
 
   Without dwelling on it any further, I reach out, turn the knob and thrust the door open. Lola kneels on the ground, looking like a person on their knees in prayer. Except this isn’t a church, and her body is curved over the toilet, her hair falling like a curtain over her face. Her head snaps up and her eyes widen. There is a sheen of sweat over her brow.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” Reaching out she quickly flushes the toilet. It rings out in the tiny bathroom, loud like an accusation. 
 
   I drop to the ground next to her, and snatch up her hands, weaving them through mine.  “Lola, I know what you’re doing.”
 
   She yanks her arms out of my grasp and scoots away from me, bumping into the wall. “You have no right to come in here like this.”
 
   “I care about you. I don’t want you hurting yourself.”
 
   “I-I-I’m just not feeling well. That’s all.”
 
   I grab her by the shoulders. “Lola, that’s not what’s going on. You and I both know that.”
 
   “Ryker.” Her eyes drop to the floor and her lips tremble, but I can see her shutting down.
 
   “Talk to me, Lola. Don’t shut me out.” I lift her chin, forcing her to look at me.
 
   “I can’t.” She shakes her head, her eyes filling with tears. It’s the most vulnerable I’ve ever seen her, and it kills me. It stirs something inside me that I’ve never felt before. 
 
   “I can’t stand knowing that you’re hurting, beautiful.” I play with the hair around her face, tangling it in my fingers. Her eyelids flutter, the fight inside withering a bit, I can tell. “I know what you’re doing. I’ve suspected it for awhile, and I just want to help you. Let me help you, Lola.”
 
   She wrings her hands in her lap until they turn red. “I can’t. This is all too much.” Her gaze shoots frantically around like she’s trapped and planning her escape.
 
   I sweep my finger up her cheek. “What’s all too much?”
 
   “All of this. Just everything.” She runs a hand through her hair, a groan escaping through her lips. “My parents are putting a lot of pressure on me, and school is tough, and then there’s you…” she lets the words linger in the air like a question.
 
   “What about me?” I palm her cheek. “I hope you don’t feel any pressure from me. I never want to make you feel this way. I never want to be the reason you do this.”
 
   “God, Ryker, could you be any more perfect?” Her smile is sad. 
 
   “Is that a bad thing?”
 
   “Yes, it is, actually.” Her smile disappears, replaced by regret. “Because I just don’t know where this is going.”
 
   “That’s up to you, beautiful,” I tell her honestly, circling the pad of my thumb over her cheek.
 
   “If only it were that simple,” she whispers.
 
   “It is that simple, Lola. At least it is for me. It has been from the moment I realized that I’m hopelessly in love with you,” I say before I can think better of it and stop myself.
 
   When Lola’s mouth drops open and her eyes widen, I wish I could backtrack. “What did you just say?”
 
   There’s really no getting out of this now. I can’t take back the words now that they’ve already left my mouth. Instead, I lean forward pinning her with an intense look. “I said that I’m hopelessly in love with you, Lola.”
 
   She leans her cheek into my hand. “Even now? Even after what you walked in on?”
 
   “Even now,” I say firmly.
 
   “Ryker?” She peers up at me hesitantly. 
 
   “Yes, beautiful?”
 
   “I think I’m in love with you too.” She shakes her head. “No, that’s not true. I know that I’m in love with you.”
 
   “C’mere.” I slide my hand from her face and open my arms. She collapses against me like she’s coming unraveled. Her body trembles against me, her hands grasp my shirt like she’s drowning and I’m her last link to the land.
 
   “Everyone thinks I’m so strong, but the truth is that I’m a mess. A freaking mess.” 
 
   I stroke her hair with my hand. “It’s okay. I don’t expect you to be perfect. You don’t have to have it all together for me.” I kiss the crown of her head. 
 
   “I don’t know how to fix this.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this alone. I’ll help you, because I don’t plan on going anywhere.” I guide her face upward. Then I gently trail kisses up her chin, across her cheek and then gently sweep my lips over her mouth.
 
   “What are you doing?” Lola pulls back. “You don’t want to kiss me right now. Trust me.”
 
   I press my lips to her forehead. “I was just erasing your bad memories.”
 
   Lola bites her lip. “I wish that were possible.”
 
   “It is, Lola. Trust me. It is.”
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   “I had an interesting conversation with Beckett today.” Ryker’s fingers trail softly over my arms, tickling like a feather. I’m curled up in his arms on the couch in his apartment. Darkness blankets us while the movie we’re watching plays on his little flat screen mounted to the wall. 
 
   Our legs are tangled together and every once in awhile his bare toes brush over mine. It’s in moments like this that I allow my mind to fantasize about a future with Ryker. I can just picture us lounging together like this every evening. Even if we never have money I can see myself getting used to this. It would be worth it just to be held in Ryker’s arms. Nowhere in the world do I feel so comfortable; so loved.
 
   But there is something in his voice that gives me pause. I crane my neck to peer up at him. “Oh? What about?”
 
   “He told me that he’s going back to California with you and Star next weekend.”
 
   My stomach drops, and I swallow hard. “Yeah. Poor guy.” Reaching down, I pick at a stray thread on the couch. “Not sure how she talked him into it.”
 
   “I’m sure it wasn’t that hard. I mean, I’m sure he felt honored to even be asked.”
 
   And there it is. The reason he even brought it up. God, I’m so tired of having this conversation. Why can’t he understand that I’m protecting him by not subjecting him to my family? He knows what they’ve done to me. “Well, Star’s family is a lot different from mine, so maybe it won’t be that bad.”
 
   “Lola?” He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear.
 
   “Yeah?” I speak barely above a whisper, scared of what he’s going to ask next. When I glance up at him, blue light from the TV flickers over his skin. 
 
   “How long have you known about this?”
 
   It’s not what I expected him to ask. “A couple of weeks, I guess.”
 
   “How come you didn’t tell me?” He plays with a strand of my hair and it feels so good. If only we could just be relaxing together and enjoying the moment. Instead we have to have this serious conversation. Frustration burns through me.
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t think it mattered.”
 
   “It does matter, and you know it. Beckett and Star have been dating a lot less time than us. Why is it that they’re more serious about their relationship than we are?”
 
   I sit up straight, sighing. “Why do you care? We shouldn’t be comparing our relationship to theirs, anyway. What we have is different.”
 
   “How? How is it different?” Ryker sits up too. He’s wearing a wife beater tank top and shorts. The muscles of his arms constrict, and the tank top shifts exposing the muscles on his chest. All I want to do is run my hands over his skin. When my gaze connects to his full lips, I take a deep breath. How is it that even when he infuriates me I’m still incredibly attracted to him?
 
   “It just is.”
 
   “That’s not good enough, Lola.”
 
   I grunt in irritation. “God, Ryker, what do you want from me? Why do we have to have the same fight all the time?” Standing up, I head toward the kitchen table where I tossed my purse and jacket earlier.
 
   “Where are you going?” Ryker hops up off the couch.
 
   “I just can’t keep doing this.” The fight withers inside me and I just feel exhausted. Walking toward him, I reach out and touch his shoulder. “I love you. I really do. But I feel like you want more from me than I can give you. Maybe we just need some space or something.”
 
   “What?” His arms come up around me. “No, space is exactly what we don’t need.” He lowers his face. “I mean, what about my addiction?”
 
   I want to laugh. I want to turn this whole thing into a joke, and fall into his arms. But that’s what we always do. We get into a fight and then diffuse it with jokes and making out. However, the problem never goes away and pretty soon we’re having the same argument again. I just can’t keep doing it. I feel like a freaking hamster on a wheel.
 
   I shove away from him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why can’t you trust me?”
 
   His words stop me in my tracks. “I do.”
 
   “Then let me come with you to Calfornia. I can help you. God, I hate the thought of you being alone with your parents, knowing that they’re the cause of your…your issue.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “No, you won’t be fine. That’s the point. You’re not fine. You have a problem, and it’s because of them.” He grabs me, and this time I don’t stop him. “Please. Let me help you.”
 
   I melt into him, wanting to believe him, wanting to trust his words. “Okay,” I say.
 
   “Really?” He smiles. “So, I can come with you?”
 
   I shake my head. “No. That’s not what I meant. I was saying okay, that I’ll let you help me. And the way you can help me is by understanding that I can’t bring you home with me right now.” Pausing, I think about how I can make him understand what I need. If he truly wants to help me, I need to explain to him how that’s possible. “Having you there will just add to the pressure. Not only will I have to worry about how they’re treating me, but I’ll have to worry about how they’re treating you. It’ll just be too much.”
 
   Ryker shakes his head and moves away from me. My stomach drops at the gesture. “I want to believe that’s true, but I don’t think that’s the whole reason. You’re still not sure about us, are you?”
 
   I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to convince him, and I’m just too tired to fight. “I don’t want to do this anymore. We’ll talk when I get back from my trip.” 
 
   “So that’s it, then?” His voice is hard, and for a second I wish I hadn’t said that. “Things are tough so you’re just going to walk away?”
 
   “I’m not walking away because things are tough, Ryker. I’m walking away because I don’t know how to fix this.”
 
   “That’s easy.” His arm juts out and he grabs my wrist. “Just tell me that I proved it to you. Tell me that you can trust me, and that I can come home with you to meet your family.”
 
   I drop my gaze. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   “What do you mean, you can’t?” The light in his eyes darkens, and it breaks my heart. “You said you loved me, Lola.”
 
   “I do. But I can’t say all things you need me to. I can’t tell you that we for sure have a future together. I want to, but I just don’t think I can make that kind of promise. I have a lot I have to work through first. God, I cannot commit to keep food in my stomach after a meal. And I can’t bring you home right now. I don’t think I’m strong enough.”
 
   “Lola.” Ryker pulls me forward until my chest bumps his. Then he grazes my cheek with his hand. “I’m not asking you to marry me right now. I’m not even asking you to promise that you will. I just need to know that you’re committed to me right now.”
 
   “That’s what you say with your words, but your actions tell me something different. I’m giving you all that I can right now, but it doesn’t seem like it’s enough for you.”
 
   “It is.” He presses his forehead to mine and breathes in deeply.
 
   “Then why does it bother you that I won’t bring you home to meet my parents?”
 
   “Because it seems like if you were serious about us you’d want me to meet them. And it seems like the next step in our-” he stops speaking and peels his forehead from mine. “You’re right, I guess. I do want more from you. But only because I love you, Lola. I love you so much it kills me. The truth is that I want to be with you forever. I’d marry you tomorrow if you’d have me.”
 
   Panic blooms in my chest, opening slowly and choking me. I step backward. “See. That’s what I’m talking about. I can’t do this. It feels like the same thing my parents are doing to me. Like what I can give you isn’t good enough. Like I’m never good enough.” I spin around, desperation surfacing and clouding my vision. Grabbing my purse and jacket I race to the door. “I think I just need some time to process this. Please. Just give me time.”
 
   “I’m not giving up on you, beautiful,” he says the minute my fist closes around the doorknob. 
 
   “Good. I don’t want you to,” I say honestly before flinging the door open and hurrying out of the apartment. 
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   I haven’t heard from Lola since the night she stormed out of my apartment. At first I thought she’d call or text when she cooled down. Honestly, I didn’t think she was serious when she said she needed space. Her usual MO is that she explodes, but once she simmers down she comes around. I guess this time it’s different. Perhaps this time I pushed her a little too far. 
 
   “You’re the only guy I know who pushes away a girl by trying to force her into a commitment,” Pierce mutters. He’s standing over the kitchen counter eating a cold piece of pizza from last night.
 
   “When you meet the right girl you just know it.”
 
   “Shoulda just let her be. I mean, do you really want to meet her stuffy parents?” Pierce cringes. “Sounds like a total drag.”
 
   I groan from where I sit on the couch. “It’s a matter of principle.”
 
   “If you ask me, you’re just making this more complicated than it needs to be.” Pierce spews bits of crust out of his mouth as he speaks. “I think Fiona really screwed you up.”
 
   “Yeah, and I’m going to take advice from you because you’re such a ladies’ man.”
 
   “Hey, just because I’m not all sucked into a relationship like you and Beckett doesn’t mean I don’t have chicks interested in me.” Pierce rolls his shoulders. “In fact, Jimmy and I are going out with a couple tonight.”
 
   I sit up, resting my chin on the couch cushion. “Really? You two have dates?”
 
   Pierce sets his half eaten piece of pizza down, wiping his chin. Only he completely misses the red sauce around his lip. “Not exactly. Some girls invited us to a club tonight. We met them at the show last weekend.” He raises an eyebrow. “Wanna come?”
 
   “No. I shouldn’t.”
 
   “She broke it off with you, man. She hasn’t called you in a week, and now she’s back home probably hanging out with that doctor.”
 
   I bristle at his words. “He’s not a doctor. He’s just in school to be one.”
 
   “Whatever.” 
 
   “And she didn’t break it off with me,” I continue as if I just can’t leave it alone. “She just said she needed some space.”
 
   “Which is code for breaking it off.”
 
   “Oh, just shut up, Pierce.” I groan and slide down on the couch. Staring up at the ceiling I throw my arm over my face. I refuse to believe his words. There is no way it’s over between Lola and I. She was not breaking it off. She just needs time to process everything. Isn’t that what she said? I desperately need to believe that’s the truth and that she’ll come back to me soon.
 
   “Sorry, man. I’m just keeping it real.” His voice is muffled as he speaks with a mouthful of food. I often wonder if Pierce’s parents ever taught him manners or if he just forgot them when we moved in together. “If you change your mind about going out tonight, let me know. It could be fun. I mean, it’s not like you have to meet a girl. You could just listen to the music and hang out. At least it would get your mind off of Lola for the night.”
 
   When he puts it that way it doesn’t sound like a bad plan.
 
    
 
   In the end it’s Lola who makes the decision for me. When Pierce tells me which club he and Jimmy are going to, I’m reminded that it’s the same club I took Lola on our first date. The memory swallows me and my heart hurts as if someone is stabbing it repeatedly. I miss Lola so much I’m not sure I can survive it much longer. Even though we’ve joked about her being my addiction, the truth is that I think she kind of is. 
 
   I’ve been waiting for Lola to come to me, but perhaps she’s waiting for the same thing. In the months that Lola and I have been dating, I’ve realized that she’s not as tough as she comes across. Also, she’s sort of stubborn. And she’s not one to admit when she’s wrong. All of these things might irritate another guy, but I find them endearing. It also makes me wonder if she’s just sticking to her guns out of obligation. If that’s the case, I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear from me. 
 
   My mind flies back to our conversation when she returned from Christmas. She admitted that she missed me when she was home. In fact, she said that she missed me so bad it scared her. I know it’s difficult for her when she’s with her family. Maybe I should just call her to let her know I’m thinking of her. Perhaps I should let her know that I’m here for her, no matter what that looks like.
 
   I remember her saying that I was acting like what she could give me wasn’t enough. Maybe it’s as simple as me letting her know that it is enough. That I realize I was wrong in pushing her to do something she wasn’t ready to do.
 
   Knowing what I have to do, I snatch up my phone. I’m still lying on the couch. It’s already afternoon and I’ve hardly moved all day. I’m still in my boxers, and I stink. After my phone call I’ll finally take a shower and get dressed. The phone rings and rings, the sound taunting me. When her voicemail clicks on, I grunt and shut the phone off. I try not to picture Lola with that pre-med guy, but I can’t help it.
 
   Deciding to give her one more chance, I shoot her off a text. Just thinking about u. Hope ur trip is going well.  I stare at the screen, my fingers still touching it. After a few seconds, I add: Miss u.
 
