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      “A little to the left.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Really? It looks centered to me.”

      Nina shook her head. “Definitely not centered. Left.”

      I shifted my The Killers poster an inch to the left, patted the taped corners onto the cinder block wall, then hopped off my twin bed to check.

      “Looks good,” Nina said.

      I tilted my head. “It’s off-center.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Scoot your bed over an inch and it’ll be perfect.”

      This was going to bother me. I hated that it was going to bother me, but I knew myself. I’d rather my new roommate not find out about my neurosis on our first day living together, but since she was also my cousin, she was already well aware.

      “I’m moving the poster.”

      She laughed and flopped back on her black comforter. “I figured.”

      Nina’s side of our dorm room was pretty much all black with Fall Out Boy and Velvet Revolver posters hanging haphazardly above her lofted bed. Straight and symmetrical were not in her vocabulary.

      Our room was tiny. Two twin beds, dressers, and desks, with barely enough room to walk between them. The pictures we’d seen must have been taken with a fish-eye lens. I’d been under the impression there’d at least be room to breathe.

      It didn’t matter, though. These cinder block walls might resemble a jail cell, but to me, they were freedom.

      I climbed back on my saggy mattress and moved the poster to its original position, then joined Nina on her bed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars she’d stuck to our ceiling. She grabbed my hand and squeezed.

      “I’m so excited you’re finally here, Tals. Can’t believe I had to endure a year of college without you.”

      I squeezed her hand back. “Endure? Really?”

      She snorted. “Endure might not be the right word. But we were supposed to be in this together. Do you know how many shows I had to go to without you? I felt guilty as hell you were stuck at home in New York with the parentals.”

      Nina and I had been plotting our escape from New York—not the city—since we were old enough to know it was a possibility. We’d lay on her bed back home, listening to punk rock, and talk about all the concerts we were going to go to together when we were old enough. We’d decided college would be our only chance to escape, and Nina had picked University of Maryland as our promised land.

      I shrugged. “I lived vicariously through you while enjoying home cooked meals and the thrills of community college.”

      My parents weren’t monsters, they were just overbearing, old-fashioned New York Italians. They allowed me to go away for college on the caveat I spent my freshman year at home, working and doing my core classes at the local junior college. Watching my cousin pack up for college without me had been devastating. Reading her emails detailing all the concerts she’d gone to without me had made me want to die.

      But I was here now. Nineteen years old, I was finally free.

      I didn’t really know what to do with myself.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      She booped my nose. “Now, I introduce you to everyone, and tonight, we party.”

      “I saw signs for a barbecue in the quad tonight…”

      Nina scrunched her face, like the idea disgusted her. “No. So much no. We’re going off campus. We do not do organized activities.”

      “Is that a rule I wasn’t aware of?”

      She sat up and smoothed her flat-ironed black hair. “Unspoken. Only freshmen go to those things.”

      “So, you went last year?”

      “I did. It was sad. They blasted Britney Spears and made us wear nametags.” She shuddered. “And don’t you dare say you like some Britney songs. The last time you told me that, I nearly fainted.”

      I sat up, not even attempting to tame my unruly waves. “I have eclectic taste. ‘Toxic’ gives me life.”

      Nina crossed her arms. “I leave you alone in New York for one year and my punk rock chick turns into a pop princess.”

      I gasped. “Never!”

      She nudged her shoulder against mine. “We’re going to have so much fun this year.”

      A high-pitched screeching of my cousin’s name came from the hallway before a blonde head poked through the bead curtain hanging in front of our open door.

      “You’re here!”

      Nina hopped up, pulling the squealing girl into our room and swinging her into a hug.

      “Laura!” Nina cried. “I missed your face!”

      Laura smacked her backside. “I missed your fine ass!”

      Introductions went around, but I already knew who Laura was, even though we’d never met. She’d been Nina’s roommate last year, and the tragically straight object of her affection. My cousin had a tendency to fall for straight girls and get her heart broken every time. Not that she ever told them she’d fallen for them. No, she liked to pine from afar, and Laura had been no different.

      From the looks of the hearts in Nina’s eyes, nothing had changed after a summer apart.

      “Tell Tals we can’t go to the barbecue in the quad,” she said.

      Laura flopped on Nina’s desk chair and propped her Adidas-clad feet up on the desk. “No, we don’t go to those things. Besides, there’s a party at Tino’s tonight. I heard there’s going to be a couple bands playing.”

      “Who’s Tino?” I asked.

      Laura peered at me from under her shaggy bangs. “Tino is the man. He flunked out of school a couple years ago and lives off campus in this huge old house his rich parents bought him.”

      “That’s a rumor,” Nina interjected. “No one knows if he owns that house.”

      “And he throws good parties?” I asked.

      “Yep. The booze overfloweth, and the music is always lit,” Laura said.

      I grinned, excited beyond belief to be going to my first official college party. “I guess we’re going to Tino’s.”

      Laura hopped up and clapped. “Yes! But first, I need food. Mozzarella sticks are calling my name.”

      The three of us rode the elevator down five floors and started the short walk to the dining hall when I realized I’d left my student ID in the room.

      “Crap. I have to go back. Wait for me, okay?” I asked.

      I ran back to the dorm and rode the elevator up, finding my ID, which also doubled as my meal plan card, sitting on my dresser. I tucked it in the pocket of my jeans, then paused, checking myself out in the mirror hanging on my closet door.

      I tugged my jeans lower on my hips, revealing a little skin between my White Stripes concert T-shirt and waistband. Not as cute as Laura’s tiny halter and low-rise jeans, but passable. My mom would probably faint if she saw me like this, and that thought made me happy. College Tali could show a little skin. There was no one around to tell me I looked indecent.

      The elevator took forever to get to my floor. As I waited, two—boys?...men?— came to stand in my periphery. They were talking about another guy and laughing at something that sounded like an inside joke. I kept waiting for someone else to arrive—hopefully another girl—but it didn’t happen. My stomach churned with nerves.

      When the elevator doors slid open, I almost didn’t step inside. Upon my hesitation, one of the guys held his arm out, keeping the door open.

      “Ladies first,” he said smoothly.

      I glanced at him, meeting bright blue eyes and a wide smile that didn’t seem so scary.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      I pushed the button for the lobby and pressed myself against the wall. The two guys stepped on after me, giving me a wide berth.

      “Hey,” said Blue Eyes.

      I looked up from the spot I’d been studying on the floor. “Hey.”

      “How’s your day going?”

      “So far, so good.”

      What the hell? Why do I sound like a character from Leave it to Beaver? Not cool, Tali, not cool at all.

      Probably because the two men—definitely not boys—facing me were the most enticing male specimens I’d ever shared space with. Both were well over six feet tall. Blue Eyes was lanky, with shaggy, dirty blond hair and a little soul patch under his smiling lips. The other one, Hazel Eyes, was darker and more scowly. His black hair flopped over one eye, and his teeth bit his bottom lip as he drank me in.

      My pulse quickened at his intense perusal. Why was this elevator so slow?

      “You live here?” Blue Eyes asked.

      I nodded. “Just moved in today.”

      “Freshman?”

      “No. I’m a sophomore.” I sounded like a damn mouse, all quiet and squeaky.

      “I’m Ben,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied.

      He chuckled as the elevator door slid open. “You too, pretty.”

      I practically ran out of the box of awkwardness, coming to a halt when I heard, “Hey, White Stripes.”

      I swiveled around and found Hazel Eyes right behind me, holding out a beaded bracelet.

      “This is for you. It glows, so it’ll keep you safe in the dark.” His eyes locked onto mine for a drawn-out moment. “Can’t have you scared, now can we?”

      My soul left my body, came back, and left again. “Thank you,” I squeezed out.

      He chuckled, then picked up my limp hand and closed it around the bracelet. “You’re really fucking cute, you know that?”

      My eyes went wide. I shook my head, stuck on mute.

      He smiled down at the ground, causing more of his silky hair to flop in his face. “See you around, White Stripes.”

      With that, he and Ben sauntered out of the dorm, leaving me standing there like a gaping fish.

      Those were not like the boys I grew up with. Those were confident, swaggering men who gave awkward girls glow-in-the-dark bracelets just to see them blush.

      Holy shit, I was not ready for men like that.
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      Nina stood in front of her mirror, flat ironing the shit out of her already straight hair.

      “Are we going to discuss Laura?” I asked as I rummaged through her clothes. My clothes had been deemed unacceptable for parties, since all I owned were concert tees and jeans.

      “Nope. I am well aware she’s as hetero as they come. My heart is just dumb,” she replied.

      “I like her. She’s a cool girl,” I said, holding up a vinyl skirt, then immediately tossing it to the dark depths of the closet. Hopefully Nina would never find it, because vinyl wasn’t a good look on anyone.

      “At least you know I have good taste in my hopeless crushes.”

      I laughed and pulled out a pair of skinny, black cargo pants. Cute. “I’m making it my mission this year to find you a girl who’s actually interested in going downtown. There are forty thousand students at this school. We’re not in small town New York where straight girls were your only crushing option.”

      Nina unplugged her flat iron and popped her hip. “Oh please. Jenny Barbarina wasn’t straight. Girl was deeply, deeply closeted, but definitely not straight.”

      “That might be true, but the point is there are probably thousands of lesbians to choose from here.”

      She laughed and threw a pillow at me. “Thousands of lesbians just waiting for me to choose?”

      I tossed the pillow back. “Shut up. I’m trying to be helpful.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Tals. I’ll find my special lady one day.”

      I threw another pillow at her. “You’re the worst.”

      “Stop throwing pillows at me. I just did my hair!”

      I plopped on my bed. “Fine. But I have nothing to wear.”

      Huffing, Nina went to her closet and rifled through her hangers. She was already dressed in baggy green pants, a tiny white tank top, and studded leather belt. I told her she resembled Avril Lavigne. She almost murdered me.

      She handed me a long sleeve mesh top and a black tank. “This will be cute with the pants you picked out. I approve.”

      “Would my mom approve?”

      She arched a brow. “Absolutely not.”

      “Then it’s perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      Even though she was under twenty-one, Laura had bottles of ice-cold strawberry Zima waiting for us. It tasted like slightly alcoholic toilet water, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, so I accepted. We snuck our contraband booze on the university bus, which dropped us off at the edge of campus.

      As we approached Tino’s house, Nina wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Remember what to do if we get separated?”

      “Meet you at the dorm,” I said.

      Laura hip-checked me. “Do not, under any circumstances, walk to the bus alone. Find a buddy or a group.”

      “But we’re going to stick together, right?” I asked.

      “That’s the plan, but Tino’s can get crazy,” Nina said.

      That became clear two blocks away from the house. Lights, music, and people spilled out on the sidewalk. I was surprised the police hadn’t broken it up yet. As I got a clear view of the property, I saw it backed up to a wooded lot, and the smaller houses surrounding it were all occupied by college students. No one was going to complain. They were probably all at the party.

      My nerves almost got the better of me as we climbed the wooden, wraparound porch, but Nina had a firm grip on my hand, pulling me along with her. The inside of the house wasn’t as crowded as I expected. Sounds of live music filtered through open windows, so I figured the majority of the partygoers were outside.

      “We need drinks!” Laura threw her arm in the air, leading us toward a keg in the kitchen. She filled three Solo cups to the brim and passed them out to each of us. As I took my first sip, a guy with short dreadlocks, copper brown skin, and a silver lip ring came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Laura, my love.”

      She spun around. “Tino, my darling.”

      He dipped her, and she managed to hold her beer up without spilling a drop.