   I don’t want to sit here and stare at my phone, so I leave it on the coffee table and push myself off the couch. After heading down the hallway, I slip into the bathroom to shower. Once I’m cleaned and dressed, I emerge from my room to find Pierce and Jimmy in the family room. They’re both wearing jeans, tight shirts, boots, and smell like cologne. 
 
   “You guys all ready for your night out?” I smile, sinking down on the couch.
 
   “Yeah. You coming?” Pierce asks, running a hand through his long hair.
 
   “I don’t know, man.” I reach for my phone, and turn it on. No texts. My heart sinks.
 
   “C’mon.” Jimmy lowers down until he’s perched on the armrest of the couch. His hair hangs limply down to his shoulders. “Let’s go have some fun. It’s been so long since we all hung out.”
 
   Jimmy’s right. I’ve been so wrapped up in Lola, I haven’t had a guys’ night out in forever. I glance down again at my phone. Besides, I’m not even sure where I stand with Lola anymore. So why should I stay holed up in my apartment all night? For all I know she could be out with friends right now. Or worse. She could be out with that pre-med guy. 
 
   “Okay. Just give me a minute to change,” I say.
 
   “Cool, man.” Pierce nods his head as I walk swiftly back to my room. 
 
   It only takes me a few minutes to change into a pair of jeans and a shirt. Afterward I go into the restroom and style my hair with some gel. With one quick glance in the mirror, I head out into the family room. I slip on my leather jacket, grab my wallet and keys, and then follow Jimmy and Pierce out of the apartment.
 
    
 
   The minute we pull into the parking lot of the club I start to have second thoughts. Everything about this place triggers thoughts of Lola. Memories of our first date linger in the air, a million bittersweet reminders. What I wouldn’t give to hold her in my arms right now, to feel her body pressed to mine, to kiss her, to touch her, to hear her laugh. I shake my head, forcing away all the depressing thoughts.
 
   “You okay, man?” Pierce eyes me as we walk through the parking lot, our boots shuffling on the concrete. The sky is dark around us, the air cold.
 
   “Yeah. Fine.”
 
   “You just need a drink.” Jimmy clamps me on the shoulder.
 
   I nod, thinking that a drink is exactly what I need. Maybe it’s time to trade in my red lipstick addiction for something stronger. Especially since I’m not sure I’ll ever have another fix of the former.
 
   The club is loud and filled with people just like it was the night Lola and I came here. A screech from the electric guitar on stage fills the air, and Pierce raises his brows in appreciation. He nudges my shoulder, and I smile. The drummer’s pulsing beat dances under our feet. A couple of blond girls in short, tight dresses bound over in our direction. 
 
   “You made it,” One of them says in a high voice, reminding me of Minnie Mouse. She leans into Jimmy, running a fake nail through his shaggy hair.
 
   “You know it.” Jimmy smiles.
 
   The other girl latches on to Pierce’s arm. She appears shier than the Minnie Mouse girl, but the way she peers up at Pierce in awe tells me she likes him. It makes my stomach twist with longing for Lola. I push past Pierce and Jimmy and the blond girls to get to the bar. Leaning over the bar, I flag down the bartender and order a beer. Then on second thought I order a shot of tequila as well. If I’m going to have to be the fifth wheel tonight, I might as well enjoy myself. Besides, I’m not driving. Pierce sidles up next to me, ordering two martinis, which I assume are for the girls, a beer for himself and a soda for Jimmy, since he’s our driver.
 
   The minute the bartender slides the shot in front of me, I down it. The liquid burns my throat as it slides down. Reaching for my beer, I pick it up and press it to my lips. I tip my head back allowing the cold beer to chase away the burn of the tequila. Then I move away from the bar, cold glass in hand. Pierce and Jimmy are already dancing with the girls in the center of the dance floor. I picture Lola’s sensual dance moves and the familiar emptiness fills me. Only this time it angers me. Why should I be feeling this way? Why should I allow her to have this kind of power over me? I mean, I did nothing wrong. I gave my heart to that girl. I told her I loved her. I lavished her with attention. Hell, I even helped her clean up puke and comforted her in my bathroom after I found out about her issue. I’ve put up with her hot and cold behavior. Is it so wrong for me to want some kind of commitment from her? Most girls would count their lucky stars to have a guy who is committed to them the way I am to Lola. What is her problem?
 
   My head is a little fuzzy now, so I lean against a barstool and sip my beer, while trying to clear thoughts of Lola from my mind. As if in answer to my internal thoughts, a pretty brunette materializes in front of me.
 
   “Hey, aren’t you the electric guitar player from Beckett?” The girl asks.
 
   “Yeah, I am.” Surprise is evident in my voice.
 
   “I’ve seen you guys play dozens of times.”
 
   “Really?” I push off the barstool and step closer to the girl.
 
   “Yeah.” Her cheeks flush. “And every time I just can’t take my eyes off of you.”
 
   This is new. A fan of ours who is not in love with Beckett. Imagine that.  “I’m Ryker.” I jut out a hand, a little flustered from her bold statement.
 
   “Anna.” It’s such a sweet, innocent name I’m momentarily taken aback. She’s certainly different from Lola.
 
    It makes me wonder just how much more different she is from Lola. “Do you like Fatal Seduction?”
 
   “Of course.” She grins, her caramel colored eyes sparkling under the dim lights. “They’re only the greatest rock band of our time.”
 
   I smile. Something about her answer gives me satisfaction. It’s like I needed to know that. I study her face, the pert nose and plump lips. She’s not as pretty as Lola, but she’s cute. And she likes rock music. Not only that, but she wants to be here with me. In fact, she came to me. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
   “I’d love that,” she says, as if she had just been waiting for me to ask. “Lemon drop, please.”
 
   When I turn toward the bar to order her drink, warning bells go off in my head. I suddenly feel like this is a huge mistake; like the smart thing for me to do is to leave right now before I make a mistake. But when I turn back to Anna, her face lights up in a way that tells me there is no place this girl would rather be than here with me. It makes my insides warm, and I realize it’s exactly what I need right now. My ego has been in tatters lately. A pick me up is just what the doctor ordered. And I have a feeling this is the girl to give me that.
 
   I don’t intend to do anything other than enjoy Anna’s company and the attention she readily gives me. We’ll have a few drinks, maybe dance to a song or two and that’s it. Lola will never have to know. It’ll just help me blow off some steam, enjoy myself a little. It’s not like I’d ever choose this sweet girl over Lola, but let’s face it, Lola’s not here right now. From her very clear signals, she’s made it clear that she doesn’t even want to be here with me right now.
 
   I do another shot of tequila as Anna sips her lemon drop. Sugar coats her lips from the rim of the glass. She darts her pink tongue out and runs them along her lips until all the sugar is off. It’s sensual and I swallow thickly, picking up the full beer the bartender just slid in my direction. 
 
   “Wanna dance?” Anna asks after finishing off her drink. She sets the empty glass on the counter.
 
   I down the rest of my beer and stand up off the barstool. The room sways a little around me, but I steady myself. Grabbing Anna’s hand, I thread my fingers through hers and guide her to the dance floor. When we find an empty space, she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me to her. I’m startled by her sudden fierceness. Clearly the drink loosened her up a little. She nestles into my chest, sighing. Despite my best efforts to stay calm, my heart flips in my chest. Her hair smells like apples. Temptation. Fitting, really.
 
   My head swims and my body moves slowly as if I’m under water. How many shots did I have? I grip tightly to Anna’s waist in an effort to stay upright. Anna lifts her head and peers up at me. Her lips shine under the lights. Pushing up on her heels, she angles her face toward mine.  I know I should turn away, but I just can’t. Her lips are nearing mine, and yet I make no effort to stop it. Not only that, but I want it. I want to feel her mouth on mine. I want to slip my tongue in her mouth, bury my fingers in her hair. I want her to erase the ache in my chest. I want her to make me forget about Lola just for a moment.
 
   When our mouths collide, I slip my hands up into her hair. I slide my tongue into her mouth and kiss her hungrily, desperately. It’s like she’s my lifeline, my last hope. Only it doesn’t work. No matter how hard I kiss her, no matter how much I try, I can’t forget Lola. And when we part, I only miss her more. It’s not lipstick I’m addicted to. And it’s not attention I want. It’s Lola I’m addicted to, and only attention from her will give me relief. I look into Anna’s eyes feeling like the biggest jerk on the planet. Not only have I led on this sweet girl, but I betrayed the girl I love more than life itself. What was I thinking?
 
   I groan, running a hand over my head. “I’m sorry,” I say to a stunned Anna. Shoving away from her, I push my way through the sea of gyrating bodies. Not until I’m outside in the cold night air do I allow myself to breathe. I suck in big, heaving gulps while cursing myself for being such an idiot.
 
   Just then my cell buzzes in my pocket. I snatch it out and read the text.
 
   I miss u 2. It’s agony without u. I’m so sorry. I’ll make it up to u. Promise.
 
   My heart stops. I re-read the text again as shame washes over me. What have I done? 
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   “I can’t believe you finally stood up to your parents about Ryker. I wish I could’ve been there to see their faces.” Star and I move forward in line at the Starbucks in the airport. My eyelids droop a bit. I sniff, catching a whiff of espresso beans, and that alone perks me up a little. I’m in need of a coffee fix, bad. Just thinking this causes a smile to break out on my face. It reminds me of Ryker and his red lipstick addiction. I plan to coat my lips in it before heading to his apartment the minute we get back to Seattle. I’ve missed him so much this past week. I feel like I can hardly go another minute.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t exactly pretty,” I respond, remembering how angry both of them were. Camille was the only one who seemed happy about it, but I think that’s just because the more mad my parents are at me, the more pleased they are with her. She’ll probably get a whole new wardrobe out of this. “They were so upset when I told them that I’d fallen in love with a struggling musician and that I had no intention of hanging out with Nolan. Ever. I thought Dad was going to kill me. Worse yet, I was afraid they were going to cut me off. Then how would I be able to stay in Seattle?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think they’ll do that, Lola.” Star links arms with me as we walk forward. “From what you told me, I think they’re kind of afraid of pushing you away any more than they already have.”
 
   I nod, biting my lip. I hope she’s right. Regardless, I feel lighter. I feel like I’ve finally done the right thing. Glancing outside of the coffee shop, I spot Beckett standing near our luggage waiting on us. My heart flutters in my chest. When I head home for Spring Break it will be Ryker out there. I’ve already told my parents I’m bringing him with me. It’s time that they met him. I can’t promise him that I’ll marry him, but I do know that I can picture a future with him. I can honestly tell him that I want to be committed to him and that I’m open to the prospect of us being together forever. This week away from him was torture for me, and it became painfully obvious that I don’t want to be without him. Not only that, but I realized that I’m stronger than I thought I was. And I have Ryker to thank for that. He’s made me stronger. His belief in me and love for me has buoyed me somehow.
 
   As I head toward the counter to order, I recall the last text he sent me. U have nothing to make up 4. I love u and miss u 2. So much.
 
   I can’t believe it took me so long to fully give my heart to Ryker. He’s the most honest and trustworthy guy I’ve ever met. If anyone deserves my heart, it’s him. And I can’t wait until this afternoon to fully surrender it.
 
    
 
   I rub my lips together. They are slick from the copious amounts of lipstick I put on. Taking a deep breath, I knock on Ryker’s door. I didn’t bother texting him when we landed. Instead, I just headed to the dorm to drop off my stuff and then raced here. The thought of being in Ryker’s arms, of feeling his lips on mine was enough to drive me wild. Besides, I got the feeling that Beckett and Star wanted to be alone. Their trip went well, but they had prying eyes on them all weekend.
 
   The door swings open and Ryker stands in front of me shirtless, his jeans hanging low on his hips. 
 
   “Do you always open your door like this?” I croon. “Because if so, I’m coming over every day.”
 
   “Lola?” His eyebrows jump up in surprise. “I didn’t know you were back.”
 
   “I wanted to surprise you,” I say. 
 
   His eyes darken, and my insides twist. I know I said some harsh things last time I was over. I really hope I can make up for them today. “I’m definitely surprised.” 
 
   “Can I come in?” My voice is soft, timid. 
 
   “Of course.” He steps aside to allow me to enter.
 
   Ryker hasn’t touched me yet. In fact, he’s made no movement toward me at all. It unnerves me. Perhaps I did more damage than I thought. I can’t stand it any longer, so I whirl around to face him. “Look, Ryker, I came over to tell you that I’m so sorry about what I said last week. I was a total bitch, okay? You’ve been nothing but sweet and patient with me.” I shake my head. “I’m just so messed up, you know? But that’s all going to change. When we were apart, I realized just how much you mean to me. And I’m ready to make that commitment to you.” His eyes widen and his body goes rigid as if he’s completely shocked. I step toward him, touching his arm gently. “I love you. And I can see a future with you. In fact, at this moment, I can’t really picture one without you.” I smile up at him, but his face is still a mask of surprise. It’s like he’s literally gone into shock. “I even told my parents how I feel about you. They weren’t exactly thrilled, but I think they’ve accepted it. And you’re invited next time I visit.”
 
   “Lola,” he says as if finally coming out of his stupor.
 
   “Oh, good. You can talk. I was a little worried there,” I joke, running my fingers up the length of his arm. “Can you still kiss too? Because I don’t know how much longer I can hold off.” I lean in close, so close our lips are almost touching.
 
   His arms come up around me, sliding up my neck and curving around my face. He brushes his lips lightly over mine. “I missed you so much.” He closes his lips over mine with a fierceness unlike ever before. His fingers tangle in my hair and his mouth crushes mine. He steals away my breath, as his tongue shoots into my mouth and swirls around. When we part I take a deep breath. My lips feel swollen. Red rings his mouth. Giggling, I reach out and wipe it off with my fingers.
 
   “I just wasn’t expecting this.” He releases me and walks toward the couch.
 
   I follow behind him. “I know. Like I said, I was awful before. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No. Please, stop saying sorry. You did nothing wrong.” He sinks down on the couch and puts his head in his hands. 
 
   I’m alarmed by his demeanor. Before I can ask him what’s going on, the front door springs open and Pierce bursts inside with a blond girl on his arm. He freezes at the sight of me. “Oh. Hi, Lola.” His tone is awkward, wary. 
 
   Again I sense something is wrong. The blond girls cocks her head to the side, giving me the once over. “Wow, he sure gets around.”
 
   Her words are like a punch in the gut. “What does she mean by that?” I turn to Ryker, my eyes narrowing. He looks up at me through splayed fingers, guilt etching his features. 
 
   “Lexi, come on.” Pierce forcibly grabs the blond girl’s arm and yanks her down the hallway.
 
   My face heats up, and I find it difficult to draw breath. I lower myself onto the couch sitting directly next to Ryker. “Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” He pauses, and in that moment I know exactly what he’s going to say. 
 
   “You cheated on me,” I say it like a statement, not a question. That’s how sure I am about this.  I stand up, my heart picking up speed. Anger courses through my veins. Red hot rage blinds my vision.
 
   “Lola.” Ryker stands, grabbing my arm. “It wasn’t like that. You said you needed a break and then I didn’t hear from you for a week. I texted you and you didn’t respond. I thought you didn’t want to be with me anymore.”
 
   “So, you found someone else. That quickly?” I let out a ragged breath. “Did you sleep with her?” The thought literally makes me sick. We haven’t even slept together yet.
 
   “No. Of course not. It was just a kiss. Nothing more.”
 
   I wriggle out of his grasp. This is almost worse. I’m sick, remembering our first kiss in the park, and all the red lipstick jokes. I can’t even imagine his lips on someone else’s. I find myself wondering what color lipstick she had on. Shaking my head, I will the thoughts away. “You kissed someone else? I thought you wanted to be with me forever, but you couldn’t even wait one week before moving on?”
 
   “I didn’t move on. I still only want you. Anna was just a mistake.”
 
   I inhale sharply. “Anna? That’s her name?” Something about hearing him say her name rips my heart in half. It makes it all so real. “I can’t believe I actually trusted you. I can’t believe I was willing to give my heart to you.”
 
   “Lola, please. You have to give me another chance.” Ryker rushes me, framing my face with his hands.
 
   His touch burns my skin. “No. I can’t. I’ll never be able to trust you again.”
 
   His eyes darken. “But I wasn’t even sure that we were together anymore. I mean, you said you needed a break.”
 
   “And you said you would wait for me.”
 
   “So you break it off, and I’m supposed to just sit around and hope you come back? That hardly seems fair.” Ryker’s voice is hard, angry.
 
   “Yeah, I guess it’s not.” I pry his hands off my face, my lips trembling. “I guess we both screwed up. The problem is that at this moment, I’m not sure we can fix it.” A lone tear escapes down my cheek. “And more importantly, I don’t think I want to anymore.”
 
   “Lola,” he says my name like a prayer.
 
   “No. You want something definitive, Ryker. Here it is. We’re done. It’s over. You can go be with Anna or whoever else you want to be with.”  Without letting him respond, I tear out of his apartment, slamming the door behind me. It’s not until I’m safely in the parking lot that I allow the tears to fall. With each step I take, I feel my heart breaking.
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   Six months later
 
    
 
   “Hey, baby.” Nolan nudges me in the arm with his hand. 
 
   I hate when he calls me baby. It sounds so degrading.  Of course the longer I date Nolan the more I realize that I’m really nothing more than arm candy for him. Not that I don’t have my own ulterior motives when it comes to our relationship as well. I started going out with Nolan during my trip home for Spring Break. At the time I was still heartbroken over losing Ryker. Nolan seemed safe. He doesn’t make my head spin or stomach roll. I’m not desperate to be with him, and I don’t miss him like crazy when we’re apart. Yet he’s smart and driven; stable. Mostly I don’t worry that he’ll one day break my heart the way Ryker did.
 
   “Can you go get us some drinks?” Nolan asks. Then he promptly returns his attention to the couple sitting in the booth with us.
 
   At first I was happy when Nolan said he was coming to Seattle to visit me this week. Of course at the time I didn’t realize that I wasn’t the sole reason for the trip. Mostly it was a way for him to connect with one of his college friends who now lives here with his wife. I bite back a snide remark – something about me not being his slave – and politely slide out of the booth.
 
   As I make my way to the bar, I think about how I wish I was of drinking age. I could sure use a drink tonight. This restaurant is one I’ve never been to. It’s too stuffy for my taste. Then again, it’s exactly Nolan’s taste, so I’m not surprised he chose it.  Weaving my way through the tables, my head bobs up and my gaze catches on a dark haired guy slumped over the bar with a beer in his hand. Even though he’s not facing me, I know exactly who he is. I can tell by the shape of his shoulders – wide and muscular. I recognize the back of his neck and the little strands of hair that slightly curl at the edges. My fingers buzz with longing, and I almost worry that I’ll walk up to him and run my hands through his hair. What I wouldn’t give to touch him right now. Seeing him causes dangerous emotion to well up inside me. 
 
   Sure, I’ve seen Ryker a few times since we’ve broken up. But it’s always been from a distance, and I’ve always hid before he saw me. He graduated a couple months after we split up and every once in awhile I’d spot him on campus. And one time I attended a gig of Beckett’s. I stood in the back of the club, hidden behind a group of fans. I just wanted to watch Star play, but the minute my gaze took in Ryker playing that electric guitar I bolted. There was no way I could stay and watch him without falling madly in love with him again. 
 
   Ryker isn’t safe. He does make my head spin and stomach roll. He makes me feel things no guy ever has before. And that makes him a weakness for me. I lean up to the bar and catch a whiff of his familiar scent. My pulse spikes. I wave down the bartender and order two drinks quietly, hoping Ryker doesn’t hear me. Pierce sits on the other side of him and they are deep in conversation. Nostalgia fills me. I imagine I’m back in their apartment hanging out. It would sure beat the night I’m actually having. Glancing back at Nolan, I see that he is chatting with his friends. I wish I could just grab a barstool and sit next to Ryker. In this moment I would give anything to go back in time, to erase the last six months. 
 
   I know I should just get my drinks and go back to my table. I should pretend I never saw Ryker here, especially now that my mind is going in all these crazy directions. But I can’t. I can’t just leave without at least speaking to him.
 
    “Ryker?” I speak softly from over his shoulder. Resting my elbow on the bar I try to appear more nonchalant than I feel.
 
   He whirls around, his dark eyes piercing into mine. His hair looks exactly the same – styled in that messy boy band look. He wears a tight t-shirt that clings to his muscles, and his leather jacket flaps around him. “Lola,” he says, surprised.
 
   The bartender slides two drinks in my direction, and I reach for them.
 
   “You drink now? When did that happen?” Ryker asks.
 
   “Mine’s club soda,” I respond, exasperated. Now he’s going to try to control me too? One of the things I always loved about Ryker was that he let me do my own thing. Maybe he’s changed over the past six months. I know that I have.
 
   He bobs his head in the direction of Nolan. “Is that your boyfriend?”
 
   I nod, biting my lip. “Yeah, Nolan.”
 
   He snorts, reminding me of old times. “Nolan? What kind of name is that?”
 
   “Ryker.” I give him a harsh look, but the truth is I want to laugh. Standing here talking to him about Nolan makes me feel conspiratorial. Like we are in on some inside joke, and it makes my heart ache with longing for what we used to have.
 
   He leans in close. “Do you love him?”
 
   My heart rate quickens, my palms clamming up. I take a step backward, afraid if I don’t I will be tempted to grab him and never let go. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
   He darts his arm out and circles his fingers around my wrist. I glance down at his thick fingers, and stiffen under his tender touch. “Tell me that you love him, Lola. Tell me that he makes you happy. Tell me that he loves you like I do.” Our gazes collide. “If you can tell me that then I’ll finally be able to let you go.”
 
   “Let me go?” His words unnerve me. Is he saying that he hasn’t let me go? Is he saying that there’s still a chance for us?
 
   “Lola, I know we broke up, but I haven’t stopped loving you. And for the past six months I’ve been hanging on to the hope that maybe one day you’ll take me back.” He releases my arm, and I want to cry out. It felt so good, and I want him to do it again. Nolan’s touch never makes me feel like this.  “You deserve to be happy Lola. You deserve to be loved fiercely. If Nolan can give you that then I’ll walk away.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Nolan’s voice cuts into the moment, and I freeze.
 
   “Nothing,” I say quickly. “Absolutely nothing.” I hand him his drink and then pick up my own. My cheeks are warm, and I hope Nolan doesn’t notice it. “Let’s go sit down, Nolan.” 
 
   He plucks his drink from my fingers, and then grasps my hand with his free one. I allow him to guide me back to our table where the couple, whose names I’ve already forgotten, are waiting for us.
 
   “Who was that?” Nolan asks as we sit back down.
 
   “Oh. Just a guy I know from school,” I say trying to keep my face and voice neutral. However, I know it’s a losing battle. If Nolan notices how uneasy I am, he doesn’t show it. He just grabs my hand, threading his fingers through mine. I try to stay focused on him, on my boyfriend, on the guy who is right for me and who I have made a commitment to.  But pretty soon my gaze lifts and lands on the guy who is staring at me from across the room – the one who holds my heart.
 
    
 
   “Whoa. What happened? You look like you just saw a ghost,” Star says the minute I get home. She and Beckett are sitting on her bed, and her disheveled hair and lipgloss trailing up her cheek tells me all I need to know.
 
   “I might as well have.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Star knits her brows together.
 
   “I ran into Ryker tonight.” I sigh, throwing my purse on the ground. After kicking off my high heeled shoes, I discard them near the wall and then plop down on the edge of my bed.
 
   “When you were out with Nolan?” I hate the way Star says Nolan’s name. She doesn’t like him, and it’s painfully obvious every time she speaks of him.
 
   I nod. 
 
   “Did you talk to him?” Star scoots forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her eyes are wide as she tries to catch every juicy detail.
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   “Oh, man,” Beckett interjects. “I better call him to see how he’s doing.”
 
   I eye him suspiciously. Since Ryker and I broke up I haven’t really mentioned him in front of Beckett. “Does he still talk about me?” I ask him now.
 
   Beckett glances at me, a look of hesitation painted on his face. 
 
   “Just tell her.” Star reaches for his arm, running her fingers gently over his skin. It’s such an intimate gesture that it causes my heart to squeeze. Everything about them is so natural and loving. It’s how things used to be with Ryker and me, but it’s never been like that with Nolan.
 
   “Yeah. All the time,” Beckett concedes. “He’s still pretty hung up on you, Lola.”
 
   I nod. “He kind of said that tonight.”
 
   “He did?” Star’s eyes bug out. “And what did you say?”
 
   “Nothing. Nolan walked up and I left with him.”
 
   Star’s face falls. “Oh.” I know she wishes Ryker and I would get back together. What she doesn’t know is that I wish that too. If only it were that simple.
 
   Beckett stands. “I should go over to his place. Check on him.” 
 
   Star nods at him, understanding evident on her face. Ever since Beckett and Star got together he’s totally changed. He’s softened a lot. If only it had worked out that way with Ryker and me. If only I had softened more. If only I had been more forgiving, more understanding.
 
   I turn away when they kiss. No need to watch the heart wrenching display of love. It will only make this night that much worse. As I stare at my shadow that casts on the wall, I know what I have to do. I just wonder if I’m strong enough to do it.
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   The knock on the door sparks hope in my heart. As I run to it, I hope that it’s Lola. When I left the bar, I glanced back at her one last time. I told myself that if she was looking at that guy like he hung the moon, I would finally release her. Only she wasn’t. She was staring at me, and there was no mistaking the longing in her eyes. I know Lola. When we were dating I made it my mission to get to know her. And I know exactly how she looks when she’s desperate. Tonight I saw that look.
 
   I fling open the door, my smile fading when I take in my unexpected visitor. “Oh. Hi, Beckett.”
 
   “Wow. It’s no wonder you don’t have a girlfriend when you greet people like that.” Beckett runs a hand over his head, and steps past me.
 
   His words irk me. “Thanks for the reminder.” I close the door and then walk away from the door.
 
   “You know me. I’m always joking.” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s true.”
 
   “Sorry, man.” Beckett glances at me sheepishly.
 
   I chuckle. “I’m still not used to this softer side of you.”
 
   He shakes his head, a tiny smile flickering over his lips. “I’m not really either, but Star seems to like it.” 
 
   I head over to the couch and Beckett follows. “So how come you’re not with Star tonight?”
 
   “I was.” Beckett props his boot clad feet on top of my coffee table and threads his fingers behind his head. “But then Lola came home and told us she ran into you.”
 
   “So, you what? Came over to make sure I was okay?” I don’t even try to mask my surprise.
 
   He shrugs. “Nah, I just didn’t want to listen to their gabbing anymore, and I didn’t feel like going home to listen to my brother nag at me. So I figured I’d hang out here.”
 
   If it was a year ago, I’d believe this excuse. Only the new and improved Beckett is actually not that shallow. Still I smile. The truth is that I could use the company. Pierce already headed off to bed since he has an early shift, so I planned to sit here and mope about Lola all night. Hanging out with Beckett sounds better. “I get it. Wanna soda or something?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   I get up from the couch and make my way into the kitchen. After opening the fridge, I pull out the last two sodas. 
 
   “So was it awkward for you? Seeing Lola again?” He calls from the couch.
 
   I slam the fridge shut and walk back toward him, both sodas fisted in my hands. “Yeah. Especially since she was with her new boyfriend.”
 
   “What a tool, huh?”
 
   I laugh, handing him the soda can. “Totally.” Then I drop back down onto the couch. It sinks beneath my weight. “Did you know about him for awhile?”
 
   Beckett nods.
 
   “Nobody said anything to me about it.” I wonder why Star or Beckett didn’t warn me about Nolan. I mean, I see the two of them all the time.
 
   “Would you have wanted to know? Because honestly, man, if Star and I broke up and she had a new boyfriend I wouldn’t want to know.” An angry smile passes over his lips and he balls his hands into fists. “If I did, I might want to kill him.”
 
   “Easy there,” I joke, putting out a hand. “Star only has eyes for you.”
 
   “Do you blame her?” Beckett cocks an eyebrow, reminding me of the Beckett I’ve known for years.
 
   I shake my head, my mind once again flickering to Lola. “I have no idea what Lola sees in that guy.”
 
   Beckett pops open his soda with a loud snap. “Apparently he’s some guy her parents fixed her up with. He’s a doctor or something.”
 
   My insides coil. “Ah. Yes. The pre-med guy. I should’ve known.”
 
   “You knew about him?”  He sips his soda while shifting his gaze to me.
 
   I nod. “Yeah. Her parents were trying to push him on her long before we broke up. She assured me that she wasn’t interested, but maybe that was a lie.” Just saying the words hurts more than I can express.
 
   “Sorry, man.” Beckett shifts uncomfortably. He may have softened a little, but I know he’s still not completely comfortable with all this serious conversation. He’s a lot like Lola that way, actually. Sarcasm is his preferred method of communication. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think she really is that interested, even now.”
 
   My head snaps up. “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Just some stuff I’ve overheard. I get the feeling she’s just with him out of obligation.”
 
   “Really?” A tiny bud of hope takes root in my chest and unfurls slowly. 
 
   “Stop it with the mushy school girl look,” he warns. “She’s still with the guy. And you and I both know that chick is complicated. Who knows what she’s gonna do.”
 
   “Hey, well at least she didn’t go after you the way Fiona did,” I say.
 
   His head whips in my direction. I’m sure he’s stunned. It’s not something we talk about anymore. “You don’t know how many times I’ve wished that hadn’t happened.”
 
   “I know,” I concede. “I really thought she loved me. If I didn’t I never would’ve told her the truth. I still can’t believe she reacted the way she did.”
 
   “I was floored when she came on to me, man. And you know me. I’m pretty used to chicks being into me.”
 
   I chuckle lightly. “Yeah, so I’ve heard.”
 
   “But Fiona was your girl. I would never mess with that.”
 
   “Who knew my secret would push her away like that.” 
 
   “Maybe Lola will surprise you,” Beckett says. “I know I’ve always said she’s like Fiona, but Star seems to think otherwise.” He nudges me. “And she’s got pretty good taste.”
 
   After rolling my eyes, I mull over Beckett’s words. I think about the way Lola stared at me tonight. I’m sure I didn’t imagine the look in her eyes. She still cares about me, even if it’s only a little bit. And I have to believe that at some point I’ll be able to win her back. 
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   Pure torture. That’s what the last week has been since I saw Ryker at the restaurant. Something snapped in me that night. The next few days with Nolan I started getting irritated with everything he did. By the time he left, the mere fact that he was still breathing got under my skin.  When I dropped him off at the airport he asked me about it. Unable to continue with the whole charade, I told him the truth. That I didn’t love him, and that I never would. Honestly, he didn’t even seem that upset. Shocked maybe. But not upset. Not even sad. It made it even more clear to me that I made the right decision. 
 