      When she was upright again, she introduced us to our host. “Tino, I’m sure you remember Nina. And this fair maiden is the spectacular Natalia.”

      Tino held my hand in his and kissed my fingertips. “I’m enchanted, Natalia.”

      Giggling, I pulled my hand away. “Only my parents call me Natalia. It’s Tali.”

      “My parents call me Augustino, but that’s a mouthful, so you should call me Tino.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey, Tino and Tali. We’re too adorable for words, aren’t we?”

      I had no idea what to say to this man, so I just laughed and nodded, which seemed to be enough of a reply for him.

      He bowed. “My home is your home, Tali. Are you into music?”

      “Music is her life,” Nina answered.

      He tipped his head. “You are my people. And you’re in for a treat. That disaster you hear playing right now is Meathole.” His mouth puckered like he tasted something disgusting. “Stick around. Never Again is on next, and if they’re not the next Killers, then...I’ll lick every member of Meathole’s ass.”

      I burst out laughing. “I think you’ve sold me on Never Again.” I mimed writing on my hand. “I’m taking note that you promised to lick several asses if they’re not successful.”

      Tino grabbed my hand and signed his name with his fingertip. “There. It’s a contract. Signed in blood—or beer, as the case may be.” He kept my hand in his and pulled me toward the back door. “Come along, ladies.”

      Laura, Nina, and I were swept along with Tino. The crowd parted for him, and I felt special being with him when they stayed that way for us.

      The backyard was massive. A sparkling pool took up one section, and in the back corner was a small stage with a spotlight shining on it. Meathole was currently doing its damnedest to ruin music for everyone.

      “I’d ask you to dance, but who can dance without rhythm?” Tino said against my ear.

      “How did they even get on that stage?” I asked.

      “They must’ve sucked someone important’s cock.” He gasped and covered his mouth. “Oh right, that was me. The drummer gives stupendous head.”

      I snorted. “I guess it’s all about who you know.”

      He laughed, slinging an arm around me. “I like you. Now, tell me all your favorite bands, then tell me all your hopes and dreams.”

      “Of all time or current?” I asked.

      “All time,” he said.

      Nina groaned. “We’ll be here all night. Tali can’t pick favorites.”

      “It’s true. I have lists for different moods.”

      From behind me, a deep voice bellowed, “Yo, Tino!”

      Tino smiled bright. “What’s up, Benny?”

      Turning to see who he was speaking to, I was greeted by gleaming blue eyes. Recognition hit him as soon as our eyes met. “Elevator Girl!”

      I laughed. “Ben!”

      Tino’s eyes darted between us. “I feel like there’s a story here.”

      Ben stood next to me, giving me a friendly smile. “You want to tell it?”

      I returned his smile. “But you tell it so well.”

      Laura groaned. “Someone please tell us how you two know each other.”

      I rolled my lips between my teeth, holding back another laugh. “We met for thirty seconds in the elevator at my dorm.”

      “I don’t even know her name,” Ben confirmed.

      I held my hand out. “I’m Tali.”

      He slipped a warm hand around mine and held it for a long moment. “Ben.” My heart picked up a notch. He wasn’t really my type, but he was cute and giving me flirty eyes.

      “Tali is my best friend,” Tino announced.

      Ben’s eyebrows quirked. “You move fast. First day on campus, already got a new best friend.”

      I shrugged. “It’s my natural charm. Can’t help it. Except on elevators. I’m just the worst in confined spaces.”

      He chuckled, lifting his drink to his lips. “Ah, good to know it wasn’t me.”

      We talked music for a while, voices raised over the drowning cat sounds blasting from the stage. Ben and I shared a lot of the same favorite bands, so I had fun bouncing back and forth with him. I was tipsy, floaty, happy by the time Meathole finished playing and Tino took Laura and Nina on another drink run to the kitchen. Ben and I sat down on the low brick wall on Tino’s patio, both turning sideways to face one another.

      “How have I never seen you around?” he asked.

      “I haven’t been around. My parents made me live at home last year. I’m fairly sure you picked up on my brand-new vibe.”

      He grinned. “Maybe. You were almost shaking on the elevator.”

      “You and your friend aren’t like the boys I know back home. Plus, imagine spending nineteen years having ‘boys are only after one thing’ drilled into your head. That sticks.”

      Ben waggled his eyebrows. “That might be true about boys, but I’m a man.”

      God, he was so handsome, and his smile was a showstopper, but I kept finding my eyes wandering, seeking out hazel eyes.

      “Are you saying men aren’t after sex?” I countered.

      “Oh, no, I’m definitely not saying that. But real men want more than that.”

      “Sparkling conversation?” I asked.

      “That’d be nice,” he said.

      “So, where’s your girlfriend, Ben?”

      He lifted a shoulder, blue eyes soft on mine. “Still working on that.”

      “You know what advice my mom gave me before she left this morning?”

      “Tell me.”

      “She said, ‘Natalia Marie, don’t tell your father I said this, but I want you to play the field. Kiss a few frogs. Don’t marry the first man who falls at your feet. Be young and free.’ Then she gave me a rape whistle.”

      Ben’s blond eyebrows pinched in the middle. “That is...interesting advice.”

      “I’m taking it. I’m finally on my own for the very first time. I don’t want to be tied down. I want to figure out who I am without anything holding me back.”

      He nodded, turning away to scan the crowd. “I guess that’s pretty admirable.”

      I chuckled. “You guess, huh?”

      He turned back to me and winked. “I guess I’ll have to settle for sparkling conversation with you.”

      I pushed his arm. God, it was so firm and muscular. I hadn’t known they made arms like this in real life. “Sarcasm aside, I’m glad I have a second chance to show you I’m not the weird girl in the elevator.”

      His brow shot up. “Oh? When will you be showing me that?”

      Laughing, I started to push his arm again, but he caught my hand, examining my wrist. “You’re wearing the bracelet.”

      “I didn’t want to be caught in the dark without it.”

      His grip tightened a fraction before it released, but his eyes continued to hold mine until Nina, Laura, and Tino danced out of the house bearing drinks and lollipops.

      “Tali, you spectacular woman, Never Again is about to take the stage. Come dance a jig with me.” Tino held out his hand, lollipop sticking out the side of his mouth.

      When I placed my hand in his, he reeled me into his body and grinned down at Ben over my shoulder. “Sorry to steal the girl, but you know they can’t resist me.”

      I glanced back at Ben, giving him a little wave before I was hauled toward the stage. Some pop-rock song blasted through the speakers, and Tino rocked us to the upbeat rhythm. My beer sloshed over my hand as we twirled and jumped around, but I didn’t care. I was dancing with a hot guy who had no interest in getting with me, and I was minutes away from seeing a new, supposedly amazing band.

      “You like Benny?” Tino asked against my ear.

      “He’s cute, but I’m not doing the guy thing right now.”

      He nodded like he approved of my answer. “Kid is nice as hell, but a little screwed up. You’re better off dancing with me.”

      I didn’t have a chance to ask what he meant before the music coming from the speakers cut off, replaced by the strum of an electric guitar and the steady beat of sticks on skins. The spotlight hadn’t been turned back on, so all I could make out was the outline of a tall man holding a guitar.

      The distinctive notes of “Scar Tissue” by the Red Hot Chili Peppers rang out, and I went still. Chills ran through me at the first hum of his low, raspy voice. The lights flicked on, and I lost my breath.

      Gripping the microphone with both hands was Hazel Eyes. In tight jeans, chain hanging from his belt loops, and a plain white tee that barely scraped his waistband, he was a rock star fantasy. The black smudged on his eyelids made his eyes stand out even more than they had in the elevator. Chipped black polish on his nails had me practically swooning.

      It was his voice that really did me in, though. It settled over me like a second skin. The weight of it was heavy, but it didn’t weigh me down. It made me float in a dreamlike trance. I swayed, mesmerized by the way he pulled borrowed lyrics into his mouth and spilled them out as completely his own.

      Tino said something, but I didn’t hear him. He wrapped his arm around my waist, but I barely felt it. It was just me and Hazel Eyes. His voice, his rocking hips, his consuming intensity and stage presence.

      I’d heard the phrase “born to be a star” before but had never really witnessed it—not until this very moment. This man didn’t belong at a drunken college party. His voice should have been blasting to the heavens.

      I ripped my eyes from the stage to check if Tino was feeling what I was. His answering smirk said he was more amused by my reaction than anything.

      “Girl, no.”

      “He’s amazing.”

      “He is. The boy is also trouble and unavailable. Don’t get any ideas,” he warned.

      “I’m not, he’s just…” I took a sip of my beer. “Wow.”
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      “She’s here.” Ben paced the area behind the stage, making this confusing announcement before I’d even hopped off.

      I swiped the back of my hand over my sweaty forehead. “Who?”

      “The girl from the elevator. Tali. Fuck, I spent the better part of an hour talking to her.”

      Ah, Elevator Girl. Eyes like dark chocolate, lips made for dirty, dirty things, shook like a little leaf when I got close. Ben had a crush, but then he always had a crush. I predicted he’d be married with a couple kids before thirty. He was the settling down type.

      “She cool?” I took a long swallow from a bottle of water.

      He stopped pacing, and that was when I saw how dilated his pupils were. He’d been making a habit of this. In the back of my mind, I wondered if I should be getting concerned. But nah, he was Ben. Reliable as hell Ben. So he liked to take a pill or two every now and then. Who didn’t?

      “Her musical taste is better than mine or yours. And up close, she’s got these, like, gold flecks in her eyes.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Said she’s not looking to be tied down.”

      “Didn’t know you were into that scene.”

      “She was wearing the bracelet you gave her.” His eyes narrowed on mine.

      I chuckled at how disgruntled he was with me. I’d only given her the bracelet to get a reaction out of her. Her pink cheeks and wild eyes had been exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not an engagement ring. Relax, baby. You need a drink.”

      He nodded. “Grab me one? I don’t want to go inside right now.” He rubbed his chest. “There’s not enough air in there.”

      It took me a while to make my way across the lawn. Every few feet, I had to stop and talk to people. It wasn’t a hardship, accepting the thick praise. I lived for it. It made playing on this humble stage worth it.

      Tino was by the keg, deep in conversation with someone I couldn’t see over his tall shoulders. I nudged him from behind. “Move it, asshole.”

      He swiveled around, scowl at the ready, but when he saw it was me, a smile broke out on his face and he yanked me into a bear hug. “Judy Jude with the voice of an angel. How goes it?”

      I poured myself a beer from the keg and took a hearty sip. “It goes. Thanks for having us, man.”

      “My complete and utter pleasure.” He threw an arm around me. “I hear you’ve met my new best friend, Tali.”

      And there she was. Elevator Girl. This afternoon, she’d been adorable in her little band tee and baggy jeans, but now, she looked like a wet dream. I couldn’t decide where to direct my eyes first. The curves of her hip bones and span of flat, tan stomach above her dangerously low jeans. The soft fullness of her tits. The shine coating her wide mouth, filling my head with naughty thoughts. The surprising and transfixing depth behind her kohl-lined eyes. No wonder Ben was so fucking sprung.

      I gave her a crooked smile. “Long time, Stripes.”

      She tipped her cup in my direction. “Funny seeing you here.”

      She sounded a hell of a lot more confident tonight, but that was probably due to the flowing alcohol.

      “Tali enjoyed your show,” Tino said.

      I raised a brow before I took another drink. “Did you?”

      “You know you’re good. You gave me Chris Cornell vibes. Not that you’re derivative. You definitely have your own sound. But there’s a smoky quality to your voice that reminds me of him.” She paused and took a breath. “Okay, I’ll shut up now.”