   I just hope I haven’t made it too late. 
 
   Standing in front of the door I’ve knocked on a million times, anxiety seizes me. I take deep, steadying breaths and reach up my arm to tentatively knock. It’s raining, and the awning is so thin it barely covers me. Rain splatters into my hair and runs down my face. Ryker opens the door wearing jeans and a t-shirt, his hair tousled. His eyes widen in surprise, and his expression is so familiar to me it makes my heart squeeze. I want to reach up and run my fingers through his hair. I want to hold him, to touch him. But I stay rooted in place, gathering up all my courage to say what needs to be said.
 
   “Lola?” he squeaks out. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
 
   It’s now or never. I swallow hard. “Last week you asked me a question, and I’m ready to answer it.” 
 
   He glances up at the sky. “C’mon in out of the rain.”
 
   I shake my head. “Just let me finish, please.” Before I lose my nerve. I take a deep breath, shoving my fingers down into the pocket of my jacket. “Nolan is exactly right for me. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a guy.”
 
   Ryker nods in understanding, and the look of hurt on his face almost breaks me.  
 
   “Nolan is smart and driven. He’s going to be a doctor someday, you know? And he treats me really well.” My hair is pretty wet now and it drips down my back, but I don’t move. I don’t even care. I’m on mission, and I’m not going anywhere until I accomplish it.
 
   “Good. You deserve to be treated well, Lola.” He gives me a sad smile. “I get it. This guy can clearly give you a life I can’t. I’m sure your parents are thrilled.”
 
   “Yeah, they are.” I step forward. A raindrop lands on my eyelash, and I blink it out. “But I’m not.”
 
   “What?” His eyebrows lift.
 
   “Ryker, you know me. I’m a planner. And you’ve never fit into the plan I have for my life. But the thing is that you make me happy. You make me feel loved and whole. Ryker, when I’m with you I feel like the most beautiful girl in the world. You’re the only person who accepts me just like I am.” My lips quiver a little and I bite down on them. “You asked me if I loved Nolan, and the answer is no. I can’t love him because I’m already in love with someone else. Someone who makes my heart beat fast, someone who makes my head swirl, someone who infuriates me sometimes, but I still love him anyway. What I’m trying to say is that I’m so sorry I couldn’t say it the other night, but I love you, Ryker.”
 
   “You don’t know what it means to me to hear you say that.” He wraps his arms around me, drawing me to him. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Lola. I’ll never do it again. I promise.” He speaks into my hair.
 
   “I know.” I pull back, searching his eyes. His face is wet now too. 
 
   “I love you, Lola. More than ever,” he says, before pressing his lips against mine ever so softly.  I reach up, fingering his hair as our mouths mingle together. He tightens his hold on me. “I’ve missed you so much,” he speaks against my lips. “The last six months have been hell without you.”
 
   “You mean because of the withdrawals? You know you really should enroll in a twelve- step program. Or just buy a tube of red lipstick.”
 
   “Damn I’ve missed you, Lola,” he growls.
 
   I rest my hand against his chest, enjoying the feeling of his muscles under my palm. “Well, what are you waiting for? Don’t you want your fix?”
 
   “Hell, I want more than a fix. I want you. Forever.”
 
   “I want that too, Ryker.”
 
   “Get in here, beautiful.” Hoisting me up, he lifts me off the ground and takes a step backward. I wrap my legs around his waist so I won’t fall. Once we’re inside he slams the door shut with his foot. Then he angles his face to mine. I loop my arm around his neck and squeeze my legs tighter to cement my position. His hands cup my bottom as he holds me in place and his mouth finds mine. As he kisses me and his mouth melds with mine, it’s like I’ve finally come home.
 
   He carries me to the couch and gently lowers me down. Pinning me in with both arms, he comes up over the top of me. His mouth claims mine again with insistence. I bring my hands up, gripping his hair in my fingers while kissing him back hard, passionately. I wrap my legs around his waist and pull him to me, until his chest is pressed against mine. Our heartbeats mingle together and it sounds like a beautiful melody to me. He draws his lips from mine, gulping in air. 
 
   “You know, for the past six months this room has been a difficult one to be in,” he says, breathlessly. 
 
   “It has?” I run my fingers over the back of his neck, playing with strands of his hair.
 
   “Yes. It was right here on this couch that you ended things. That memory has lingered in here like a horrible nightmare.”
 
   “Well, then I guess we better fix that,” I say, pulling his face closer. Continuing to stroke his neck, I lift my face up until our lips meet again. He falls on top of me, his hands coming up to stroke my arms. They slide up to my neck and graze my face. His tongue slides over mine, and I grip his hair even tighter. It’s like I never want to let go. I’m desperate to stay right here with Ryker, forever, just like he promised.
 
   I hear the door open and close. “Look who’s back,” Pierce’s voice interrupts us. 
 
   Ryker lifts his head from mine. He pushes off of me and sits up. I sit up too, smoothing down my wet hair and wiping lipstick from my chin and cheek. 
 
   “Hey, Lola.” Pierce waves at me as he walks past the couch.
 
   “Hi, Pierce.”
 
   “It’s good to see you.” He grins at Ryker, pointing his thumb toward him. “Now maybe this guy will stop being such a downer.”
 
   “Shut up,” Ryker says, but his lips are curved upward in a teasing grin.
 
   Pierce huffs. “I’ll leave you two alone.” Then he hurries down the hallway and closes his bedroom door.
 
   Ryker glances over at me. “Let me get you a towel or something.”
 
   “I’m fine. Really.” I raise my brows. “Besides, you can keep me warm.”
 
   The smile Ryker gives me causes my heart to race. I tuck my legs up to my body and face him. “So, where do we go from here?” 
 
   “That’s up to you, beautiful.” He touches my hand, trailing his fingertips over my flesh.
 
   “Last time you left it up to me I screwed it all up.”
 
   He shakes his head. “No, that was all me. And I’m so sorry, Lola. It was the biggest mistake of my life.”
 
   I wave away his words. “Please don’t apologize anymore. It wasn’t entirely your fault. I’ve thought about it a million times and you were right. You had done nothing but love me and I kept pushing you away. It’s what I’m good at – keeping people at a distance.” Staring down at his hands that are touching mine, I weave each of my fingers between his. “But when we were apart I realized that losing you was harder than letting you in. I’m ready to risk my heart. I’m ready to give it to you. Fully.”
 
   “I promise to take good care of it,” Ryker says, and I believe him.
 
   “I know. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe that.” I stare into his eyes. “The reason I got so angry when you told me about that other girl was because I just couldn’t imagine anyone else getting to touch you or kiss you the way I have. It was jealousy, plain and simple. And that scared me. I’m not usually the jealous type. I guess I’ve never really liked a guy enough to feel jealous.”
 
   “I know. I felt the same way when I saw you with Nolan.”
 
   “I’m so sorry about that.” I bite my lip, shame washing over me. “My parents just kept pushing him on me, and I was so lonely. I figured I might as well give him a shot, you know?”
 
   “I figured he was the same pre-med guy you told me about.”
 
   “I really didn’t do it to make you jealous. I thought maybe I could make it work with him.” I squeeze Ryker’s fingers. “But I should’ve known better. I should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to stay with him, because he isn’t you.”
 
   “Let’s not hurt each other anymore, okay?” Ryker’s thumb draws circles on my palm.
 
   “Deal.” I lean forward, and seal it with a kiss.
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   My cell rings the minute I show up at rehearsal. It’s Lola. I don’t even have to look at the screen to know that. Other than my mom, she’s pretty much the only person who calls me.
 
   “Wanna hang out tonight?” she asks.
 
   I press the phone to my ear, wedged between my shoulder and cheek as I head into Beckett’s parents’ garage. The other guys are already setting up their stuff. Star and Beckett are locked in an embrace in the corner. Those two can never keep their hands off of each other.
 
   “I’m at rehearsal, remember?” I love that Lola and I are back together. And I love that she needs me. But I’m starting to wonder if she’s having issues fully trusting me again.
 
   “Oh. That’s right. Tomorrow night, then?”
 
   “We have a gig. You’re coming, right?” I set my guitar case down near my amp.
 
   “Of course. I don’t plan to let any girl get near my sexy man.”
 
   Her words alarm me. “Lola, you know that’s never going to happen again, right?”
 
   A pause. “Yeah. It was just a joke, that’s all.”
 
   “As long as that’s all it was,” I say.
 
   “It was,” she assures me, but I hear defensiveness in her tone.
 
   “Okay. I’ll call you after practice.” I sigh as I hang up. Ever since we got back together I’ve wanted to tell her my whole story. It’s only fair, since I know everything about her now. But if she’s having trouble trusting me, telling her the secret about my past will only make her more distrusting.
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” Beckett takes a step toward me. Star is now sitting at her keyboard. 
 
   I clear my throat. “I don’t know. Everything seems to be going well, but Lola just seems a lot more clingy than before. It’s like she’s worried I’ll cheat again.”
 
   “Like I said. High maintenance.” He draws the words out.
 
   I roll my eyes at him. “Thanks. That’s helpful.” Leaning down, I open my guitar case. Beckett walks over to his mic and straps his guitar over his chest. 
 
   “Okay, listen up. We’re going to try a new song that I wrote this week,” Beckett speaks into his mic. 
 
   We haven’t done a new song in awhile. Ever since Beckett and Star got together, it’s like Beckett lost his writing mojo. I think he’s been having trouble writing the same tortured lyrics as before since he’s finally happy. Beckett hands us each a chord sheet and then starts playing. I follow along, listening carefully.
 
   Beckett’s raspy voice rings out, Star’s soft tone complimenting it nicely.
 
   It’s locked up tight.
 
   With no key in sight.
 
   The diary of your soul.
 
   Let me in. Let me peek.
 
   It’s your heart I seek.
 
   The diary of your soul.
 
   Read the words.
 
   Turn the page.
 
   Let me in on every phrase.
 
   The diary of your soul.
 
   When we finish, I stand still a minute, the lyrics playing in my head. It’s like Beckett read my mind. It’s like he wrote it for me. Glancing up, I catch his eye. He nods subtly, but I see it. I smile appreciatively. Then just as quickly the moment passes and he turns back to the mic, barking orders again.
 
   My gaze connects with the words on the chord chart. Lola and I may be back together, but I fear we have a long road ahead of us. 
 
    
 
   It’s late. Too late. I’m tired just like I always am after a gig, but Lola is over and she seems wired - almost like she just drank five coffees or something. I fear that she might have. I saw her sucking them down while we were playing. A part of me just wants to call it a night. My pillow and warm bed beckon to me. Ever since I graduated I’ve been so busy. I’m interning at a local radio station, which is just a fancy way of saying that I’m working for free. For money I’m working at a music store near my apartment. Plus, Beckett’s been booking us twice as many gigs, so that’s helped a lot. But I can’t say goodnight to Lola just yet. We’ve spent the past couple of days apart, and she’s practically giddy to be with me now. Things are too fragile between us for me to cut our night short.
 
   Lola’s hand rests on my neck as we sit together on the couch. “The new song you guys played tonight was interesting.”
 
   “Yeah.” I pick at a loose thread on my jeans, wondering why she’s bringing this up.
 
   “It seemed so odd to me that Beckett wrote it. Do you think he and Star are having problems?” Her eyebrows jump up. “I mean, when I’m with them everything seems great, and Star hasn’t mentioned anything to me.”
 
   “Well, you know…” I rack my brain for the right thing to say. “Relationships are complicated.”
 
   “Yeah.” She grins at me. “But not ours. Ours is simple. So long as I’m feeding your little addiction.” She touches the tip of my nose with her finger.
 
   Her words trigger a question in my mind. “Speaking of which, how are you doing? You know, with the whole eating disorder thing?” 
 
   A dark look cloaks her face, and I fear that maybe it was too soon to bring this up.
 
   “I only ask because I worry about you.” I reach for her, touching her arm. “I just want to help you. There’s no judgment here.”
 
   “I know,” she says. “It’s just that I struggled with it a lot when I was with Nolan. He was kinda like my parents are, I guess. Just had a lot of expectations for me and stuff.”
 
   “Did you ever sleep with him?” The words spill from my mouth before I can stop them. Ever since we got back together I keep envisioning that guy with his hands all over Lola’s body, and it kills me. “I’m sorry.” I pull away from her, feeling like an idiot. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.”
 
   “No. It’s fine. You’re my boyfriend, so it is your business. And no, we never did.”
 
   I exhale, relief flooding me.
 
   “I couldn’t. Not with him. I want you to be my first.”
 
   I freeze. “You’re a virgin?” I’m shocked. I don’t know why, but I always assumed that Lola had been with guys before.
 
   She nods, a slight flush creeping up her cheeks. 
 
   “So am I,” I admit.
 
   “Really?” Lola’s eyebrows shoot up. “How is that possible?”
 
   “It’s hard to imagine that any girl would pass on all this, huh?” I tease, pointing at myself.
 
   Lola giggles. “Yeah, it is.”
 
   “The truth is that I’m just old fashioned, I guess,” I say sobering up. “My mom always taught me to be gentleman, remember? She also always told me to wait until I got married.”
 
   Lola shakes her head, disbelieving. “I didn’t think any guys actually did that anymore.”
 
   “Most don’t.” Most guys don’t have the same beginning as I do, though. If she knew my whole story she’d know why I’m waiting.
 
    Lola’s hand reaches for me, her fingers playing with the edges of my hair. It’s something she does often, and it feels incredible. “Where do you get your dark hair from? Your mom’s is so light.”
 
   Her question startles me. “Um…my dad, I guess.”
 
   “I bet you look just like him,” she says. 
 
   And she’s right. I do. Just one look at my mom will tell you that. We look absolutely nothing alike. But I keep my lips pressed together. I don’t want to talk about my dad with Lola. Not now. Not when things are precarious as it is. I’m not sure this is the time to spill my secret.
 
   “Have you ever seen at least a picture of him?” she presses, and irritation bubbles inside of me. Why is she harping on this?
 
   I don’t want to lash out at her. That would be unwise. Besides, it’s not her fault. I think she’s just trying to get to know me better. I’m sure she means nothing by it. But I’ve got to move this conversation on to something else. So I do what Lola and I do best. I make light of it. “Yeah, actually, and you know what? He looks kinda like me, but not as hot, I’m afraid.” I lean in close to her, inhaling her coconut scent and then throw her a wink.
 
   She giggles, throwing her head back and exposing her pale neck. Taking my opening, I nestle my head into it, caressing the soft skin. She moans, arching up her back, and it turns me on. I pepper kisses all the way up her neck, chin and face until my mouth rests on hers. Her hands clamp around my neck and I wrap mine around her waist. As we continue to kiss, I wonder if this is how it will always be with us. Will we always use sarcasm and kissing to sidestep every serious conversation? As her tongue shoots into my mouth, a low growl erupts from my throat. Maybe it isn’t such a bad plan. I mean, it could be worse, right?
 
    
 
   It’s early in the morning, and I stop by Lola’s on my way to work. Star opens the door, her hair sticking up everywhere and lines from her pillow indenting her cheek. 
 
   “Oh. Hi, Ryker.” Her voice is groggy. “I’m afraid the princess is still getting her beauty sleep.”
 
   “Ah.” I look past Star to Lola’s bed. A patch of black hair and one arm is visible above the huge comforter. “That must be how she stays so gorgeous.”
 
   “She’s not that great,” Star retorts with a teasing smile on her face.
 
   “I heard that.” Lola rolls over.
 