      I leaned against the tile counter, eyeing her again. “I think it’s cool as shit that you’re really into music.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never been able to play or sing, but I know what I like.”

      “And what you don’t?”

      “Yes, absolutely.”

      This pretty girl with chocolate eyes had my attention. Our gazes locked, and for a second, we were it. It was like when I’d given her that bracelet earlier. Something sprouted from my chest and reached toward her. It was raw and almost painful. In that moment, I could have reached out and touched it...or chopped it off.

      Chopping it off would’ve been the right thing to do. The noble thing. But I was a greedy bastard.

      “Where’s Benny-pie?” Tino asked, pulling my eyes away from Tali.

      I rubbed my forehead, needing a second to get my thoughts straight. “Wandering. I’m supposed to be getting him a drink. His pupils are as big as dimes. Did you see what he took?”

      Tino held his hands up. “I don’t mess with that shit. That’s your and Benny’s thing.”

      Ben didn’t used to mess with shit either.

      My conscience won over. Making sure my boy was all right was more important than flirting with a cool as hell girl I had no business flirting with.

      I filled up another cup with beer and winked at Tali. “I’m sure I’ll see you around, Stripes.”

      Her cheeks turned the cutest shade of pink, and I almost gave in and stayed. But Tino shot me a glare that said to get my ass away from her, so I listened, taking one last glance before I headed outside to find Ben.

      We’d been friends since we were little kids. I was a year older, but my dumbass had to repeat kindergarten, so we’d been together in school from almost the beginning. We ate glue in Mrs. Epstein’s first grade class, got our first zit together in middle school, lost our virginities on the same night. We were thick as thieves, closer than brothers, and had survived some heavy shit together. When Ben announced he wanted to go to college, there was never any question whether I’d follow him, even though college wasn’t my thing.

      One semester had been enough for me to confirm I wasn’t cut out for higher education, but I stayed because I liked it here. Liked the party atmosphere. Liked that I could afford a shitty-ass rental house and it wasn’t frowned upon to stay up all night and sleep until noon. I met my bandmates here too.

      I was almost twenty-two now, and the real world was looming, but I figured I had another year or two until I had to face it—to decide what life would be if my music didn’t take off.

      Ben was a junior and absolutely demolishing college. He was good at school in a way I’d never been. I made fun of him for being a nerd, but I really fucking admired him. He said he wanted to be a teacher, and I could see it. He’d worked as a camp counselor every summer since high school. He was a good guy down to his core.

      Fully clothed, Ben floated on his back in the pool. I stood at the edge, frowning down at him. “Benjamin Friedler, you’re soaking wet.”

      He splashed his hands around and went under for a second before righting himself. “Get in here, Jude! Water’s fine tonight.”

      “Jesus, Ben, you could’ve at least taken off your shoes.”

      He laughed up at the night sky. “Is that why I feel like I’ve got lead weights on my feet?”

      “That’d do it. Why don’t you get outta there? I’m not in the mood to rescue your wasted ass from the bottom of the pool.”

      “You ruin all my fun, Dad.”

      I watched him carefully as he climbed out of the pool. His clothes were plastered to him, and with every step he took, water cascaded out the sides of his shoes, but he didn’t seem to give a shit.

      He nodded at the cup in my hand. “That mine?”

      I handed it to him, and he chugged it. “You want to go home and change?”

      He shook his wet head, sending water flying. “Nope. I’m good.”

      I was worried, though—and I didn’t like worrying. That wasn’t me. Ben was the responsible one. I was just along for the ride. The only thing I wanted to be serious about was music.

      Before I started scolding Ben like the mother hen I abso-fucking-lutely wasn’t, our friends found us, and my worries were swept away in a cloud of smoke and laughter.
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        * * *

      

      I stumbled out onto the front porch, not really drunk, mostly exhausted. Pretty sure I’d been awake twenty-four hours straight at this point. Crashing until noon was sounding good.

      A mutter from the corner of the porch caught my attention. “You okay over there?”

      From the shadows, Tali emerged, pretty face crumpled in frustration and on the verge of tears. “I got ditched, which is fine. But now I have to walk back to campus on my own. I was waiting for a group of girls to leave so I could tag along, but…” she threw her hands up, “no girls.”

      A slow grin tugged at my mouth. “I’m not a girl, but I can walk with you. I won’t get handsy.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Promise.”

      She worried the corner of her lip with her teeth. “Are you sure? It’s kind of a long walk…”

      “Positive. I could use the fresh air.”

      She kept chewing on her lip while she stared at me. The longer she stared, the wider I smiled.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t really that tired. Ben had gone home with one of his regular hook- ups—something I’d rather avoid hearing when I wasn’t getting some of my own—and a big part of me was dying to see if I could get this girl to blush again.

      She moved closer, hanging onto the porch railing. “I’m just a little bit drunk right now.”

      “Me too, Stripes. Glad I’m in good company.”

      Tali clomped down the stairs in platform boots, wobbling when she got to the bottom. When she didn’t fall, she pumped her fist in the air, and whispered, “Yes!” Girl was cute as fuck and made my chest all fuzzy.

      Under each streetlight we passed, I glanced at her. Sometimes she glanced back, other times, her full concentration was on putting one foot in front of the other.

      “Did you have fun tonight?” I asked.

      She let out a long groan. “So much. It’s only my first day, and already, the bar has been set so high. How am I going to top this?”

      “What was your favorite part?”

      Her eyes closed, and a smile curled her lips. I should’ve told her to stop, but I was just as drunk as she was, and walking with her eyes shut seemed like an okay idea.

      “The music. The music was definitely my favorite part.” The streetlight reflected off her gleaming eyes when they snapped open. “Your music. Do you play shows? Real shows? I hope so. You shouldn’t be hiding at college parties.”

      “I didn’t know I was hiding.”

      Her warm hand closed around my forearm. “Do you? Play shows? I mean, at real venues.”

      “Yeah, Tali. We play at real venues.”

      “You called me Tali.” Her fingers dug into my arm.

      I cocked my head. “Did I get your name wrong?”

      “No. You got it right, but this was the first time you used it.”

      My mouth twitched. “We just met today.”

      “Technically yesterday.”

      “Okay, technically yesterday. And I don’t recall you using my name.” I stopped walking, and she spun around to face me with an expectant look. “Do you even know my name?”

      Her lips parted in an O. “Of course I do. Would I let someone walk me back to campus without knowing their name?”

      “I don’t know, would you?”

      Her hand dropped from my arm, but I caught it and toyed with her fingertips while I waited for her answer, trying not to be insulted that she didn’t know my name.

      Eyes narrowed, she put her hand on her hip. “Is this a trick?”

      I snorted a laugh. “How could it be a trick?”

      She stepped closer. “I know your name.”

      I tipped my chin, challenging her. “What is it?”

      She glanced around, but no one else was on this sidewalk. Just Tali Stripes and me. I rubbed her fingertip between mine. “Tell me, Tali.”

      “Hey, Juuuuuuuude,” she warbled.

      I pressed my index finger to her lips. “No, please, no. You’re too beautiful to sing like that.”

      “I’d bite you, but you distracted me by calling me beautiful, and that’s not fair.”

      I tapped her full bottom lip before moving my hand away. Reluctant, but necessary—for so many reasons.

      “Think I hear the bus coming,” I said.

      Her shoulders jerked, and she took in her surroundings. “I hadn’t even realized we were at the bus stop. Thank you, Jude.”

      “Ah, fuck, Stripes. Hearing you say my name does something to me.” I was in deep, deep shit.

      She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “Jude?”

      “You’re being evil now.”

      The bus pulled up, and with a sigh, the doors slid open. I didn’t even hesitate to follow her on. I should’ve. I had no business hanging around her like this, not when my dick was half hard from my name escaping her fuckable lips.

      A couple other drunk students were already on the bus, but we sat away from them in the last row, keeping a seat between us.

      “I’m not going to kiss you,” she said.

      “I didn’t expect it.”

      “I saw the way you were looking.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I kicked back in the plastic bucket seat and expelled a long, slow breath. “You’re hard not to look at, but I wasn’t going to kiss you. I got a girl.”

      “A girlfriend?”

      I turned to her. She was watching me with wide eyes. “Yeah, a girlfriend. She doesn’t love when I kiss other girls.”

      “Flirting is okay?”

      “No. It’s definitely not okay. I shouldn’t be doing it.”

      “Why are you then? I mean...unless I’ve misconstrued the things you’ve said, which is possible.”

      “Why am I flirting with you?” I asked.

      She nodded, that damn lip between her teeth again, those damn eyes wide and guileless. I would have called her precious if not for the fact that she was sexy as hell.

      “Maybe that’s just me.”

      “I don’t believe that,” she said.

      I was a flirt. An absolute shameless one. But no, that wasn’t why I’d been flirting with Tali. That same connection I’d felt earlier clawed at my chest, reaching for her.

      I looked away, out to the black night and specks of illumination from the buildings we passed. “We’re almost to your dorm.”

      “I guess I’ll see you around, Jude.” There was a finality in her voice I didn’t like. Like, for her, this was done, but I wasn’t so sure

      Turning back to her, I gave her a small smile. “It was nice to meet you, Tali. It’s been interesting.”

      The bus stopped in front of her high-rise dorm, and she stood, holding the bar attached to the ceiling, which caused her shirt to ride up, exposing her perfectly round belly button. Fuck if I didn’t want to grip those hips and sink my tongue inside it.

      She gave me one more lingering look, mouth curling softly into a pretty smile, before making her exit. And that was fucking that.

      Goodnight, Stripes.

      Time to get back to my regularly scheduled program.
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      School was...a lot. It was only my second day of classes, and I was already overwhelmed. Coming from a small town and going to school with the same kids my whole life to sharing a lecture hall with five hundred students was a huge transition, one I hadn’t prepared for.

      The seats around me filled in, but the one next to me stayed open.

      “This seat free?” asked a male voice.

      Without looking up, I nodded enthusiastically. “It’s yours.”

      I glanced over as he got settled and had to stifle a laugh. “Ben!”

      He seemed as startled as I was. “Elevator Girl! What the hell?”

      “How do I keep running into you on this giant campus?”

      He gave me one of his show-stopping smiles. “Must be fate. I shouldn’t be surprised you’re taking The Impact of Music on Life.”

      “I’m surprised you are,” I said. “Are you a music major?”

      “Nope. Elementary Ed. This is one of my core requirements. Arts and Humanities. Sounded interesting, and you know, I think it might be.”

      I covered my heart with my hand. “You’re going to be an elementary school teacher?”

      “That’s the plan. You?”

      “Business management, and a minor in music.”

      His eyes narrowed on the beaded bracelet around my wrist. “Still wearing that thing?”

      I held my hand out, shaking the bracelet. “I am. I think it might be my talisman.”

      He looped his finger under the beads and stretched out the elastic, then let it snap back, slapping my wrist. I winced, and his eyes widened. “Shit, sorry. I didn’t think that would hurt.”

      I snatched my hand away and rubbed my skin. “I think I’ll survive.”

      We fell quiet for a minute, and I rolled one of my pens under my palm. Ben jerked his chin toward my desk. “So, you’re super organized, huh?”

      Laughing, I attempted to cover my setup. “Don’t mock me.” I had two notebooks, two sharpened pencils, a blue pen, a red pen, and two highlighters all in straight lines. “I know how I work best. I like my things neat and orderly. It’s the only way I can think.”

      “I’m definitely not judging. Everyone’s got their process. I study for tests by taking my roommate’s Ritalin, mainlining donuts and coffee, and cramming an entire semester’s worth of notes into my brain about twelve hours before I have to take it.”

      I held my hand out, wobbling it back and forth. “You’re giving me the shakes. Remind me to never be study buddies with you.”

      He clutched his chest and flopped back in his chair. “You’re breakin’ my heart, Tali. For you, I’d start studying eighteen hours ahead of the test.”

      Now I flopped in my chair. “I’m dead. You’ve killed me with your severe procrastination.”

      Ben chuckled and leaned over, his blue eyes light and glittering. “I’ve maintained a 3.5 GPA. School is my bitch.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Oh god, I hate that word.”

      “School?”

      I bumped his shoulder with mine. “Lose the casual misogyny, Ben. It isn’t charming.”

      His grin widened. “You’re really intense.”

      My lips pressed together to hold back a snort. Ben was too adorable to scold. I probably shouldn’t have been scolding him anyway, but derogatory language toward women was my biggest pet peeve.

      “So they say.” My mouth tugged up without my consent. “I swear I’m not. Everyone has their things that make them twitchy, right? What’s yours?”

      He tapped his chin and hummed. “Gnarly toenails. Can’t stand the sight of them.”

      “Don’t look down,” I whispered.

      His eyebrows shot up. “No.” His body bent in half so he could see my feet under my desk. My perfectly groomed feet. “You little liar.”

      We both broke into ridiculous laughter until our professor called our attention, then we got serious. Despite his self-deprecation, Ben took notes and paid careful attention the entire time. I found myself getting distracted by his presence, even though the lecture was interesting. I’d never had guy friends, but it kind of felt like maybe Ben could be one. If I were looking for a boyfriend, he’d be a prime candidate, but I’d already promised myself I was doing this semester, and maybe the entire year, solo. And I was one hundred percent certain Ben had girls falling at his feet. It wouldn’t be terrible not to be one of them.

      At the end of class, Ben went his way, and I went mine, but I promised to save him a seat next time. He winked, then sauntered off with the kind of confidence I didn’t quite have yet but hoped to acquire in the near future.
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        * * *

      

      I collapsed on my keyboard, and Nina patted my shoulder. “I have so much work to do.”

      She leaned her hip on my desk. “Come to lunch with Laura and me.”

      I gestured frantically to my computer screen. “Did you not hear the part about all the work I have to do?”

      “Girl, it’s Saturday. This isn’t due until Tuesday. And you need to eat. Throw a bikini on under your clothes and come out with us.”

      I pulled a face. “A bikini?”

      She poked at my arm. “You need sun. Your summer tan is already disappearing.”

      After a moment or two of contemplation while I gnawed my thumbnail to death, I agreed to go. I was getting tired of sitting in my cinder block room while a gorgeous day was happening just outside my window. I even threw on a bikini under my T-shirt, though I highly doubted I’d be revealing it.

      We grabbed Laura—who hadn’t bothered covering her bikini—on the way to the dining hall and picked up sandwiches to take to the huge grassy area in the center of campus. On the tour I took with my parents last year, we were told it was something like eight or nine acres, and running up the center was a rectangular fountain drunk students liked to dance in. Straight-faced, our tour guide also mentioned it was extremely frowned upon.

      Laura spread out a sheet on the grass. The late September sun was bright, but not oppressive. I was more than thankful to be here rather than chained to my computer.

      Taking a bite of my egg salad sandwich, I surveyed the other students sharing the grass with us. What appeared to be an entire fraternity had a raucous game of Frisbee going across the lawn. Closer by, a guy with dreadlocks was snoring under the hat covering his face. Beneath the shade of an oak tree, a couple was making out. Groups walked together on the paved paths crisscrossing the grass. Any college brochure would proudly display a snapshot of this scene.

      “How’re your classes going?” Laura asked.

      “Decent. I’m still figuring out the work/life balance. Like...how I can have a life and get all my work done,” I said.

      “By not being crazy,” Nina said.

      I smacked her shoulder. “I’m not crazy, I just have high standards.”

      Even though she was wearing sunglasses, I felt her eye-roll. “Tali got a B once and cried for a week,” she told Laura.

      “That’s not true. I’ve gotten more than one B.”

      “Did you, or did you not cry over a B?”

      “That particular B was completely unfair and unjust.” I threw a chip at her. “Are your grades up for discussion?”

      “Fuck, I wish I had a cousin my age. I’m jealous of how cute you two are,” Laura said, nibbling her sandwich.

      Nina threw a chip back at me. “She’s not all that.”

      I held up my sandwich. “You want egg salad in your hair?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Laura fell back on the sheet laughing. “Oh, man, I think I’m still a little drunk from last night.”

      The sun felt like heaven on my skin, so I stripped off my shirt and laid down on my side, propped up on my elbow. “What’d you do last night?”

      She jerked her thumb at Nina. “Ask this chick. She’s always getting me in trouble.”

      I’d stayed in last weekend and last night, trying to get a handle on my schoolwork. I was a terrible disappointment to my cousin, but she had a vast network of friends, so she was never without someone to party with, even when I let her down.

      “A group of us went to a punk club in D.C.,” Nina said. “I almost got Hep in the bathroom.”

      “Rookie mistake, using the bathroom at a dive,” I said.

      “I drank beer. I can’t help that it runs right through me. I would have been better popping a squat in the alley.”

      Laura sputtered. “I honestly don’t need to know all the details. Can’t we maintain some mystery?”

      I laughed. “You lived with her for a year. Don’t you know every dirty detail about her?”

      She flung her thin arms above her head. “I think I’ve blocked them out.”

      Nina lifted her pant leg, revealing a nasty bruise on her shin. “I accidentally went into the mosh pit.” She yanked her shirt off, revealing another bruise on her ribs. “Tino had to rescue me.”

      I shook my head. We’d been going to some shady clubs since we were sixteen and figured out how to sneak around our parents. I couldn’t even count the times we’d come home with bruises all over our bodies from banging around in mosh pits full of testosterone-fueled jackasses.

      “Do I need to chaperone you?” I asked.

      She rubbed her side. “I learned my damn lesson.”

      “We need music,” Laura declared. She pointed to her bag. “I brought my radio. Turn that baby on.”

      Nina dug out the pink portable radio and tuned it to an alternative station. It had to be her lucky day because “Wonderwall” by Oasis came blasting through the speakers.

      “Good thing Tino’s not here to hear this,” I said.

      “He’d throw a fit,” Laura agreed. Tino was not a fan of the Gallagher brothers and had banned all Oasis songs from playing in his home.

      The three of us sang along, completely off-key and way too loud. The guy with dreadlocks peeked at us from under his hat, shook his head, then went back to sleep.

      “I had planned to join you, but now my ears are bleeding.”

      Tino stood next to our sheet with a blanket slung over his arm and a playful scowl on his face. I tugged at the bottom of his cargo shorts. “Don’t leave! I haven’t seen you in years.”

      His scowl turned into a grin, and he spread his blanket out next to me. “Hello, beautiful girl. I’ve been missing you something fierce.”

      I stuck my bottom lip out. “I’ve been very boring lately. I think I’m sort of getting it all under control now, though.”

      Since his party, we’d met for coffee twice and talked most days, if only for a couple minutes. I already loved him, even though I had no time for him.

      I went in for a hug when he laid down beside me, and he pulled me on top of him. “I’m not letting you go until you promise to come to my place tonight. We’re keeping it lowkey. I have a hookah and copious amounts of adult beverages.”

      I laid my head on his chest, not even trying to escape. “What you don’t know about me is I am a fiend for snuggling. You’re going to have to pry me off.”

      “It’s true. I wake up with her in my bed most mornings,” Nina said. “As much as I love her, she’s not the chick I want warming my bed.”

      Tino petted my hair, letting me stay sprawled on him. “Poor Nina. We must find you a lady friend.”

      “I tried to hook her up with my friend, Heather, but she wasn’t interested,” Laura said.

      “I’m picky.”

      The sun was suddenly blocked by two very tall men standing over our blankets.

      “Really, Elevator Girl? I thought you swore off men.” My head popped up, and I grinned at Ben.

      Tino’s arms tightened around my waist. “She’s mine. I just learned about her addiction to snuggling, and I’m not giving her back.”

      Ben folded his long body next to Nina, and Jude took a seat on the other side of me, nodding in greeting. I saw Ben twice a week in class, but I hadn’t seen Jude since he rode the bus home with me. I’d pushed him out of my mind...sort of. Several times, it had been on the tip of my tongue to ask Ben about Jude’s girlfriend, but that was none of my business.

      Suddenly self-conscious about being on top of Tino, I wiggled my way off him, winding up next to Jude in the process.

      “Long time, Stripes,” he said in a smooth, velvet voice only meant for me. “Thought you might’ve scampered back to New York.”

      “I don’t scamper. And clearly you and Ben have some communication issues, because we’re in class together twice a week.”

      His eyes flared. “He did not share that little tidbit.”

      “Well, I’m here. No plans on leaving. Sorry to disappoint.”

      He leaned in a little closer. “Definitely not disappointed. Surprised I haven’t seen you out.”

      “I think you got the wrong impression of me that first night. I know I seemed like an achingly cool party girl, but I’m really just a nerdy bookworm.”

      The corners of his mouth pulled into a wicked grin. “Yep, that is absolutely what I thought of you.”

      Tino wrapped his arm around my waist from behind. “I’ve bribed Tali into coming to my place tonight. You in?”

      “I’m working, but I’ll stop by late,” he said.

      Tino rolled the other way, interrupting a debate between Nina and Ben about Linkin Park versus Staind. I wasn’t a huge fan of either, so I didn’t offer my opinion, which was rare. I almost always had an opinion about music.

      Jude wasn’t subtle in his perusal of my half-naked body. His eyes felt like fingers gliding over my warm skin, sliding beneath my clothes and plucking at my every sensitive part.

      “Where’s your girlfriend?” I asked.

      He smirked, and his eyes lifted to mine, but they took their time getting there. “Not here. And I’m allowed to look.”

      “You could be a little more subtle about it.”

      “Why though? You’re gorgeous. I’d have to be dead not to notice.”

      I crossed my arms over my stomach. “Don’t say things like that to me.”

      He blinked, nodding slowly, then circled his fingers around my wrists and pulled my hands away from my middle. “You’re right. I didn’t come here to make you uncomfortable. Consider it unsaid.”

      “What did you come here for, Jude?”

      His hand shot to his chest, and he rubbed tight circles. “I don’t know what it is about hearing you say my name, but it gets to me.”

      Seeing him rub his chest and look at me like he had no idea where I’d come from got to me. I didn’t want it to. Not now. Not while he had a girlfriend and I wasn’t out to be gotten.

      I flipped my sunglasses off the top of my head to cover my eyes and stretched out on the blanket. “I’m going to take a nap.”

      My eyes were closed, but I still felt Jude’s on me. Feathery touches on the dip of my belly and swell of my breasts. And then he laid down next to me, and there was an intimacy to our closeness I wasn’t ready for. A minute ago, the sun had been the brightest source of warmth, but now it was Jude’s arm, half an inch from mine, turning my blood to molten lava and heating me down to my core.

      He shifted next to me, turning on his side, casting a shadow over me. “I came because I knew you’d be here.”

      “What?” I whispered.

      He pushed my sunglasses up with one finger so he could see my eyes. “You asked what I came here for. And that’s my much too honest answer, Tali.”

      For a long moment, I was frozen. Not just my limbs, but my breath, my heart, my brain all got caught in one tangled web of a second. Time stretched forward like a rubber band, slow, slow, slow, until Jude slid my sunglasses back over my eyes and took up his spot next to me, catapulting me into the present.