   “Miracle of miracles. She’s awake.” Star laughs.
 
   I walk past her and she closes the door behind me. “I brought you coffee, beautiful.”
 
   Lola sits up, brushing the hair from her face. She has no makeup on and her hair is a mess, but she still looks amazing. “Thanks.” Her voice is even lower and huskier than normal. It’s actually pretty sexy. She reaches for the coffee, holding it between her hands. “Wanna hang out for a little while? I don’t have class for a few hours.”
 
   I shake my head. “I’m actually on my way to work.”
 
   “I’m gonna head to the restroom, Lola,” Star calls as she steps out into the hallway.
 
   Lola nods to her friend. Then she turns to me, sticking out her bottom lip in a pout. “You’re always busy lately.”
 
   “I’m not in school anymore. I have to make money now.” I place my hand on her leg which is buried under her thick blanket. 
 
   “I wish you didn’t have to work so hard for it.”
 
   “You and me both.” I kiss her swiftly on the mouth. 
 
   “If Beckett’s the best band in Seattle, how come you guys aren’t making more money?” She lifts the paper cup to her lips and takes a tentative sip.
 
   “Because we mostly play small clubs, local places. Maybe one day we’ll be able to afford some big time manager and they can book us other places. Beckett isn’t exactly great at that.” I glance over at the clock. “I better get going. I’ll call you when I’m off.”
 
   “I have classes until late.” She frowns. “God, I wish I had something else in my life besides stupid school.”
 
   “You do.” I squeeze her thigh. “You have me.”
 
   “Great. Can I major in that?” 
 
   I laugh. “I don’t think so.”
 
   She wrinkles up her nose. “While you and Star are off writing and playing music, I still have no idea what my passion is.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out.” I kiss her again. “I really have to go. We’ll talk later.” When I leave Lola’s room, her words settle into my mind. If only I could help her figure out what her gift is. I know it bothers her. It has since we met. It’s like she needs to know what her purpose is in life. I hurry down the hall and out into the parking lot. As I weave through the other cars in an effort to get to mine, I continue to replay our entire conversation. And then it hits me. I know exactly how to help Lola. And in the process, I’ll be helping the band too.
 
   With swift movements, I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial the familiar numbers.
 
   “Dude, your house better be on fire,” Beckett slurs.
 
   I cringe, realizing how early it is. “Sorry.”
 
   “What’s the emergency?”
 
   “No emergency.”
 
   “Then I’m hanging up. Call me back at a decent hour.”
 
   “Wait!” I holler, willing him not to hang up. “I’m on my way to work and I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   “Fine.”  Beckett heaves a weary sigh.
 
   I smile and tell him what I’ve come up with.
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   You can do this. I take a deep breath and force myself to stay seated. My heart is racing, and sweat beads my skin. The waist on my pants stretches over my full stomach. I keep telling myself that I’m happy and in control. The words play over and over in my head, a silent mantra, as the empty Chinese food containers litter my bed and seem to mock me. 
 
   A few wadded up napkins and my discarded chopsticks are all that is left of the exorbitant amount of food I just ate. Why do I keep doing this? Maybe I need to get some help or something. Perhaps I’m not strong enough to kick this on my own.
 
   Gathering up all the containers, I carry them to the trash bin and toss them inside. I glance at the door to the dorm room, knowing that relief is just down the hall. Taking a step forward, I already feel a little lighter, the pressing on my chest dying down. I open the door and step into the hallway and right into a man’s chest. I recognize his smell instantly, and I crumble in his arms.
 
   “Oh, Ryker,” I speak into his chest.
 
   “What happened?” His voice is laced with concern. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I shake my head, unable to look up. I don’t want to, because I don’t want to read the disappointment on his face. The girl he fell for was strong and in control. Will he still want me when he realizes how weak I really am? I mean, it was one thing to find out the first time, but that was months ago. Now it all seems to have gotten worse.
 
   A couple of girls race down the hallway, laughing and chatting. I stiffen in Ryker’s arms as they glance over at us curiously.
 
   “C’mon, let’s go inside.” Ryker ushers me in my dorm room. The scent of Chinese food still wafts in the air, sinful and inviting all at once. His nose scrunches, his gaze landing on the garbage can. He knows.
 
   Tears fill my eyes. “I don’t know why I can’t beat this.”
 
   “It’s okay.” He grabs me, pulling me to him. His arms wrap around me like a warm blanket cocooning me in safety. With his fingers, he strokes my hair. “I’ll help you. It’s going to be alright.”
 
   When my parents first found out I had a problem, they made me deal with it in private. They didn’t want anyone else to find out. My dad was especially adamant about it, because he felt that if other doctors knew it would reflect poorly on him. But this time, I wonder. I mean, if I seek help out here, it won’t get back to my parents, right? “Ryker?” I peer up at him.
 
   “Yes, beautiful?” He reaches down, wiping my tears with his fingertips.
 
   “I think maybe I want to make an appointment with a therapist. Someone who can help me. Does that sound stupid?” I worry that I’m admitting that I’m weak and can’t take care of myself. I’m worried that one day he’ll just want to cut his losses, find a nice older girl who is mature and isn’t so needy. God, when did I become the needy girl? I cringe at the realization.  
 
   “No, not at all. I think it sounds smart.” 
 
   “Do you regret staying with me?” I have to ask.
 
   “What?” Ryker’s eyes widen. “Why would you even say that?”
 
   I move away from him, pace the room. My hands fly up to my head and swirl in my hair. Man, I even look terrible. “It’s just that when we first started dating it was so easy. Our relationship was all about red lipstick addiction and rockstar jokes. We went to movies and danced at clubs. Now it’s like I’m falling apart and taking you with me. I don’t blame you if you want out. I mean, I know this isn’t exactly what you signed up for.”
 
   “It’s not?” He comes up behind me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Lola, I didn’t fall for you because I thought our relationship would always be easy. Yeah, I like when we joke and have fun together. I love that you’re sarcastic and witty. But Lola, life isn’t always fun and games. I get that. I fell in love with the person that you are. And that hasn’t changed. Just because you’re going through some tough things right now doesn’t mean that I want to bolt. I’m sorry if that’s been your experience with other people.” He spins me around to face him, grazing my face with the back of his hand. “I want to help you through this. However long it takes. I’m in this for the long haul, Lola. You don’t have to worry about scaring me away.”
 
   “I changed my mind,” I whisper.
 
   He furrows his brow, his hand freezing. “About what?”
 
   “I think I do believe in fate,” I say, referring to our conversation the night at the pub. “I was always meant to find you. My whole life I’ve always thought I was this super strong, capable woman who never needed anyone. But the truth is that’s just because I couldn’t really count on anyone. But I hadn’t met you yet. You’ve saved me so many times. I need you, Ryker. More than I’ve ever needed anyone else. And for the first time in my life that doesn’t scare me.”
 
   “I love you, beautiful.” His lips cover mine, a soft gentle reminder of his love.
 
   “I love you too, Ryker.” 
 
   When we part, I take a step backward and sink down onto my bed. Ryker sits next to me, his thigh brushing mine.
 
   “So, what happened tonight that upset you?” 
 
   I grin sadly, thinking about how well Ryker knows me. It used to scare me, but now I find it comforting. “My parents found out about my breakup with Nolan and that I’m back together with you. They’re coming for a visit next week.” I frown. “And they want to meet you.”
 
   “That’s great.” He smiles.
 
   “No, it’s not. Believe me.” I shake my head.
 
   “Hey.” He tucks his finger under my chin. “Don’t worry about me. I’m a big boy. I can handle it. Besides, once I turn on my rockstar charm they won’t be able to help it. They’ll fall in love with me, just like their daughter did.”
 
   “I wish.” I snort.
 
   “Stranger things have happened, right?” 
 
   “Not really,” I mumble, as a thought strikes me. “Hey, why’d you come over tonight? I thought you were working late and had to be up early for a shift at the radio station?”
 
   “I do, but I had some news for you that I just couldn’t wait to share.”
 
   “Really?” I angle my body toward him, curiosity filling me.
 
   A hesitant look passes over his features. 
 
   “What is it?” I sit forward.
 
   “It’s just that I don’t want you to feel like you have to do this if it’s too much right now.”
 
   “Do what?” I prod.
 
   “Okay.” He sighs. “I was thinking about what you said about not knowing what your gift is. Well, the thing I know about you is that you’re a great planner. You’re organized and self-motivated. As you know, our band could really use a manager. So, I talked to Beckett and he agreed that you would make a great one.”
 
   I take in his words, feeling floored. “I never thought about being a band manager before.” Standing, I mull over the prospect. “But it does sound right up my alley.”
 
   He stands. “But like I said, if it’s too much right now we can wait.”
 
   I whirl around to face him. “No. I think it’s perfect. I think it’s just the thing to help me, to give me some sort of purpose and direction. Besides, it means I actually get to spend more time with you. And I get to be a part of your music, which is amazing.”
 
   “You’re always a part of my music,” he says. “It’s you I think about every time I’m up on stage playing.”
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   This night is not going well. Actually it’s going a lot like Lola warned me it would. However, I mistakenly believed that I could charm her parents. I figured that my mom loves me, Pierce, Jimmy and Beckett’s parents all love me, so why shouldn’t Lola’s? Obviously I underestimated their ability to stay immune to my charm.
 
   “So, Ryan, what have you been doing since graduation?” Dr. Vega has continued to call me Ryan even though I’ve corrected him like ten times already.
 
   “Dad,” Lola hisses from across the table. “His name is Ryker.”
 
   I’m sitting directly next to Lola so I place a steadying hand on her leg. We are in one of the swankier restaurants in town, so the table is covered in a white linen tablecloth, therefore Dr. and Mrs. Vega can’t see where my hand is located. The candle in the center of the table flickers, casting a soft yellow glow over all of our faces. 
 
   Dr.Vega hears his daughter but doesn’t bother correcting himself.
 
   I just sigh and try to come up with some answer that will suit him. So far nothing else I’ve said has, but you can’t blame a guy for trying, right? Reaching for my water, I take a quick sip, buying myself more time. After putting it down I glance up at him. Mrs. Vega sits next to her husband, her botoxed lips pursed. “Well, I’ve been working at Beats, and interning at a local radio station. And of course, the band keeps me busy.”
 
   “Beats?” Dr. Vega raises a bushy brow.
 
   “Yeah, it’s a record store,” I say.
 
   Lola stiffens beside me. When I look at her I notice her face has paled. I feel bad, wishing I had better answers to give. Only I don’t. What I said is the truth. 
 
    “I see.” Dr. Vega strokes his chin.
 
   Mrs. Vega gives Lola an exasperated look and then reaches for her wine glass. We haven’t even started dinner and she’s on her third one.
 
   Dr. Vega eyes my soda with amusement. “You don’t drink, Ryan?”
 
   I bite my lip to keep myself from correcting him, while squeezing Lola’s thigh to keep her from doing it either. Clearly this is some sort of power play, and I’m just going to let it go even though it’s bothering in me in more ways than one. I know how hard it is for Lola to stand up to her parents. She’s doing so well with her recovery. In fact, she had her first appointment with the therapist this week. It’s a fact that she doesn’t want her parents to know. She says they won’t approve, which honestly makes me dislike them even more. “No, I don’t, sir,” I reply.
 
   He smirks as if he’s caught me in a lie. “You expect me to believe that?”
 
   “Believe what you want.” I shrug. “It’s the truth.”
 
   Lola exhales as the waiter arrives with our food. I have to say that I’m actually relieved as well. I’m hoping maybe the interrogation will end now. Everyone is silent as the food is placed in front of us. Then Mrs. Vega orders her fourth glass of wine. Her eyelids are drooping and she is starting to slump a little in her seat. I pick up my fork and start eating the vegetables on my plate. 
 
   Beside me, Lola cuts into her steak with gusto. After taking a few bites, her mom eyes her with fascination. 
 
   “Steak, huh?” Her mom slurs.
 
   Lola drops her fork, and glances at her mom’s salad.
 
   “I guess you’re not worried about your weight.” I’m shocked at her mom’s statement.
 
   Lola’s body goes rigid. I set my fork down and will my voice to stay steady and calm. “Lola doesn’t need to worry about her weight. She’s gorgeous. She’s perfect.” 
 
   Mrs. Vega recoils like she’s been slapped. Then she raises her brows at me in a look that I can’t decipher. Appreciation? Disgust? Admiration? I can’t tell. But before she can say anything further, the waiter returns with her drink. 
 
   Lola stares at her plate as if she can’t quite figure out what to do. Now I get why she struggles so much. Her parents are horrible. I stroke her thigh, hoping it gives her comfort. With my other hand I spear a forkful of my potatoes and shove them in my mouth. The rest of the meal is pretty uneventful. Sure, Dr. Vega peppered the conversation with more questions. All of which I bomb. But Mrs. Vega is relatively silent. However, I think it’s because she’s drunk. Lola is quieter than I’ve ever known her to be. Not that I blame her at all. If I could go the whole night without uttering a word, I gladly would do it. But no matter how bad it is, I’m still glad I’m here to support Lola. In fact, I think it’s a pretty safe bet that I will never let her be alone with this pack of wolves again - certainly not until she’s stronger and further along in her recovery.
 
   After dinner Dr. Vega waves down the waiter and asks for the check. My shoulders visibly relax. Mrs. Vega stands, pushing away from the table. “C’mon, Lola, let’s get the car from the valet. Let the boys talk while they wait for the check.”
 
   My stomach twists. Lola gives me a wary look, but I nod at her to let her know that it’s fine. Only I’m not sure that it is. Why do I feel like this is some sort of setup?
 
   Once the women leave, I glance up at Dr. Vega’s smug face and know that it is. I sit forward waiting for the inevitable.
 
   “So, Ryker.”
 
   I snort. “Glad you finally figured out my name.”
 
   “Oh, I know a lot more than just your name, son.” Dr. Vega leans forward, his eyes darkening. “I know all about you. You see I have friends in all sorts of occupations. So I had a little background check on you. And do you know what I found out?”
 
   Yes, I do.
 
   “I found out that you’re not really the person my daughter thinks you are. Right, Ryan?”
 
    Hot and cold flashes rip up and down my spine. So the whole Ryan thing wasn’t a mistake. It was calculated. Dr. Vega has found out the secret I’ve spent years hiding. I sit still as if frozen in place. All the air leaves me, and I’m momentarily dizzy. I feel both sickened and free at the same time. 
 
   “I know the entire story, son, so there’s no reason to keep up the charade any longer.” Dr. Vega sits forward, tenting his fingers in front of him. “Here’s the deal. If you break it off with Lola, then your secret is safe with me. If you insist on continuing to date her, I’ll make sure she knows the whole sordid tale.”
 
   My body starts to shake, as sweat trails down my spine. Bile rises in my throat, and my stomach rolls. Taking a deep breath, I regain composure and lift my eyes to meet Dr. Vega’s. I nod, knowing exactly what I have to do. There really is no other choice.
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   Lola
 
    
 
    
 
   I descend on Ryker the minute he and my dad exit the restaurant. The whole time Mom and I waited, my nerves were completely frayed. I wasn’t born yesterday, so I know Mom’s whole plan to get the cars was just a ruse for dad to talk alone with Ryker. Only why? What did he say to him? Ryker’s face is pinched and pale. My stomach tightens. I grab his hand and thread my fingers through his, but he stays stiff at my side. 
 
   My dad’s face is smug, and I narrow my eyes at him wondering what he said to upset Ryker. Anger courses through my veins. My parents have been horrible all evening. I just want to get the hell out of here. Gratefully, I see the valet pulling up with Ryker’s car.
 