      Jude has a girlfriend.

      “Why?” I whispered.

      He caught his bottom lip between his teeth when he turned his head to answer me, and my heart came close to exploding. I had to cross my legs just to relieve the heaviness growing between them.

      “Had to see if I imagined you, if you were like I remembered.”

      “You didn’t imagine me.”

      “I kinda think I did, ’cause in my head, you were only half as beautiful as you really are.”

      “You’re a shitty boyfriend.”

      His mouth curved into a mirthless smile. “Not always, just lately.”

      This boy—this man—wasn’t for me. Even if he didn’t have a girlfriend, I’d steer clear of him. I’d been to enough shows, hung out with enough musicians, to know they were a one-way ticket to heartbreak with a side of volatility thrown in—not something I’d ever willingly sign up for. So instead of indulging in any more flirtation, which wasn’t at all harmless, I pulled my shirt back on and closed my eyes, tuning out the rocker beside me completely.

      Almost.
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      My fists clenched around cheap leather. “You’re going to need to leave, sir.”

      The drunken idiot splattered my face with spit. “Fuck you, big man. I’m not going anywhere. I paid for my fuckin’ ticket, I’m seein’ the goddamn show!”

      With a firm grip on the guy’s jacket, I yanked him toward the back door of the club. “You’re done. Hope you had fun, because it’s the last time you set foot in here.”

      His hands went around mine, trying to free himself from my grasp, but I’d done this dance a hundred times. My grip was ironclad, and it gave me great pleasure to remove this tool from the premises.

      Eric laid a hand on my shoulder. “Need any help?”

      “Maybe a napkin to wipe the spit this shit-stain got all over my face,” I said over my shoulder. Eric grunted, but stayed at my back until I got the guy outside. When I let go of his jacket, he tried to rush the door, but my steel-toe boot connected with his shin, and the fucker went down.

      “Not happening, dude.” I wiped my face on my security uniform shirt. “Get the fuck outta here. There’s a payphone a block away. Call a cab and go home to think about all the sins you committed tonight.”

      Eric crossed his arms over his thick chest. “Biggest one of all was spitting on my boy.”

      “Nah. Even bigger was groping a girl who couldn’t have been any older than sixteen.”

      Eric peered down at me, his black eyebrows drawn in a hard line. “For real? This pussy was touching on a little girl?”

      “Yep,” I confirmed. “Wouldn’t leave her alone.”

      The drunk backed away as Eric stepped toward him. I was tall, but Eric was taller, with dark skin and muscles growing on top of muscles. His eyebrows were angry slashes above deep, black eyes and a scowl that never seemed to fade, even when he was happy. He intimidated pretty much everyone, including the bravest drunks, and tonight’s wasn’t brave at all.

      “She looked older! She kept making eye contact. She wanted it.”

      Eric took a big step and feigned a punch, causing the guy to scramble back and fall off the sidewalk. “You don’t touch women. You don’t look at them. And you don’t come back here. I got a photographic memory. You come back, that stupid face of yours is getting ripped off.”

      The guy was gone before either of us could say another word. I shook my head. “Man, he moves fast for a guy who smelled like the bottom of a tequila bottle.”

      I was trying to make light of it, but the edges of my vision were red. Violence flowed through my system. I’d wanted that guy to make trouble, to give me an excuse to hurt him. Seeing him snake his hand up that girl’s skirt while she was just trying to watch her favorite band perform had made rage boil in my veins.

      I’d been working security at the 9:30 Club in Washington D.C. for a year now. It was a cool as shit gig. I got to listen to dope bands while occasionally kicking idiots’ asses. This club was iconic, and I hoped to all that was holy I’d get to play it one day.

      Because as much as I enjoyed working security, a little bit of my soul died each night I was in the audience, watching the big boys play on stage. Especially when I was certain of the fact that I was as talented as most of them. In this business, though, it was all in who you knew, and my contacts were pretty non-existent.

      I was never gonna be the guy who went backstage and slipped my demo to one of the bands or managers. I didn’t have it in me.

      Before he went his way, Eric laid a hand on my shoulder. “You good, kid?”

      “Yep. I’m good. Thanks for having my back.”

      He nodded, smile-scowl firmly in place. “Always.”
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      I didn’t get home until midnight. Half of me wanted to crash, while the other half was so fucking amped, I couldn’t sit down. So I took a quick shower, got changed, and was ready to head back out within ten minutes.

      My shitty-ass rental was a block away from Tino’s. Funny thing was I’d known him for two years now, but he was still a mystery. He threw parties, invited my band to play on his stage, shared his drugs and booze, made everyone feel like his best friend, but I couldn’t even say I knew his last name. I had this weird notion he owned my rental, but I had little basis for that theory. Only that I’d made off-handed comments twice about issues with the house, and someone was there to repair them the next day. And I swore I saw him mowing our vastly overgrown lawn at the ass crack of dawn once.

      Tino’s house was this gothic mansion in the middle of post-World War II brick ranchers. The white paint was peeling, belying its age, but it wasn’t in disrepair otherwise. No sagging steps or creaky doors.

      Tonight, there wasn’t any music booming or people spilling out onto his lawn, just the glow of lights through his windows. When I stepped up to the front door, muted laughter came from within.

      I hadn’t knocked on this door in over a year, and I didn’t tonight. The scene I walked in on wasn’t unfamiliar, but seeing Tali curled up between Tino’s legs was. There were ten or twelve people sitting around the floor with a huge ass hookah playing the centerpiece on Tino’s coffee table. The guys from my band—Seven, Jeremy, and Jin—were here, plus Ben, Tali’s cousin and friend, and a couple other random girls who were always around. Pretty sure Ben had fucked one of them last night. Or at least she strongly resembled the girl I’d crossed paths with in the kitchen this morning.

      “The rock star has arrived,” Tino announced when he spotted me. “Have a seat, you beautiful man. We’re in the middle of discussing the finer points of marriage.”

      My brows lifted. “Marriage? Why the hell are you discussing that?”

      He patted Tali’s middle. “Because this lovely girl has informed us she will be a bridesmaid in a few short weeks at her brother’s wedding.”

      She raised her hand. “Guilty as charged. Always a bridesmaid, never a bride.”

      Grinning, I nudged Jin over so I could sit next to her. A cold beer materialized from somewhere and was passed to me.

      “At least you have the option to get married. I’d have to move to fucking Massachusetts for the same right. I don’t even know if I want to get married, but damn, can’t a lady have the choice?” Tali’s cousin asked.

      “I didn’t know you were into girls,” Jin said.

      She nodded. “Yep. I’m so fucking gay.”

      “Word.” Tino held his hand up, and they high-fived.

      “I wish I could gift you my right to marriage. I’m never doing it,” Laura said.

      I drank my beer and listened as they went around, declaring themselves pro or anti marriage. I only really paid attention when it was Tali’s turn.

      She lifted a shoulder and leaned her head back on Tino’s chest. “I don’t know. I was raised so damn conventionally, it feels like something I should want, you know? But there’s so much I want to do and see, I can’t imagine settling.”

      I touched her bare knee with my beer bottle, and she jumped a little. “What do you want to do that some drag of a man would get in the way of?”

      Nina cleared her throat. “I’m offended you assume Tali’s into men.”

      “I deeply apologize.” I bowed to her, and she winked. “Replace ‘man’ with ‘spouse,’ and the question still stands.”

      “I’m going to travel everywhere. I want to do A&R for a record label, or maybe run a music festival. I went to Swerve three summers straight and had the time of my life. I’m also really into the idea of managing a band. I think I’d be really amazing at that. You know how people hate making phone calls? Not me. I love it. I will call the shit out of venues and get gigs for my band everywhere.” Her eyes were bright and excited, and I found myself believing every goddamn word that came out of her mouth. “I just...I need to live. I need to forge my own path—not the one my parents and brothers, and all of my family, has already gone down. Have you ever been sure, down to your bones, about something? That’s me with music. I couldn’t tell you anything else about what I want for my future, but music will always weigh a heavy part in it.”

      Nina giggled. “That was a whole rant.”

      Tino kicked at her. “Quiet, wench. Natalia Marie DiPietro is a woman who knows what she wants from life while the rest of us are bouncing off each other, waiting to see where we’ll end up. If there weren’t Talis in this world, it would come to a standstill.”

      Tali tipped her head back and kissed him under his chin. “Thank you, Tino.”

      “I think Type-As are sexy as hell,” Ben slurred. He seemed drunker and more stoned than everyone else. His eyelids stood at half-mast, and his hair looked like he’d been raking his hands through it all night.

      Tali snorted. “Is that why you make fun of my desk every damn class?”

      “I’m just a kid on the playground, tugging on the pretty girl’s pigtails,” Ben answered.

      Tali rolled her eyes. “Oh please. Do I really need to dismantle that misogynistic trope?”

      Ben chuckled, his shoulder shaking and head bobbing on his neck. “I knew you were gonna say that.”

      She grinned. “I’m turning Ben into a feminist one day at a time.”

      His fist shot up. “Girl power!”

      Nina knocked his hand down. “I’m going to get worried if you start spelling ‘women’ with a ‘y’ instead of an ‘e’ and call it herstory.”

      Seven blew out a perfect ring of smoke from the hookah. “I’m feminist as fuck,” he croaked.

      “Smash the patriarchy,” Jin agreed.

      I laughed, shaking my head. “I don’t think I’m high enough for this conversation.”

      Like the beer, a joint materialized and was in my hand before I could ask. I took a puff and leaned back against the couch, feeling the burn of the smoke expanding my lungs. Slowly releasing it, I took another puff, then passed it to Tali, who took a dainty hit and passed it on.

      I jerked my chin at her and Tino. “Looks like it’s serious between you two.”

      She tipped her head back again and smiled up at him. He brushed her hair away from her face, planted a kiss on her forehead, then squeezed her against his chest. And I was stupidly jealous.

      It wasn’t a rational feeling, but jealousy so rarely was.

      “If I were to ever marry someone, it would be Tali,” Tino said. “We would have beautiful, beautiful babies.”

      She giggled. “And how are we going to conceive these babies?”

      He flicked his hand dismissively. “I’ve had sex with women before. I could do you for the sake of progeny.”

      She turned to face him. “You’ve had sex with women? As in multiple? And I’ve been letting you feel me up all night?”

      “I only touched one tit. It was a mighty fine tit, but I still prefer dick,” Tino said.

      I was too distracted by Tali’s tits to listen to the rest of their bickering. She had on a different band shirt—Bush this time—and little boxer shorts. I couldn’t even say why, but it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Especially with her sleepy-high eyes and long hair tousled around her shoulders.

      The night wore on, and my high finally caught up to me. Ben stumbled home with Seven and a couple of the girls. Laura and Nina stretched out on Tino’s sectional couch and fell asleep. Jeremy disappeared with another girl, leaving me, Tino, and Tali.

      “I’m heading to bed, kiddies. Remember, mi casa es su casa. Stay as long as you want, but no fucking on my rug. It’s new, and dry cleaning is a bitch.” Tino gave us a finger wave and meandered up the ornate staircase leading to the second floor.

      Tali got up from the floor, stretching her arms over her head. I stayed on my spot at her feet, like her loyal subject. She glanced at the sleeping girls on the couch and the piles of blankets and pillows on the floor.

      “I need some water,” she whispered.

      I followed her into the kitchen, suddenly parched myself.

      She hopped up on the counter, sipping from a plastic tumbler and gently swinging her legs. She had slippers on her feet.

      “Did you come in your pajamas?”

      Her cheeks tinged pink. “I did. Tino said lowkey, and I went the lowest of keys.”

      Leaning my hip against the counter beside her, I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re so fucking adorable, Stripes.”

      “Stop it, Jude.”

      I held my hands up, hating that I was coming off as skeevy, but I truly couldn’t help the shit that left my mouth around her. “I’m stopping. Right now.”

      She took another sip of her water, eyeing me over the brim. “Never Again should do the Swerve tour. That crowd would eat you up.”

      I huffed. “Sure. We’ll get right on that.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Tali, obviously that’s a dream. Getting to tour the country all summer? Getting our music out there like that? Jesus Christ, I’d give almost anything for that. But we can’t just invite ourselves on tour. We kinda have to be invited.”

      She put her cup down and rubbed her lips together. “I bet I could get you on the tour. I have a friend of a friend who books some of the acts. Let me see what I could do.”

      A surge of something hit me in the chest. Hope. That, motherfucker, is hope. But I pushed it down. Hope was deadly. I’d gotten my hopes up one too many times, only to have them crushed right in front of me. And this girl, as convincing as she was, was just a kid really. No chance I’d be pinning my hopes on her pretty promises.

      “You get us on tour, I’ll marry you, girl.”

      She laughed, and it entered my bloodstream, like the finest cocaine. “As if I’d marry you, a hopeless flirt, and even worse, a musician. No, I’ll take a shout out in the liner notes of your first album. Maybe add it to my resume. But you can keep the ring, rock star.”

      Her words were hard, but she delivered them with a soft, teasing smile.

      We ended up stretching out on the pillows in the living room, neither of us tired yet, even though it was three in the morning. We talked about music for days and all the shows we’d been to for years. Tali knew every band I mentioned, had memorized lyrics to the most obscure punk songs I’d grown up listening to. She told me she’d email me music I had to check out. We realized we’d been at the same show at CBGB in New York last summer. Had even been near each other. There was no way I would have forgotten her if I’d seen her there.

      Her eyes grew heavy lidded, and I relaxed into the softness of the moment.

      “I should go home,” she whispered.

      “You definitely shouldn’t, Stripes. Stay a little longer.”

      Her lids gave up the good fight and fell shut while her mouth curved into a final smile.

      “Just a little longer.”
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      My eyes shot open, panic weighing heavy on my chest. Where the hell was I? And whose arms had I been sleeping in? I scrambled away from the decidedly male form, pulling my knees to my chest.

      “Go to sleep, Stripes,” he mumbled.

      I nudged Jude with my toes. “What time is it?”

      One of his eyes cracked open. “Sleep time. Get back here.” He tugged at my foot, but the sense of panic hadn’t abated.

      And then it hit me. “Shit.” I dug the heel of my hand into my forehead. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      Jude sat up, concern etched on his beautiful face. “What’s going on, Tali?”

      I sprung up from the floor, heading for the door. “I need to get home. It’s Sunday, and…shit!”

      He was right behind me, swallowing my hand with his. “Stop. Tell me what’s got you panicked.”

      “My parents...they call me every Sunday after church. I need to get back to my dorm, like five minutes ago.”

      Oh god, this wasn’t good. I did not want to have to explain to my dad why I wasn’t snug in my dorm at ten on a Sunday morning.

      “Come on. I’ll take you.”

      Still holding my hand, Jude pulled me out the door, leaving Laura and Nina fast asleep on the couch. We ran down the sidewalk, Jude shoeless, me in my slippers. It was so ridiculous, I started laughing. He grinned over at me, still half-asleep, but in this with me all the way.

      Jude drove a beater, which was parked up the street from Tino’s place. He pushed me into the passenger side and peeled out of his parking spot, driving way too fast for the sleepy residential street.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” I said as we sped through campus.

      “No big deal. I had nothing better to do besides sleep.”

      Luck was on my side. Jude found a spot right in front of my dorm, and I was out of the car before he killed the engine, sprinting up the stone steps. I smashed the button to the elevator, and Jude chuckled next to me.

      “That’s not going to make it go faster.”

      I didn’t question why he came inside. No time for that. Instead, I ran for the steps and flew up five flights like I was wearing a jetpack.

      It might seem crazy to the casual observer, but there was nothing—nothing—worse than being the only daughter to a doting, old-fashioned-as-fuck Italian father and disappointing him.

      I hadn’t even done anything wrong—besides the drugs, booze, and falling asleep with a taken man—but the guilt was already eating at me.

      Through my thin door, I heard the sound of my doom: my ringing phone. My hands were too shaky to unlock the door, so Jude took my keys and did it for me. I dove through the air for the phone, picking it up just after the final ring and only hearing a dial tone.

      My eyes met Jude’s, his as wide and panicked as mine. My phone rang again, and I snatched it up before it could stop.

      “Hello!” I yelled.

      “Natalia Marie, where were you?” my dad boomed. Not in a mean way. He always boomed. “Your mother and I were about to call the police.”

      I sank into my desk chair. He was kidding...sort of. Authorities would only be brought in after the third or fourth missed call.

      “Um…” I had to think fast, “my stomach was upset.”

      “You were in the shitter?” he asked. From the snorting behind me, Jude had heard him loud and clear. And I died once again.

      “Yeah, Dad. Too many mozzarella sticks.” I was never going to recover from the depths of my humiliation.

      I could hear my mom tsking in the background. “Tell her I’ll send her some applesauce. That’ll stop her right up.”

      Burying my face in my hand, I said, “Tell Ma I’m fine. No need for applesauce.”

      Jude snorted again, and I considered this punishment for lying to my parents. God was smiting me. That had to be it. He gave the Egyptians the ten plagues; my punishment was a hot rocker hearing about my bathroom habits.

      Once I convinced my parents I was not, in fact, on death’s door, the subject was mercifully dropped. We went through our Sunday ritual of me telling them everything about school, and them telling me what my brothers were up to and everything that happened at church. Before my mom said goodbye, she said a prayer for me, and my heart swelled. These two drove me the craziest, but they loved me the deepest. As overbearing as they’d been my entire life, I missed the hell out of them and my goofy brothers.

      Not that I had any plans of going back.

      When my mom wandered away, my dad cleared his throat. “Have you heard the latest Arcade Fire single?”

      “Um, no. They put out a new one?”

      “Ah, baby girl. I thought you knew music. You’re telling me your old man is more on top of it than you?”

      “I’m impressed, Dad. I’m going to have to track it down.”

      But of course, he had to play it for me on his computer, because this was what we did. From the time I showed an interest in music—hearing my dad’s Ramones record had been a revelation—we’d formed this bond that was only ours. Dad had had a couple punk rock years before he’d traded in his studded leather and anarchy symbols for Dockers and Sunday suits, but he never lost his taste in music. My mom didn’t approve, but she didn’t begrudge his time in the garage listening to records from his misbegotten youth. I’d spent many nights out there with him, discussing music, arguing over our favorite drummers, and both learning and teaching.

      It didn’t compute for a lot of people, this conservative, traditional Catholic man banging his head to rock ‘n’ roll, but my dad was multidimensional, not some caricature.

      When I hung up, I was smiling, and I found Jude reclining on my bed behind me, his arms tucked under his head. Without considering the propriety, I stretched out next to him and studied the stars stuck to the ceiling.

      “So, your parents are fucking awesome, huh?” he asked.

      “Sort of, yeah.”

      “That’s cool. I’m not surprised. I could tell you were the kind of girl who grew up in a nice home with good people around her.”

      “How?” I asked.

      My eyes were still on the ceiling when he shifted, the bed dipping as he turned to his side, facing me. My heart sped up at having him so close. We’d clearly slept wrapped in each other, but that had been under the influence. I barely remembered falling asleep last night. But this moment, with Jude so close I could feel his sunny heat, I’d remember.

      “Because you’re completely open. You were shy when I first met you, but not closed-off. You haven’t been hurt. You’ve been loved and cherished. And I’m really fucking glad you’ve had that.”

      It took all my strength to turn my head and face him. “I wasn’t coddled.”

      “No, I didn’t think you were. But you walk around with the knowledge that you’re deeply loved. I think that gives you an insulation against life’s bullshit.”

      My fingers itched to stroke the dark stubble on his cheeks, but I held them at my side. “Are you not loved deeply, Jude?”

      He shrugged, like it didn’t matter. “Let’s just say my parents wouldn’t notice if I missed a phone call.”

      “I doubt that.”

      He scoffed, and his knee brushed against mine. Instead of pulling back, he left it there. “I haven’t talked to my mom since I visited her over the summer, and my dad? Who the hell knows. He’s busy with his new family. He’s got a pretty little wife and a new baby to suck up his attention. But fuck, I’m twenty-two years old. My parents cut the cord a long time ago.”

      That made me grin, even though it also made me sad. “Pretty sure if you take a drive up I-95, you’ll see my cord stretched from here to New York.”

      Jude tossed his head back and laughed, so deep and low, I felt it in my chest.

      “Fucking gross, Stripes,” he said through cackles.

      “Are you going to call me that nickname for the rest of my life?”

      He sobered, eyes darting around my face. “Am I going to know you for the rest of your life?”

      “I hope so.” It was too honest, too bare, but once it was out there, I couldn’t take it back.

      “Then yeah, Stripes, that’s your nickname for life.” His voice had gotten quiet and raspy, like he had to force the words from his throat.

      “Where’s your girlfriend?” I asked.

      “Why do you keep asking? You already told me you’re not interested.”

      “Because we’re lying in my bed and slept together all night. I’m sort of starting to feel guilty.”

      He reached out, brushing his fingertips against my cheek. “Nothin’ to feel guilty about. She’s back home in Virginia. She’s a girl I never took the time to fall in love with and haven’t seen in over a month.”

      “But she’s waiting for you?” My voice shook.

      He tipped his chin, inhaling slowly. “She is. And I’m not a cheater. My intentions right now might be questionable, but I won’t cross the line, not until I talk to her.”

      I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth, willing my jaw to keep from quivering. “Don’t do anything for me, Jude. It’s not going to be that way between us.”

      He gripped my chin between his fingers, locking me down with his eyes. “I disagree. Tell me you don’t feel this.”

      I did. God, I did. From the very second our eyes met in the elevator. But I was a month into college, and Jude was a guy who’d lay in bed with a girl, telling her all kinds of sweet things, while having a girlfriend at home.

      He was the exact type I wanted to avoid. That he made my heart beat in a whole new rhythm was irrelevant.

      I sat up, putting some distance between us. “I’m not…” I shook my head.

      Jude sat up too, his mouth curving into a frown. “It’s fine. I get it. I’m not the guy you bet on. But I really fucking like you, and I want you to remember that when you’re doing your thing this year.”

      “I like you too, but I don’t know you...and the girlfriend thing...it doesn’t matter. I mean, it does. I’m all about women supporting women, and I’d never go after another girl’s man.”

      He let out a short laugh. “I wouldn’t say you’ve gone after me. More like rejected me at every turn, even when I wasn’t actually offering anything.”

      I winced. “Wow, I sound like a real winner.”

      “Come on. I’m just trying to say you’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve been clear. It’s me who can’t get you out of my head.”

      A heavy breath escaped my lips. “I can’t either,” I confessed.

      With sudden movement, Jude pulled me closer, our knees pressing together.

      “Here’s the thing: I’m not going to kiss you right now, even though I think we both really need it. Because when I kiss you, it’s going to be the start of something big. Something monumental. And I’m not starting that with you until I’m free and you’re all the way in.”

      My stomach twisted and turned at the enticing promises spilling from his mouth. If he’d kissed me at that very second, I would have kissed him back. I would have hated myself for it, but I would have done it.