   “Thanks for dinner,” I say to Mom and Dad, my voice tight. Then I yank Ryker toward his car. Once inside, I heave a sigh of relief. When he pulls silently away from the curb, I can’t help but notice the warning look my dad shoots him. What is going on?
 
   “I’m so sorry about my parents,” I say. The air is bitter cold even in the car, and I rub my hands together in an effort to get warm.
 
   “It’s fine.”  His voice is strained and he keeps his face forward, staring out at the stream of light spilling from his headlights.
 
   I glance out the window at the pitch black sky with only the brightly lit restaurants and shops breaking through the darkness. “What happened when Mom and I left to get the cars?”
 
   Ryker presses his lips together, but doesn’t respond. His knuckles whiten as he grips tightly to the steering wheel. Fear snakes around my heart. 
 
   “Ryker?” I speak tentatively. “What happened? Please tell me.”
 
   A stream of air pushes past his lips. “Lola, I will. I’ll tell you everything. Let’s just go somewhere that we can talk. I don’t want to do this while I’m driving.”
 
   I nod, alarmed by his words. What could have happened that was so bad? I mean, I assumed dad was just being a jerk or giving Ryker some warning about not hurting his daughter or something. But the way Ryker is acting makes me suspect that it was something more; maybe even something sinister.
 
   By the time he pulls into the parking lot of his apartment, I feel like I’m on the verge of a panic attack. He doesn’t utter a word until we are safely in his room with the door closed. Bracing for the worst, I sink down on the edge of his bed cradling my hands in my lap. My gaze flickers to his walls which are covered in rock n’ roll posters, bands I don’t know. His dresser is littered with CD’s, an ipod sits in the corner. There is a faraway look on Ryker’s face as he runs a hand through his hair.  A strand gets caught on his finger and when he releases it, it sticks up crudely from his head like a horn.
 
   “I haven’t told you everything about me, Lola.”
 
   His words stop me cold, my heart freezing. I want to say something, but I seem to have lost the ability to speak.
 
   His face is pained as he rests his back against the wall near the door. It’s almost like he’s scared to be near me. This terrifies me further. He angles his head toward the ceiling, the back of his head hitting the wall. “My real name is Ryan Walters.”
 
   I recoil from the force of his words. “What?”
 
   His gaze is still trained up at the ceiling. Neither of us makes any attempt to move from our spots. “My dad is Rufus Walters. He was quite a bit older than my mom when they started dating. And she fell for him hard. My parents lived in New York when I was conceived. My dad ran with a pretty rough crowd, but my mom didn’t realize just how bad until after I was born. That’s when she found that my dad was involved in a local gang. When I was just two years old, he was arrested for multiple murders and sentenced to life without parole.” Ryker pauses a minute, and I force myself to breathe, realizing that I’d been holding my breath as he spoke. “At that point my mom moved here and changed my name. Collins is my mom’s last name. She decided on Ryker because she always called me Ry. This way she could keep calling me that.” Finally a smile breaks through, reminding me of the Ryker I fell in love with. “Besides, she said that even then she knew I would one day be a rockstar. I loved music from the time I was born. She figured Ryker sounded like a rockstar name.”
 
   “Why Seattle? Did your mom have relatives here or something?” 
 
   Ryker nods. “Yeah, an aunt. My mom’s parents disowned her when she got with my dad. She ran away to be with him. He was an adult, but she was only seventeen when she had me.” He chuckles gruffly. “We’ve grown up together, I guess you could say.”
 
   It finally all makes sense. “So, is that the real reason you’ve never slept with anyone?”
 
   Ryker’s eyes lock with mine, a sad smile passing over his lips. “Yeah, sort of. I mean, my dad ruined my mom’s life. She was a mom at such a young age. I never wanted to risk that, you know? So I made a vow at a young age to wait until I was with the person that I was certain I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.”
 
   My heart jumps in my chest, knowing he’s talking about me. It feels like the greatest honor in the world. Like a precious gift we can one day share in together. At times I’ve been embarrassed about being a virgin, but at this moment, I’m so glad. I stand up, my legs wobbly. “You’ve kept this a secret all these years?”
 
   Ryker nods, looking over at me. “I’ve had to. Not just to keep us safe, but also because I don’t want anyone to know. The only people I’ve told are Beckett and Pierce. Well…and Fiona.”
 
   “Who’s Fiona?” Lola narrows her eyes.
 
   “My ex-girlfriend. She was a singer, and she was enamored with me because I was in a band.  Beckett and I have known Fiona since we were kids, so when we got together she had been under the impression that my dad had been a rockstar. I didn’t ever really correct her. After we’d been together for awhile I told her about my dad. I thought she loved me, you know?”  He laughs bitterly. “But she didn’t. She went after Beckett, tried to seduce him.”
 
   “Oh, no.” I gasp, clamping a hand over her mouth.
 
   “Yeah. So, that’s why I’ve kept it to myself. I didn’t want to lose you that way too. I thought I loved Fiona until I met you. Now I really know what love is. It was so hard when I lost Fiona, but it would kill me to lose you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ryker.”  I don’t know what else to say. “What made you finally tell me tonight?”
 
   “Your dad forced my hand, actually. He did some digging and found out the whole story.”
 
   “What?” The familiar anger I feel toward my parents’ surfaces. “Why would he do that?” I take another step toward Ryker. I want to touch him, to hold him, but he seems skittish, like a dangerous wild animal.
 
   “Because he wants me to break up with you. He told me that if I walked away from you then my secret was safe, but if I stayed with you then he would tell you all about me.” 
 
    “Ryker, I’m so sorry. He never should’ve done that to you.” I bridge the gap between us and reach for him. “God, I could kill him.”
 
   His eyes widen in shock. “You’re mad at him? Not me?”
 
   “Why would I be mad at you?” I peer up at him in wonder.
 
   “I kept something from you. I lied to you about who I am, Lola”
 
   I reach up and touch his face. “No, you didn’t. I know exactly who you are. I don’t care that you were born with a different name. This is the person you are. You’re Ryker Collins. The most kind and gentle person I know. You’re sexy and super talented. But more importantly, you’re the man I love.”
 
   “But my dad was a horrible person. He’s a sociopath. A murderer. And I have his blood pumping through my veins.”
 
   “You’re not anything like your dad. Hell, you don’t even know him. You’re a product of your mom, and she’s wonderful.” I trail my fingertips down his cheek and over his jawline. “I hate that my dad brought all this doubt and worry into your mind. I hate that he brought this up at all. But I’m so glad that you didn’t break up with me. I’m glad you told me.”
 
   Ryker studies me a minute, his brow furrowed. Then his hands slide up and rest at my waist. “I’m glad too. I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I was scared. Already I don’t fit into your plan, Lola. I’m not a doctor or lawyer. I may never have any money or be able to give you the life you want. I didn’t want to admit to you that I also am the son of a murdering gangster.”
 
   A thought strikes me. “Are you scared that he’ll find you?”
 
   Ryker shakes his head. “I used to worry about it a little. But he’s in prison, and he’s never getting out. Mom assures me that we’re safe. All of his friends are in prison too. And there’s really no reason for any of them to care about us. Especially not now. Besides, even when they were together Mom wasn’t privy to anything that he did. He kept her out of the loop. I guess I should be grateful to him for that. Sometimes I wonder if that was his way of loving her.”
 
   “The whole thing must have been so terrible for her,” I say, thinking about how sweet and kind Dana is. I can’t even imagine her being with a guy like that.
 
   Ryker pulls me even closer. “Thank you, Lola.”
 
   “For what?” I rest my hand on his chest. 
 
   “For being so understanding about all this. I know it’s a lot to take in.”
 
   I shake my head. “Ryker, you’ve been so great to me, and you’ve helped me through so much. I’m actually honored to be able to finally be here for you this time.” 
 
   “I love you, beautiful.” He lifts my chin and leans in close. I move even closer until our lips meet.
 
   “I love you too.” I kiss him, breathing in the feel and taste of him. “And I really am sorry about what my parents put you through tonight. I can’t even believe they did that. I mean, I knew they didn’t want us together, but this is ridiculous.”
 
   “Maybe it was a blessing in disguise.” Ryker shrugs, his hands still sitting on my waist. “It got us to talk, right?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. It was still a shitty thing to do.” I grunt in frustration. “Besides, they didn’t even try to get to know you, and that bothers me the most, I think. I’ve dated some real jerks, and just because they were aspiring doctors or something my parents liked them. You are the best guy I’ve ever been with, and they’re too clouded by greed and money to see that.”
 
   “The best guy you’ve been with, huh?” Ryker cocks a half smile.
 
   “By far,” I say. Then I sigh. “Tomorrow my parents are leaving, but we’re going to breakfast first. I plan to have a little chat with them about all this.”
 
   Ryker squeezes me. “No. Please don’t. This isn’t your battle.”
 
   “Like hell it isn’t.”
 
   “Lola, you don’t have to do this.” Concern etches his face.
 
   “Ryker.” I push away from him and turn around. “I’m not so fragile that you have to worry I’ll break at any minute. I’m strong enough to stand up to my parents.”
 
   “I just worry about you, Lola.” He comes up behind me, circling his arms around my waist. “You’re doing so well with your therapy and everything, and I just don’t want them to mess that up.”
 
   I lean back, resting against his strength. “I won’t. I promise.”
 
   “You want me to come with?”
 
   I shake my head. “I think it would be best if you didn’t.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll stay out of it on one condition.” He grabs me by the shoulders and spins me to face him. “You have to call me if you can’t handle it.”
 
   I nod. “Deal.”
 
    
 
   My nerves are frayed as I step into the restaurant. Sweeping my gaze around, I don’t see my parents. My stomach is in knots, and I jiggle my legs in an effort to remain calm. The hostess is leading a couple to a table. The restaurant is loud. Voices and the clanging of dishes pour over me and swell around me, a sweeping crescendo. 
 
   “Hey,” Star sidles up next me.
 
   I turn to her. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Ryker texted me. He told me what you planned to do.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   She links arms with me, holding me close. I rest against her, grateful for the support. “It’s not that he didn’t think you could handle it. He just didn’t want you to be alone.”
 
   I smile. As much as I wanted to do this by myself, I’m glad Star is here.
 
   “There you are, Lola.” Mom appears before me, her eyes puffy, her face drawn. Her gaze flicks to Star. “Oh, hi, Star. I didn’t realize you would be here.” Dad walks up, his dress shoes clicking on the floor, his expensive cologne overpowering the room. His dark hair is slicked back with gel, his dark eyes hard. 
 
   “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Vega,” Star says. “Good to see you again.”
 
   Mom’s eyes rove over Star’s body. “I see you’re still dressing the same.”
 
   “Yep,” Star says emphatically. “Still like my comfy jeans.”
 
   “Let’s get a table. What’s taking the hostess so long?” Dad looks around impatiently.
 
   “I’m actually not that hungry,” I say. Star squeezes my upper arm, encouraging me. I’m so nervous, my body quivers.
 
   “What?” Mom’s eyes widen.
 
   “I thought we were having breakfast,” Dad says, a sour look cloaking his face. 
 
   A couple pushes past us, a toddler in tow. “Um…no, actually I just stopped by to say something to you before you headed back home.” I pause, swallowing hard. “Ryker told me what happened last night, Dad.”
 
   “Oh, did he now?” Dad wears a smug expression. “Well, he must not have told you everything if you’re still calling him Ryker.”
 
   “I know he was born with the name Ryan, Dad,” I speak through gritted teeth. Star still hangs on to me, and I’m so appreciative. I feel like I might fall over at any second. “I know all about his dad too. But his name was legally changed to Ryker Collins, and that’s who he is. Ryker is the most loving, kind, loyal man I have ever known. He treats me so much better than any of my previous boyfriends, especially Nolan. But you don’t care about any of that, do you? All you care about is the fact that he’s a struggling musician.”
 
   “You’re making a scene, Lola. Keep your voice down,” Dad hisses, glancing around.
 
   “Yes, Lola, you’re being awfully dramatic,” Mom adds, clucking her tongue in disapproval.
 
   I snort. “Oh, are you two worried that everyone will figure out what horrible parents you are? Too late. I think most people know. You don’t care about me. You have no idea the stress you have put me under. Ryker is the best thing in my life. He and Star are the only people I can count on. So stay the hell away from both of them. And don’t ever threaten Ryker again. I’m going to be with him whether you like it or not. He’s good to me, and he makes me happy.”
 
   Star nods, pride evident in her eyes. It gives me strength to hold my head high, to continue on regardless of the consequences. 
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   Ryker
 
    
 
    
 
   I let out an audible sigh of relief when Lola texts to say that breakfast with her parents ended and she’s on her way over. I’ve been worried about her all morning. Now that I’ve met them I see just how formidable they can be.  I should’ve insisted on going. I shouldn’t have taken no for an answer. Then again, I don’t want her to think that I don’t trust her or that I don’t believe she is capable of doing anything on her own. It’s important to me that she knows she has me in her corner, since clearly her parents don’t give her the support she needs. Although it does give me some relief to know that Star is with her. At least she’s not alone.
 
   When she arrives, she wears a giant grin on her face, her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are bright with excitement. Honestly, it’s not what I was expecting, and it throws me a little.
 
   “I did it, Ryker. I did it,” she says in a rush of breathless words as she flies into my arms. “I totally stood up to them. You should’ve seen me.”
 
   When I release her, she starts untying the belt on her thick black jacket. After peeling it off she discards it haphazardly on the couch. I’m amazed at the whole display. This is a new side of Lola. Definitely one I haven’t seen before.
 
   “Hey, you two.” Pierce emerges from his room, still in his pajama pants and wrinkled t-shirt he wears to bed. His hair is messy and kinked. 
 
   “Hey, man,” I say with a subtle bob of my head.
 
   “Hi, Pierce.” Lola is still smiling.
 
   “So, what are you two all excited about?” Pierce asks, looking from Lola to me curiously.
 
   I raise a brow at Lola, letting her choose if she wants to share in front of him. “I told Pierce about what happened,” I add, knowing it will play a part in her decision.
 
   She nods, the smile remaining. “I just stood up to my parents for probably the first time ever!” Lola still hasn’t sat down, and nervous energy is radiating from her. “They took me to breakfast this morning and I told my dad that I know what he did to you.” She points to me. “And he had this smug expression like he didn’t really think you told me everything. But then I was like, ‘I know all about his dad, and I don’t care. It doesn’t change who is now.’ Dad was totally shocked. He tried to tell me I was making a big mistake, but I just told him that I’m in love with you and that no matter what he says I’m going to be with you.”
 
   “And?” I ask. “How did they take it?” When I glance over at Pierce his eyebrows are raised, and I can tell he’s wondering as well.
 
   “Well.” She bites her lip, and fidgets with the bottom of her shirt. “Not so great.”
 
   “What happened?” I step closer.
 
   “They sort of cut me off.”
 
   “What?” I reel back.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Pierce says. “You gave up their money for this guy? Seriously?” He looks at Lola incredulously.
 
   “Shut up, man.” I roll my eyes, and then look at Lola. “But really, you shouldn’t have done that, beautiful. I don’t want you to have to do that for me. You should call them and apologize. We can just see each other behind their backs. It’s not like they live here.”
 
   Lola waves away my words. “No. I don’t want to live like this anymore, Ryker. My parents have controlled every aspect of my life for years. Do you know why I chose to move to Seattle, Ryker?”
 