      “I’ll be your friend, Jude. And I’ll help your band, but that’s all I can offer.”

      He picked up a strand of my hair and wove it between his fingers, connecting us for the briefest moment before letting it drop. “You don’t have to help my band.”

      “I want to. And I think I can. Let me, okay?”

      He picked up my hair again, twirling it around his fingers. “Sure. If that’s what you want.” His eyes lifted to mine. “I’m gonna go. Am I going to see you, or are you going to disappear again?”

      “I never disappeared. Told you, I’m super nerdy about school. I don’t go out during the week, and sometimes not on weekends either. But I’m sure you’ll see me.”

      He turned his eyes back to the hair around his fingers. “Then I look forward to the day you throw caution to the wind again.”

      Dropping my hair, he unfolded himself from my bed and stood. “Come here.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause I want to hug you, but now you’re sort of ruining it.”

      Laughing softly, I got up. “Here I am.”

      He took a step toward me. “I’m not going to hurt you, Stripes.”

      Of that, I wasn’t certain. Jude looked like a road straight to pain.

      He fisted the front of my shirt and pulled me against him, wrapping his arms around me.

      “This isn’t fair. You know I’m a sucker for snuggling,” I said. And then I laid my head on his shoulder to demonstrate the kind of sucker I truly was.

      His hold on me was fleeting. Warm, tattooed arms circled me long enough to be comfortable, then they were gone, and he was heading toward my door.

      He paused at my doorframe, beaded curtain noisily protesting his presence. Hazel eyes raked over me, touching me like he always did. Then he slapped the wall twice and gave me a quick nod. “Until next time.”

      My hand drifted to my mouth, a place he hadn’t touched, feeling the ghost of him there. “See you, rock star.”
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      The foundation of my hopes and dreams was built on smoky bars and drunken college students who didn’t give a shit.

      Shaky at best.

      The song I was about to sing was written on the back of a fast food receipt gotten after the funeral of three of my high school friends who were killed in a drunk driving accident. I’d sat in my car, Ben silent for once in the passenger seat, overcome with the need to take the maelstrom from inside me and commit it to paper.

      Every slash of ink had given me a drop of relief. Each syllable meant a second for me to breathe without knives in my lungs.

      I wrote it in twenty minutes, then handed it over to Ben and sobbed for the first time since I’d gotten the phone call.

      I’d sung this song a thousand times since that day in my car, and I swear, Ben had been there every time. The words never lost their meaning and releasing them meant opening that wound that should’ve healed a long time ago. But I had always spilled my blood on stage. I didn’t know how else to do it.

      Maybe that was why I’d become so disillusioned with it all. Spilling my blood in front of an audience who’d rather me be singing the latest Green Day single was soul-sucking.

      Cupping the microphone between my hands, I gave them everything. I had no choice in the matter. They could take my everything and toss it in the trash, or laugh over it, or ignore it like background noise, but I was going to do it anyway.

      
        
        were we ever young

        or did our youth get swept aside

        for the loneliness of growing up

        on the highest wrung

      

        

      
        we were given it all

        except what we needed

        to survive this hard knock life

        and brace for the fall

      

        

      
        can’t stop the madness

        drifting past sadness

        falling into lonely

        sinking below slowly

        slept but still tired

        fighting the muck and get mired

      

        

      
        never going to be okay

        again now that we are certain

        this shit we never wanted

        will all be stripped away

      

        

      
        wounds dressed with strands of gold

        suckled in the lap of luxury

        fed with a silver spoon

        the emperor never had clothes

        can’t stop the madness

        drifting past sadness

        falling into lonely

        sinking below slowly

        slept but still tired

        fighting the muck and get mired

      

      

      I sang my song of kids who grew up with everything but were still empty and searching. Kids who went to their prom and got so loaded, they drove down the wrong side of the highway and smashed into a minivan, killing themselves and a mother coming home from her nursing shift. Ben had almost died with them, but I’d stopped him from getting in that car. I should’ve stopped them all, but I had been just a kid myself.

      There was no pause between the story of one of my deepest traumas and the next song, a cover of The Killers. I sang because I needed to. I played my guitar like an extension of myself. I wrote music to soothe my soul. Music didn’t bring me joy; it was my reason to breathe.

      Ben sat at a table in the front, surrounded by a group of friends from back home. Normally, he’d be holding court, regaling them with his antics and charming the shit out of anyone within earshot, but he never did that when I was on stage. His attention was rapt, and our old friends didn’t dare make a peep within earshot of him. Dude was easygoing as they came, but not when it came to my music. He was intensely supportive in every way.

      I was launching into my last song when movement at the door caught my eye. Stripes. Her eyes flicked up from the bouncer checking her ID, locking on mine. My mouth curved into a smile as it wrapped around Eddie Vedder’s lyrics about finding a better man.

      Singing to Tali for the first time was going to be one of my favorite memories. And she stayed there, just inside the entrance, even as Tino and Nina tried to push her closer. Our eyes never parted. The entire song was hers.

      “Thank you. We’re Never Again, and you’ve been a fucking ridiculous audience tonight.”

      I had to go backstage for a few minutes to put my shit away, and when I came back out, there was no Tali.

      I grabbed an empty chair and pushed it up to my table full of friends. “Did you see Tali?” I asked Ben.

      He shrugged, and Claudia smacked his arm. “Was that the girl you were talking to?”

      Ben scowled at her. “Yeah. She was here for a split second, but they decided to go somewhere else.”

      My eyes darted to Claudia, my ex as of a month ago. I’d called her and broke up with her the same day I hung out with Tali in her dorm room. There was no screaming or hurt feelings. She’d been ready to move on too. It hadn’t been a big, dramatic scene. We grew up together, and over the summer we got the itch to try each other on for size. We had fun, but from the beginning, it was obvious to us both that’s all it was going to be.

      I could’ve rushed to Tali’s dorm and spilled the news, but she’d been clear it wasn’t my relationship status holding her back. I gave her room, thinking I’d see her at Tino’s or out somewhere else—that we’d get to know each other naturally and see what came of it.

      But she’d disappeared, just like tonight. I’d been beginning to think she’d never existed, except Ben would casually mention something from the class they were both in, and I’d become obsessed with her all over again.

      “Is she the girl you dumped me for?” Claudia asked, grinning wickedly.

      Ben said yes at the same time I said no. He chuckled. “Dude, she so is,” he said.

      I grabbed his beer, holding it to my lips. “She so isn’t.” Then I chugged the three-quarters of the bottle that was left, wiping my mouth with my sleeve and slamming it on the table.

      “She was pretty,” Claudia offered.

      “She is. But she’s not mine,” I said.

      Ben took a pill from his pocket and popped it in his mouth, swallowing it dry. My eyebrows pulled together as I watched him. “What was that?”

      He shrugged again, smiling crookedly. “Just a little something to smooth the path. Not a big deal.”

      I held my hand out. “The big deal is you’re not sharing.”

      He laughed and slapped a little white pill into my palm. I swallowed it with a swig of Claudia’s beer.

      “You’re a bad influence, Ben!” Claudia giggled.

      He gasped innocently. “Who do you think gave me my first Oxy?”

      It’d been me, although I was pretty sure it was one of my mom’s Percocets the day after my Bar Mitzvah. My dad had spent three hours lecturing me on how I’d screwed up the ceremony, not getting my Hebrew right, thus humiliating him in front of our entire family and his colleagues who’d trekked out to Northern Virginia from D.C. to see his loser of a son.

      I hadn’t made a habit of taking pills. Although I’d never admit it to Ben, it scared me how good they felt. Tonight was the first time I’d taken one in at least a year. Normally, I stuck to weed and the occasional hit of E when I wanted to feel like a nineties’ raver.

      But my sorrows were drowning me a little, and I just wanted to feel good when I went under.

      We hung out at the bar, drinking and talking about shit back home. Dopamine flooded my brain, and in that moment, not a thing was wrong. It didn’t matter Tali had left, or my band played shitty gig after shitty gig, or my friends had died. The little white pill told me lies, but I was more than willing to believe them.
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      “I still can’t believe your mom sent you home with an entire lasagna.” Nina hip checked me, and I almost lost my grip on said lasagna.

      “Be thankful I convinced her I didn’t need a whole turkey. Our mini fridge would be packed wall to wall with Thanksgiving poultry if Teresa DiPietro had her way.”

      Nina and I had just gotten back from Thanksgiving in New York. My dad drove us down and did a thorough inspection of our room. Well, he inspected my side. He scowled at the mess that was Nina’s, and I swore I saw the trash under her bed cower in fear.

      “I’m surprised you don’t have rats,” he’d muttered.

      I’d kicked an empty tampon box back to her side of the room. “We might. But they’re so happy in Nina’s trash pile, they don’t make themselves known.”

      She’d rolled her eyes and grumbled, “Jiminy Christmas—” she never cursed in front of our parents, “—it’s not like there’s food under there. It’s clothes, a couple bottles, and some empty boxes. I’m not a complete monster!”

      But Dad had taken out his newly minted flip phone and snapped a picture to show her parents if she didn’t straighten up. He was no snitch. He’d sat on my bed, watching her clean up her mess, and only then did he kiss us both on the cheek and tell us how proud he was of us.

      We walked up the steps of Tino’s front porch, and he threw the door open before we could knock. His smile was brighter than the sun and so genuine, I fell a little more in love with him.

      “My beauty, you’re here!” he exclaimed, holding his arms out.

      “Hey, T,” I said.

      He cocked his hip. “Sorry, honey, I was talking to the lasagna. You’re okay too, I guess.”

      I laughed and shoved the heavy pan at his chest. “Stick this in the oven, and be sure you don’t fall in.”

      He turned to the kitchen with a flourish and called over his shoulder, “You’d miss me if I got baked.”

      Nina raised her hand. “I’d be jealous if you got baked and didn’t offer me any.”

      Tino returned from the kitchen and pulled us both into his arms, swaying for a beat while we hugged him back.

      “God bless your mama. That shit smells delicious and it’s still cold.”

      “My mom lives for feeding people. Do you know how happy she’ll be when I tell her I shared her lasagna?”

      Tino arched a brow. “Happy enough to send your poor, waif of a friend his very own?”

      Nina grabbed beers from his fridge and passed them around before we settled on Tino’s sectional while we waited for dinner to heat up.

      “I’d like to know how your mom’s mind works, just for a day. I picture a fifties kitchen right in the center.” Nina spread her hands in front of her face, like she was framing the image in her imagination. “It’s all June Cleaver up in there.”

      “Girl, please. Aunt Marta is exactly the same, and you know it,” I said.

      Nina snorted. “My mom keeps her house sparkling, it’s true. But when they were handing out the Italian cooking gene, she must’ve been absent. That’s why you got sent home with lasagna, and I got white bread and bologna. I resigned myself to my fate a long ass time ago. I’m just going to have to marry a chick who knows her way around the kitchen.”

      “You have to actually date in order to find someone to marry,” Tino said. “And perpetually straight Laura doesn’t count.”

      She tipped her bottle at him. “Pot meet kettle.”

      He pursed his lips. “I don’t date, I fuck. And I’m not interested in a life partner or some shit. Maybe one day, when we’re living on Mars and gay marriage is legal in every state, but I’m not holding my breath.”

      “At least we have our platonic love,” I said, taking a sip of beer.

      Tino shook his head. “Says the girl who has every option but turns them down flat each time.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Like you and Nina don’t have options? Both of you hit the genetic jackpot, minus Nina’s horrid cooking genes. Nina’s too damn picky and hung up on a straight girl, and you’re too damn secretive and sort of slutty.”