   I shake my head. Pierce bangs around in the kitchen. Clearly he’s bored with this conversation already. Not that I’m surprised. Pierce doesn’t even have a long attention span when it’s something that does interest him. 
 
   “It was because this was one of the few places my parents weren’t pushing me to go. I moved here to be rebellious. I chose a college they didn’t want me to go to and moved to a town I knew nothing about just to show them that I could make my own choice; one that didn’t include their input. I want to live my own life. I want to make my own decisions, whether good or bad.”
 
   “So, do you consider me a good or bad decision?” 
 
   “A bad one of course,” she jokes, a light laugh under her words. 
 
   “Hey.” I throw up my arms in exasperation. “You’re the bad influence here. You’re the one who turned me into an addict.”
 
   Lola throws back her head in laughter. Her hair swishes around her face, and I realize that she really does look happy; lighter somehow. It’s funny, actually. I mean, I always thought that Lola needed financial security to be happy. However, she just gave all that up and yet she appears to not have a care in the world. Hope stirs in my heart. Perhaps there is a real future for us. 
 
   Holding out her arms, Lola gives me a devilish look. Rolling one of her index fingers she motions me forward. “Well, come and get your fix then.”
 
   I walk slowly toward her as if in a trance. When I reach her, she throws her arms around my neck, drawing me to her. I inhale her coconut scent, and savor the way her soft lips feel on mine.
 
   “Dude, get a room,” Pierce calls out. His footsteps retreat down the hall a minute later.
 
   Holding Lola tightly in my arms, I look down at her. “You don’t seem worried.”
 
   “I’m not.” She grins. “My parents are just doing this because they think it will force me to go back to California.”
 
   My stomach constricts. I hadn’t even thought about that. Is it possible that she will have to leave Seattle now?
 
   Lola touches my face. “But I’m not leaving, don’t worry.”
 
   She knows me so well.
 
   “When they see that they can’t manipulate me like that they’ll come around,” she says assuredly. From the corner of my eye I see Pierce exit his room and race across the hall to the bathroom. A second later the shower turns on. 
 
   Her words alarm me a little. “And what if they don’t?”
 
   Lola cocks her head to the side. “I’m not worried. In case you didn’t know this, I’m the manager of the hottest band in Seattle.”
 
   I chuckle. “Ah, yes, I had heard that.”
 
   “And I have the most supportive boyfriend in the world.” Lola leans into me, her hands caressing my chest through my shirt. “I’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   “I still can’t believe you got us a gig at the hottest club in LA. The guys are gonna freak.” I pull my car out of the parking lot of the pub Lola and I just ate in. 
 
   “I don’t know why you’re so surprised. You’re the one who hired me.” Lola holds her chin high, a teasing lilt in her voice.
 
   “That’s true.” Reaching over, I place my hand on her thigh. My thumb rubs over the bare pale skin that peeks out from her skirt. “I knew you’d be great at it.”
 
   “Thank you, Ryker.” Lola glances over at me. Light from the streetlamps cast over her face. “Thank you for believing in me.”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Lola rubs her stomach. “I haven’t gotten the urge in over a month. That’s all thanks to you.”
 
   “Well, I think your therapy has something to do with it as well.”
 
   “Yeah.” She shrugs. “You’re right. But never underestimate how much you’ve helped me, Ryker. You’ve been a godsend.”
 
   My face warms. Unsure of what to say, I just wordlessly squeeze her leg.
 
   “Hey, pull over,” Lola calls out unexpectedly.
 
   Obediently, I swerve the wheel and find an empty space along the curb to park my car. 
 
   “C’mon.” She opens the car door and steps out onto the curb. Cold air smacks me in the face as I step out to follow her. Her skirt billows around her bare legs, and her hair swirls her face reminding me of a shampoo commercial. She grabs my hand and starts walking swiftly down the street, her high heels clicking with each step.
 
   “Where are we going?” I scour the street, trying to figure out why she stopped me here. 
 
   “You’ll see.” She winks and keeps walking, tugging on my arm.
 
   When she stops, I glance up at the restaurant where we ate dinner with her parents. My stomach drops. “What are we doing here?”
 
   “We’re going inside.” There is a mischievous look in her eyes.
 
   “But we just ate dinner.”
 
   “We’re not eating here,” she says, stupefied. Without waiting for me to answer, she grabs my hand and pulls me forward. When we enter the stuffy restaurant the hostess looks up at us, her eyebrows raised. She wears a fancy black dress, her hair pulled back in a severe bun. A few men in suits push past us. Memories of last time we were here surface, making it difficult to breath. I swallow hard. 
 
   Lola doesn’t say a word to the hostess, just keeps pushing her way inside. What is going on? The hostess gives us a puzzled look as we pass.
 
   My heart stutters when I realize that Lola is walking straight to the table we dined at last time. We walk past a waiter carrying a tray of food and a busboy with a water pitcher in his hand. The room is dimly lit and candles flicker around us like a million little ghosts haunting the place. 
 
   A family sits at the table. The Mom and Dad are sipping wine while the teenage children are stuffing their faces with bread and butter. Lola stands next to the table, grabs me until I’m facing her and then crushes her lips to mine. I’m stunned, and at first my whole body stiffens. Then her tongue gently licks over my lips, forcing them open. It feels so good that for a minute I forget where I am, and I respond to her with vigor. My arms come up around her waist, skimming her middle. 
 
   “Hey, what is going on here?”  A male voice cuts in, and the moment is broken.
 
   Lola giggles against my mouth, and we separate. 
 
   “That’s our cue,” she says, still laughing. Grabbing my hand, she starts running for the door. Together we hurry out of the restaurant, both laughing. We don’t stop until we get to the car. Lola leans her back on the car, smothering her giggles with her hand.
 
   Once I catch my breath, I lean over her. “What was that about?”
 
   Lola forces her laughter down, her eyes still crinkling at the corners. Her hands fall to her sides. “I was just erasing our bad memory. Now when we pass that restaurant we won’t think about it being the place where we had a terrible dinner with my parents. We will remember it as the place we got kicked out of for making out in the middle of it.”
 
   “But we’ll probably never be able to go back.”
 
   “Did you want to?”
 
   Point taken. “No, I guess not.” I kiss her cheek. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
 
   “You wouldn’t be just trying to butter me up so you can have a fix, would you?”
 
   “I thought I made it clear that I will never be satisfied with a fix, beautiful.” Our gazes collide. “I want you. Forever.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   Lola
 
    
 
   Five years later
 
    
 
   “Lola, you look beautiful,” Ryker says, coming up behind me.
 
   I stare at my reflection, at my designer gown and simple jewelry. My hair spills over my shoulders in large black curls, and my makeup is immaculate. “I can’t believe your band has been nominated for a music award.”
 
   “It’s all thanks to our amazing manager.”
 
   I scoff at his words, whirling around to face him. He’s wearing a fitted tux, his hair is slightly tousled, and I marvel at how he still has the ability to make my heart flip in my chest. “Oh, I think it’s more because of the sexy electric guitarist.” I drag a lacquered nail up his chest. 
 
   Ryker smiles. “Yes, because that’s what everyone talks about – the electric guitarist, not the lead singers who have been dubbed the hottest duo of our time.”
 
   I laugh. It’s true that Beckett and Star have sure captured the hearts of America. And really I’m not surprised. There is something magical about those two when they sing together. “I still stick by my statement. In my opinion you are the sexiest guy in the history of rock n’ roll.”
 
   “Then again, I may be the only guy you know of in the history of rock n’ roll,” Ryker teases.
 
   “Hey, that’s not fair. I listen to more music now than I did when we met.”
 
   “Just barely,” Ryker says with a grin. “But that’s okay. I love you anyway.”
 
   “You better. I’m your wife. I’m not going anywhere.” I’m about to kiss him when the pitter patter of little feet arouse my attention. I spin around toward the doorway, just as Rayna runs inside. Her short black hair curls softly around her chubby cheeks, and her large dark eyes are filled with innocence, despite the red lipstick that frames her lips. In her fat fist, she holds the offending tube of lipstick. It’s smearing all down the side of the tube and running down her hand.
 
   “Hey, silly girl.” I chuckle, amused. “Did you get into mommy’s lipstick again?”
 
   Ryker scoops her up. “Oh, no you don’t. You’re too young to be wearing your mommy’s lipstick.” A fit of giggles burst out of Rayna’s mouth. 
 
   “I’ll get some toilet paper or something to wipe it off.” I cringe, glancing over at Ryker to make sure the lipstick hasn’t already stain his tux. Luckily it hasn’t. 
 
   “It’s okay. I got it.” Dana sweeps in, a wet rag in her hand.
 
   Ryker hands Rayna over to his mom. While Dana wipes off all traces of lipstick from my daughter, Ryker turns to me. “I’m not okay with her wearing your lipstick. She’s only two.”
 
   I give him a knowing smile. “I have a feeling you’re never going to be okay with Rayna wearing lipstick.”
 
   “Definitely not red lipstick. I don’t want some guy to get the wrong idea about my little girl.”
 
   “Oh, really? What if the guy is like you?” I ask.
 
   “Even worse.” Ryker glances over at his daughter with so much love in his eyes it almost breaks me open.
 
   I rest a hand on his shoulder. “You’re such a great dad, you know that?”
 
   “Thanks,” he says softly. I know what he’s thinking about as he watches his mom care for her granddaughter. When we first decided to get pregnant he worried so much about continuing on with the cycle his dad started. Not that he worried about joining a gang and committing murder, but he worried about not being there for his children; of not being the father they deserve. I totally understood, because I had my own concerns. Like would I be distant the way my parents were? Would I put undue expectations on them? And worse yet, would the stress of being a mom bring up all my old problems? 
 
   But everything’s been just perfect, and I find myself worrying less and less with each passing day. 
 
   “Ready?” Ryker turns to me. “Beckett and Star are already there.”
 
   I nod, rubbing my palms together. “I’m so excited. I’ve never been to an awards show before.”
 
   “It won’t be our last, beautiful.” Ryker takes my hand.
 
   As we walk out of the room, I stop to kiss Rayna. Her thick hair sticks to my lips. “Good night, sweetie. Be good for Grandma.”
 
   Rayna throws her arms around my neck. She smells like coconut, and I drink in the familiar scent. “I will, mama.”
 
   I give Dana a quick kiss too. “Thanks for watching her.”
 
   “Of course. I love spending time with my granddaughter.” Dana juts out her hand and runs it over my stomach. “Just like I can’t wait to spend time with this little guy.”
 
   As if on cue, my son kicks out at my belly. I jolt.
 
   “He’s gonna come out playing drums, huh?” Ryker says. 
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “Or maybe soccer.”
 
   Ryker touches my stomach gently, splaying his fingers over it. As if in response there is another kick. “I’ll be happy with whatever he chooses,” Ryker says, and I know this is true.
 
   “Good night, my princess.” Ryker kisses his daughter and she holds on like she’ll never let go.  She is definitely a daddy’s girl. My heart swells. 
 
   As Ryker and I head down the stairs, I think about how my life turned out nothing like I’d planned. It turned out so much better.
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   1
 
   Star
 
    
 
   I wipe my clammy hands down my jeans. My fingernail snags on a loose thread, and I yank it out. Then bite down on the jagged edge.  Lola raises an eyebrow at me, and I quickly retract my fingers from my mouth. Nail biting is a habit I’m trying hard to break now that I’m in college. I glance down at my stubby nails and cringe. I guess I’m not doing a great job. 
 
   The girl on stage strums her guitar loudly and belts out a note in a way that makes me wince.   Lola flashes me an amused look, but it only succeeds in turning my stomach. I lean forward, resting my elbows on the slick pub table we’re seated at. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”
 
   “Oh, come on. You are a million times better than this girl.”
 
   “That’s not saying much.”
 
   “Trust me, you’re gonna blow this place out of the water.” Lola plucks the cup of soda off the table and takes a dainty sip. Everything about Lola is dainty from her French manicured nails, to her coifed black hair and her ruby red lipstick. She always reminds me of an actress from the 1950’s. I rub my lightly glossed lips together, tuck a strand of my straight brown hair behind my ears, and glance down at my short nails that haven't been painted in years. Maybe I should finally let Lola give me that makeover she's always threatening me with. “You are so much more talented than you give yourself credit for.” 
 
   That’s the reason Lola has been my best friend for so long. She believes in me in a way that no one else does. And she’s always encouraging me to put myself out there. Even though it infuriates me sometimes, the truth is, that I’m grateful to her. However, at this moment I’m terrified. We’ve only been on campus for a week, and she’s already talked me into performing at open mic night at a popular coffee shop. The place is jam packed with people, and every time a new person enters the room my insides are attacked by another swarm of angry butterflies.
 
   “Ooh, you’re up next,” Lola squeals, her eyes dancing with excitement.
 
   Goodie. My palms fill with more moisture and I feel dangerously close to puking.  When my name is called, I throw Lola a pained look and force my legs to carry me up on the makeshift stage. Peering down at my long shirt, skinny jeans and ballet flats, I’m grateful that I’m not wearing heels. Since I’m only five foot four, I tend to wear high heels a lot. But judging by how violently my legs are shaking, I’m pretty sure if I weren’t wearing my flats I’d be face down on the ground by now.  Thankfully I make it to the stage and I plop down at the keyboard.  With shaky fingers I pull the microphone to my lips and rest my fingers on the keys. I take a deep breath to steady my nerves, and I don’t dare look out at the room. If I just pretend I’m alone in my room singing I should be okay. I love to sing and play. It’s probably my favorite thing in the world to do, but performing is something I’m still not comfortable with.
 
   I decide to play a song I wrote a couple of years ago for my ex-boyfriend Spencer. It’s one I’ve sang so many times I could probably sing it in my sleep, so I figure it’s a safe bet. Even if I completely blank out I won’t forget the lyrics or anything. When I press down on the first key, I close my eyes and allow my mind to drown out the room. I focus on the music, letting the lyrics and notes whisk me away. As I splash around in the waves of the song, eventually I go under, drowning in it. 
 
   I want you close
 
   I want you here
 
   I feel complete
 
   When you are near
 
   After playing the last chord, I finally come out of my trance and open my eyes, taking in the room. The first person I notice is Lola, and she’s beaming up at me. The room has quieted down and all eyes seem to be on me. This causes my heart to start beating frantically in my chest. I stand up, and a smattering of applause ensues. 
 
   Swallowing hard, I take deliberate steps off the stage, keeping my eyes trained on the ground. Before I can reach my table, a guy about my age intercepts me. He has brown hair that falls a little past his ears in a sweep that reminds me of the typical look of the members of boy bands. His eyes are dark and the lines around them crinkle as he smiles at me. 
 
   “Hey, you were pretty great up there,” he says.
 
   I bite my lip, heat creeping up into my cheeks. “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m Ryker.” He juts out a hand to mine.
 
   After swiping my sweaty hand over the thigh of my jeans, I hold my hand out too. “Star.”
 
   “I like it.” He cocks an eyebrow.
 
   “I’m Lola,” my friend calls out from where she is seated at our table. “Why don’t you join us, Ryker?” Lola indicates the extra chair at our small table.
 
   Ryker smiles as he plops down into the chair. “Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
   I slide into the chair opposite him and glance over at Lola. She’s grinning from ear to ear, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. It turns my stomach. I’m so not ready to get back in the dating game. I just got out of a two-year relationship, and by that I mean I got dumped big time by the only boy I’ve ever loved. Honestly, I thought that Spencer was the one. Clearly I was wrong, but the thought of jumping into another relationship right now does not sound appealing. 
 
   Lola nudges me and I glance back over at Ryker. I suppose he’s pretty cute, but I’m not sure he’s really my type. In truth, he looks more like Lola’s type with his trendy outfit and hair style that he clearly put a lot of effort into. 
 
   The next performer starts playing, so Ryker leans toward me. “I’m in a band and we’re looking for a female singer. I think you’d be perfect.”
 
   This perks my interest. “Like a lead singer?” I’m not sure I’m ready to be the front runner of a band. I could hardly get through open mic night without emptying the contents of my stomach on stage.
 
   “No, we have a lead singer. We’re looking for kind of a backup singer, I guess. But there would be plenty of opportunities to feature one of your songs if you wanted to,” Ryker explains.
 
   I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “I don’t know. I’ve never really been in a band before.”
 
   “Why not? You’re amazing,” Ryker gushes.
 
   Lola elbows me in the side. “I’ve been telling her that for years.”
 
   Ryker peers over at Lola and raises his eyebrows. I recognize that look. Pretty much every guy I meet is attracted to Lola. It’s almost impossible not to be. “Smart friend.”
 
   “You have no idea,” she jokes, running a finger over the rim of her glass.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Ryker, but I’m just not sure about it.” I look to Lola for some help. Surely she won’t want me to join a band with a complete stranger. For all I know he could be a serial killer.
 
   “Why don’t you give us your information and Star can give you a call to discuss it further?” Lola asks.
 
   Ryker grins, pushing away from the table. “Great. I’ll be right back.”
 
    I glare at Lola, who just shrugs her shoulders in response.
 
   “I’m not joining his band,” I hiss over the loud music blaring from onstage.
 
   “Why not?” Lola runs a long fingernail through her shiny hair.
 
   “I don’t know anything about the guy. I don’t even know the name of his band. What if he doesn’t even have a band?” Panic chokes me at the thought.
 
   Lola just laughs and waves away my words with a graceful flick of her wrist. “Did you see the guy? He screams ‘boy band’. But finding out if his story is legit will be easy enough.”
 
   I have no idea what she’s talking about, but Ryker reappears before I can ask her. He shoves a piece of paper at me.  I glance down and see a phone number and address scrawled on it. “Whose address is this?”
 
   “Our lead singer,” Ryker says. “We practice in his parents’ garage.”
 
   Seriously? I am so not showing up at some stranger’s house.  This is getting even more suspicious. I throw Lola a cautionary look, and she grimaces back. Finally she’s on my side.
 
   “We’re practicing tomorrow night at seven. You should come and jam with us.” Ryker rolls his shoulders.
 
   I open my mouth to tell him no thank you, but I clamp my mouth shut as my gaze takes in the guy walking on the stage. He’s quite possibly the best looking guy I’ve ever seen. Not only that, but he walks with a swagger that causes everyone to stop and take notice. He has a guitar slung over his shoulder. He's wearing skinny jeans, boots and a black short-sleeved shirt that shows off the intricate tattoo that covers one of his arms. His dark hair is short, and when he smiles at the crowd it causes my heart to flip in my chest. He begins playing, and I’m mesmerized. When he opens his mouth to sing, I freeze. His voice is incredible – raspy, yet controlled in a way that most guys can’t master. I’m completely entranced with him. 
 
    “Who is he?” I breathe, mostly to myself, but Ryker must hear me because he turns in my direction.
 
   “That’s Beckett. He’s the lead singer in our band. That’s why it’s called Beckett. He has a bit of an ego.” Ryker chuckles lightly before sitting back in his chair.
 
   I exhale and stare up at the stage. This guy is the leader of the band Ryker wants me to join? I sit still during the remainder of Beckett’s song, unable to tear my eyes away from him. When he finishes, the crowd erupts into clapping and I turn to Ryker with a smile.
 
   “I’ll be there tomorrow night,” I say, my mind made up.  
 
    
 
   Last night I was so certain about this. Of course I think that had everything to do with seeing Beckett up on stage. I've never been so taken with someone at first glance. However, now as I pull up in front of a complete stranger's house I'm having second thoughts. The house is nice and clean with its blue trim and white shuttered windows, and the lawn is well manicured. But that does little to quell my nerves. I've watched enough crime dramas to know that even serial killers live in pretty houses in nice neighborhoods. Besides, this is just Beckett's parents' house. I have no idea what all the guys in the band are like, and that's who I'll be with, and in the garage no less.
 
   "Hey, you gonna stand out here all day?" Ryker walks toward me, his hands shoved into his pockets.
 
   I jump back, wondering where he came from. "Um, no, I just um...you know...wanted to make sure it was the right house. Which I now see that it is."
 
   Ryker flashes me an amused smile and lightly taps me on the arm. "Come on. I'll introduce you to Beckett."
 
   Just the sound of his name causes my pulse to race. Taking a deep breath, I follow behind Ryker. He ambles over to a box built into the house directly next to the garage. After punching in a few numbers on it, the garage door opens loudly. Inside I can see instruments set up - there's a drum set, a keyboard and guitars resting on stands strewn about. Just as I step inside, a door to the house pops open and Beckett walks through it clutching a bottle of water. I've never wanted to be an inanimate object before, but taking in the way his fingers curl around the sweating bottle I feel a sense of jealousy.
 
   "Hey, Ryker." Beckett nods his head in Ryker's direction as the door slams shut behind him. "The other guys are inside getting a drink. They'll be out in a minute."
 
   I shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Beckett hasn't even acknowledged my presence, and last I checked I wasn't invisible. It bothers me, and for a minute I wonder if this was a mistake. 
 
   "Hey, Beckett." Ryker pats my arm. "This is the girl I was telling you about. The one from last night's open mic night."
 
   Beckett glances over at me with a bored expression that makes my stomach knot. "Yeah, I missed your song, but Ryker hasn't been able to stop talking about it." He steps close to me, and my breath hitches in my throat. "I'm Beckett."
 
   "Star."
 
   Beckett lets out a harsh laugh that startles me. "A little pretentious, don't you think?"
 
   "Excuse me?"
 
   "I just think artists should stick to their real names, that's all."
 
   His words are like a punch to the gut. I glance over at Ryker who gives me a resigned shrug. I wonder if Beckett's always this much of a jerk. "Star is my real name." When I notice the skeptical look on Beckett's face, I add, "My dad's an astronomer. My parents met at a planetarium, and he proposed under the stars. My brother's name is Galileo. It's sort of a theme in our family."I place my hand on my hip in a challenge. "If I had known I'd be interrogated I would have brought my birth certificate."
 
   Beckett sighs. "I've clearly hit a nerve. It just seemed cliche, that's all."
 
   What? No apology? I'm stunned by his lack of remorse.
 
   Two more guys shove through the door and bound into the garage, talking and laughing loudly. Their voices echo and bounce around me. When their gazes land on me, I have the sudden urge to run away. This whole thing was a bad idea.
 
   "So, you gonna show us what you've got, Star?" Beckett raises an eyebrow at me.
 
   I smile, wanting nothing more than to wipe that smug look off of his face. Maybe once he hears me play he will take me more seriously. "I'd love to." I lift my chin and head over to the keyboard. The rest of the band is completely quiet as they watch me. I ignore the insistent banging of my heart in my chest as I sit at the keyboard. After running my moist palms down the thigh of my jeans, I reach up and place my hands on the slick keys. When I peer up, I catch sight of Ryker and he gives me an encouraging nod. I'm not sure what his story is, but I'm grateful to have at least one person on my side. The other two guys look on warily, and Beckett crosses his arms over his chest, the same bored expression cloaking his face.
 
     I inhale sharply and press down on the keys. Closing my eyes, I open my mouth and allow the song to carry me along. After I sing one verse and chorus, I force my eyelids to open and I slide my fingers back down into my lap. I bite my lip and wait for some response. The silence is deafening.
 
   Ryker grins broadly. "See, didn't I tell you she was amazing, Beckett?"
 
   "Yeah, she's not bad." Beckett shrugs.
 
   The air leaves me and I feel deflated. Not bad? I seriously do not need to stay here and be insulted by this egomaniac any longer. I'm just about to push away from the keyboard and stalk out of the garage when Beckett swaggers over to me and shoves a piece of paper in my hand.
 
   "Now let's see how well you harmonize." He glances around the room. "You guys stay out for this. This is just going to be me and Star."
 
   I feel dizzy as I snatch the paper from his hand. The thought of singing with him is enough to keep my butt planted on the seat. Remembering the raspy, rich tone from the night before makes me feel giddy. He slings the guitar over his shoulder, and it catches on his shirt lifting it slightly to reveal his naval and the top of his boxers that creep above his sagging jeans. I avert my gaze and feel my face warm.
 
   He looks up at me, his dark eyes piercing mine. "We'll just run the chorus. You can play if you want to, but if you just want to sing that's fine too."
 
   I nod, glancing down at the paper and taking in the chords and lyrics. Reaching up, I touch the keys. Beckett strums his guitar and I watch him press his lips up to the microphone. It makes me want to take back my desire to be the water bottle. Clearly the mic would be a better choice. When he opens his mouth to sing, I shake away the inappropriate thoughts and focus on the music.
 
   The harmony is simple enough, and as I listen to our voices blend together beautifully a warm feeling swirls in my stomach. I can tell that the other guys hear it too, because they nudge each other and exchange smiles and eyebrow raises.
 
   You’re just one more thing I can’t have
 
   Standing just outside my grasp
 
   But it doesn’t really matter
 
   Because good things never last
 
    When we finish, I peer up at Beckett feeling pleased about the performance. 
 
   "I'm sorry." Beckett frowns at me, and my stomach sinks. "I'm just not sure if this is gonna work out. But thanks for stopping by."
 
   I struggle to stand up, my legs rubbery. As I push away from the keyboard with shaky fingers, my knees soften and I fear I'll fall over. I feel like an idiot; like I've made a complete fool of myself. Without saying a word, I pick up my purse, stalk out of the garage and race to my car.
 
   "Wait! Star!" Ryker calls out, his footsteps pounding behind me.
 
   I whip around. Ryker jogs in my direction. From over his shoulder I can see the other band members watching from the open garage. Well, everyone except for Beckett. He's kneeling on the ground, fidgeting with a string on his guitar.
 
   "Why did you even invite me here?" I ask angrily. "Clearly Beckett isn't interested in having a backup singer." 
 
    "Look, I'm reallly sorry about how Beckett acted in there." Ryker runs a hand over his perfectly styled hair. 
 
   I soften a little at his words. He's not the person I'm mad at anyway. "It's not your fault. Thanks for giving me the opportunity to try out." I unlock the door to my car and reach for the handle.
 
   "Just give it time. I know Beckett will come around."
 
   I shake my head. "No, I don't think that's going to happen."
 
   "We've been talking about how badly we need another singer for awhile, and everyone thought you did a great job."
 
   I snort. "Well, everyone except for Beckett, and he is the lead singer and the band is named after him. So, I think it's a safe bet that you're new backup singer won't be me." I tug open the door and slide inside. "See ya later, Ryker." Before he can stop me, I slam the door shut and turn on the engine. 
 
   Ryker gives me a sad wave, and turns away. As I pull away from the curb I see him walking back to the garage with sagging shoulders. Feeling eyes on me, I gaze into the garage and see Beckett staring directly into my eyes. I shiver from the intensity of his gaze. The look he gives me causes my heart to arrest. He looks like he's sad to see me go, but I know that's not possible. He's the one who practically threw me out. Facing forward, I force myself to just forget about the whole thing. Sure Beckett is hot, but he's a total jerk. Nothing is ever going to happen between us. In fact, I hope I never even see him again. Angry, I press harder on the gas and tear down the street. I'm grateful that I don't have to drive far before the campus comes into view. 
 
   I turn the corner and head toward the parking lot, anger still simmering through my veins. After parking in my usual spot, I turn off the car and bolt out into the cold night. I fling my purse over my shoulder and hug myself as I run toward the dorms, my heels clicking on the pavement.  
 
   When I step inside my dorm room I find Lola sitting cross legged on her bed, an open notebook in her lap. She's bent over it scrawling in it with a black pen. Her head jerks up when I slam the door closed. She pushes her hair out of her face, and smiles. "So, are you officially a member of Beckett?"
 
   I shake my head, too mad to speak. Flinging my purse on my bed, I slump down onto it as well. The mattress slumps beneath my weight.
 
   "What happened?" Lola slides the notebook off her lap and sits forward, allowing her legs to dangle off the side of the bed. She's wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt but she still looks stylish somehow.
 
   I groan in frustration, running a hand over my face. "Beckett happened."
 
   "Uh-oh." Lola purses her shiny red lips. "Was sexy rocker boy scared you're gonna steal his spotlight?"
 
   "What?" I crease my forehead in confusion.
 
   "Oh, come on. I saw the guy. He thinks he's God's gift to music. I'm sure once he heard how super talented you are he got scared. He doesn't need his backup singer to upstage him."
 
   As sweet as Lola's words are, they don't ring true. "No, trust me, he didn't seem very impressed with me."
 
   "I'm still going with my theory."
 
   "That's why I love you so much." I smile. "You should have seen how rude he was. How can someone that hot outside be so ugly on the inside?"
 
   "Seriously?" Lola's dark eyes bug out. "When it comes to guys, it's the hot ones I'm wary of. They're usually the biggest jerks."
 
   "Yeah, I guess." I sigh, scooting back on my bed and pulling my bent legs up closer to my body. "I was just hoping Beckett would be different. Besides, it was kind of fun tonight when we sang together. It would have been nice to make it a regular thing."
 
   "What about Ryker?" Lola asks.
 
   "What about him?"
 
   She shrugs. "Well, I mean, he's cute, and he seemed really nice." 
 
   Noticing the slight flush of her cheeks, I cock an eyebrow. "Lola, are you crushing on Ryker?"
 
   "That depends." She leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees. 
 
   "On what?"
 
   "On how you feel about him?"
 
   I swat away her words. "No, go for him. I'm not attracted to Ryker. I mean, he seems like a nice guy, but he's not really my type."
 
   "Not like Beckett, huh?"
 
   My chest tightens when she says his name. I remember how sexy he looked when he sang, and it turns my stomach. "I'm not into Beckett either." When I catch Lola raising her eyebrows at me I add, "At least, not anymore."
 
   "If you say so." Lola flashes me a wicked grin.
 
   "I’m not." I stand up, feeling defensive. "He was arrogant and rude tonight. If I ever see him again it'll be too soon."
 
   "Okay, I believe you." Lola throws up her palms. "But you can't let him stop you from pursuing your music. There's got to be another band you can join."
 
   I roll my eyes, heading toward my dresser. "That's my Lola. Always meddling." I yank open the top drawer and snatch out my fuzzy pajama top and pants.
 
   "I'm serious."
 
   "I didn't even really want to join a band." I whirl around, clutching the clothes to my chest. 
 
   "But you just said that it was fun."
 
   I lean my back against the dresser. "It was." My mind flies back to those few blissful moments when Beckett and I were singing together. It was a rush, and the truth is, I'd give anything to experience it again. 
 
   "Then what's the issue? You're a musician, aren't you?"
 
   I nod, biting my lip. "Yeah. I guess if it's meant to be it'll happen at some point." My stomach sinks when I'm reminded that it won't be with Beckett. I'm not sure I want to be in any other band. Even though I can't stand Beckett, he is super talented, and it would have been amazing to be part of his band. I try not to let disappointment overwhelm me at the thought. In fact, I try not to think about tonight at all. The whole thing is too depressing and humiliating to relive, even in my mind.
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