      Tino acted scandalized, clutching his chest and dropping his jaw. “Did you just use a word from the oppressor?”

      I winced. “I know. I’d never call a girl slutty. Sorry, honey.”

      He swatted my arm. “I jest, Tali. I am extremely slutty, though I prefer to think of myself as magnanimous with my dick.”

      This time, Nina rolled her eyes. “Yes, Tino, it’s so generous of you to let dudes suck you off.”

      He winked at her. “Glad you agree.”

      She picked at the label on her beer bottle. “I think I’m going to go out with Laura’s friend, Heather. I really don’t want to die a virgin.”

      This time, Tino really was scandalized. “What the fuck? Is being a virgin even still a thing?”

      In unison, Nina and I both said, “Yes.”

      Tino truly was scandalized. He was almost purple.

      “What is happening in New York?” he choked out.

      “Is it really out of the realm of possibility that two good Italian Catholic girls would be virgins at nineteen?” Nina asked.

      Tino crossed his arms over his chest. “How far?”

      My eyebrows pulled together. “How far what?”

      “How far have you gone?” he clarified.

      “Everything but,” I said.

      “Sucked a cock?”

      My cheeks had to be flaming. There were some topics I was shy about—and sex was one of them. At least, my own sex. I could talk about other people’s all day.

      “Tino...I’d like to maintain an air of mystery,” I replied.

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “I fucking love you, Tals.”

      I curled both arms around his neck. “Love you too, Augustino.”

      When he let me go, he trained his eyes on my cousin. “Now, tell me about you, my sweet little lesbian. What even are the bases when it’s two women?”

      Nina didn’t share my shyness. “I’m not well versed on the bases. All I can say is there’s been some kissing and under the clothes action, but no penetration or oral, sadly.”

      I turned to her. “What were you doing with Jenny Barbarina all those times you snuck into the maintenance closet?”

      “Making out for hours. God, that girl could kiss.” Nina’s eyes went cloudy at the memory.

      “I don’t care for kissing,” Tino declared.

      I gaped at him. “How can you not?”

      He shrugged. “Why waste time?”

      “Oh, Tino. You’re missing out.” My hand went to my throat when I thought of my last really good kiss. Sal Solvino at prom. We’d kissed under the sparkle lights while slow dancing to Coldplay. There’d been others after him, but that kiss had been magic.

      “Show me,” he said.

      “You want me to kiss you?” I asked.

      He leaned back on the cushion behind him, tapping his long fingers on his stomach. “Yes. Let’s see if you stir up any repressed heterosexuality.”

      “What if I don’t want to stir things up?”

      Nina pushed my shoulder. “Just kiss him.”

      I sighed. “Fine, but no groping. And if things get weird, I want you to remember you asked for this.”

      Tino held out his arms, and I climbed into his lap, straddling his legs while staying well away from his crotch. He reached for me, weaving his fingers through my hair, and I cupped his face, smiling at the man who was quickly becoming irreplaceable to me.

      Our lips met in a tentative brush, and I almost started laughing, because this was Tino, but then he pulled me against him and groaned into my mouth. His lips were soft and warm, and they slanted over mine with masculine assurance. He might not have liked kissing, but he sure as hell knew what he was doing.

      Despite myself, I melted against him, parting my lips to let his tongue sweep inside. Tino’s fingers tightened in my hair, and another groan escaped when our tongues met, sliding into a sensual dance.

      Breathless, I tore my mouth away and rested my forehead against his. “Whoa,” I whispered.

      “The Kinsey Scale is real,” Tino rasped. “That was hotter than I expected.”

      Nina fanned her face. “Uh, yeah. I was expecting clothes to start flying any second.”

      I sat back on Tino’s knees and grinned with swollen lips. “I guess we could make a baby if we get to like thirty and we’re still single.”

      His hands slid up to my waist, gripping me there. “My preferences will always lie with my own sex, but I do like the taste of your lips, my beautiful Tali.”

      I laughed, flopping onto the couch next to him. “Told you kissing was the best.”

      Tino pulled my foot into his lap and tickled me until I nearly kicked him in the face. “I don’t think I’m convinced.” He turned to Nina. “Convince me?”

      She sputtered with laughter. “No, dude. So not happening.”

      Thank god making out with Tino hadn’t made anything weird. We had dinner and talked trash about some of his neighbors, which landed us on the topic of Jude.

      “I meant to ask, do you have his phone number?”

      Tino looked at me like I’d grown three heads. “Not for you, I don’t.”

      “You can’t act like my dad when you’ve had your tongue in my mouth.”

      He leaned back in his chair, doing his casual Tino slouch. “Oh, I see. You’re going to use that forever now, aren’t you? Because I seem to remember your tongue being in my mouth as well. So, I’ll be using it too. Tali, I will not be giving you Jude’s number, because that boy is trouble with a capital T, and I don’t want the girl who had her tongue in my mouth mixed up with a boy like that.”

      Nina threw her fork down. “You guys are both weirdos, and I, for one, would never like to hear about that kiss again. However, I happen to know Tali wants to talk to Jude about something music-related, not about his dick. I am interested in knowing what makes him trouble, though.”

      Tino crossed his arms, his face a locked vault. “You’re not getting it from me.”

      “Fine.” I stood from my chair, more annoyed than angry. “I’ll ask Ben. We’d better go. Finals are around the corner and I need to get organized.”

      Nina stood too, carrying her plate into the kitchen. “Finals are in three weeks, Tals. You can’t use them as an excuse yet.”

      I grinned as I rinsed my plate. “I can and I will.”

      Tino came up behind me, curling his arms around my waist and laying his head on mine. “Don’t be mad at me. I’d die of heartbreak if you were mad at me. I only want the best for you.”

      I turned in his arms, wrapping mine loosely around his waist. “I’m not mad. But I’ve done the thing where people take my decisions from me, and I do not appreciate it. I don’t need more parents. The two I have are enough.”

      He kissed my forehead. “See you soon?”

      I relented, because he was Tino. Loving, happy, stubborn, and closed off as hell Tino. If he didn’t want me talking to Jude, he wasn’t going to change his mind.

      As soon as we hit the sidewalk to start our walk to campus, Nina snorted. I glanced at her, and she covered her mouth, laughter spilled from her pinched lips.

      “Shut up!” I yelled, marching ahead of her.

      She ran behind me to catch up. “Holy shit, Tals.”

      My own lips were pressed tight together to hold back the laugh bubbling in my chest. She grabbed my shoulder and stopped me under a streetlight a block away.

      Her eyes went big, and her hands went even bigger, flailing around wildly. “I can’t believe you made out with Tino.”

      Her voice echoed through the neighborhood, bouncing off every house and probably entering more than one set of ears. From the rumble coming from the darkened porch attached to the house we’d stopped in front of, one of those sets of ears had an opinion on the news.

      I narrowed my eyes into the darkness, and a solid form appeared, sauntering down the steps. When he got to the bottom and the streetlight cast a hint of illumination on his rangy frame, I attempted to remember every prayer I’d learned in Catholic school. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been a specific one for requesting a hole appear to swallow me up.

      “Gettin’ into trouble, Stripes?” Jude walked closer, thumbs hanging from the loops of his worn jeans, hair tousled in messy perfection.

      “Hey, Jude,” I sang.

      “I’m just going to wait for you down there.” Nina pointed vaguely down the street, but I didn’t look. My eyes were on Jude’s. The last time he’d pinned me with his gaze had been when he was on stage. I’d seen him once since then, walking around campus with Ben, but I’d hidden like the coward I was.

      “Did you have a nice Thanksgiving?” I attempted to school the nervous quivers out of my voice but failed miserably. There was a thousand different reasons my heart shouldn’t be fluttering the way it was, but I couldn’t help the effect Jude had on me every time I was near him. I had a massive crush on him. Maybe crush wasn’t even the right word at this point. The way I felt when I was around him certainly didn’t compare to anything I’d felt in the past.

      He smirked. “No, but I bet you did.”

      I could’ve smacked my forehead. Jude had told me about his crappy family, so I doubted Thanksgiving in the Goldman house was a warm and pleasant experience.

      “I did.”

      He came closer, but I held the half-eaten lasagna in front of me as a shield. “I haven’t seen you in a long time. I was starting to think I’d imagined you again.” His voice was low, with what sounded like a heavy dose of frustration wrapped inside it.

      I lifted a shoulder, going for uncaring, when I was anything but. “You still have a girlfriend, and I was trying—”

      “I don’t.”

      My words caught in my throat. “What?”

      “Don’t have a girlfriend. Haven’t since that day in your dorm.”

      “But the girl...at your show…”

      He rocked back on his heels, laidback to the casual observer, but the furrow of his brow and tension in his mouth betrayed him.

      “My ex. Not my girl.”

      I was confused. That night, Ben hadn’t come right out and said it, but he’d certainly implied the cute, tatted-up girl at the table with his friends was Jude’s girlfriend. I’d left, kind of embarrassed at the hurt I’d felt at the news, when I’d had no right to, and actively avoided him since then. I was no man-poacher, even if that man didn’t mind getting poached.

      But now...I wasn’t sure what to think.

      “So, you’ve just been...waiting?”

      He huffed, letting his gaze drop to his boots. “Didn’t say that. I just said I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      Again, I searched for that prayer to swallow me whole. Jude wasn’t waiting for me. What kind of childish fairytale thought was that?

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “You tell me you want me to wait for you, I will. All you have to do is say the word, Tali. You know where my head’s at. It’s yours I’m not sure of,” he said gruffly.

      Our eyes held for an eternity. His were full of trepidation, and perhaps longing. I didn’t want him to wait. I wanted him right that second. But I’d made promises to myself that I wouldn’t break.

      “It doesn’t matter. I actually wanted to talk to you about something else.”

      He let out a long, rough breath. “Sure. What did you have on your mind?”

      I shifted the lasagna pan to my hip and pulled my phone from my pocket. “I have a number to give you. I spoke to my friend, Brenda, who is the cousin of the booking manager for Swerve. Her name’s Ceri, and I told her about you and Never Again. I told her you’d be perfect for Swerve. Unfortunately, it’s no dice for next summer, but she wants you to email her your demo. She’s also booking for a smaller festival that goes up the east coast, and she’s interested in taking a listen.” I stopped scrolling through my phone when I found Ceri’s information and peered up at Jude, who was as silent as a church mouse.

      “Jude?”

      He turned away, rubbing a hand over his mouth. I bumped his arm with my elbow, wishing I had a free hand so I could touch him.

      He finally turned back to me, and even in the dark, I could see his eyes were shining. “Is this for real, Stripes?”

      A smile broke free from my chest and landed on my lips. “Yeah, Jude. You’re going to have to get the gig, but I got you the interview. And from the way I talked you up, Ceri is salivating to hear your sound.”

      “Holy shit,” he whispered.

      “It’s not Swerve, and I know that’s what I promised, but if you do this small tour this summer, then next summer you have a big shot—”

      He cupped my face, our bodies still separated by my mother’s lasagna. It was almost as if she’d planned this.

      “You are so fucking amazing. No one’s ever gone out of their way to do something like this for me. How am I ever gonna repay you?”

      I rubbed my cheek into his calloused hand, practically purring from the feel of his warmth.

      “Liner notes, Jude. Thank me in the liner notes.”

      His hand drifted down to my neck, holding me with light, careful pressure. “Your name will forever be first in every liner note, Tali Stripes.”

      He gave me his number and email address, and I promised to send him all the info as soon as I got to my dorm.

      “I better go. I can feel Nina staring daggers at me from down the street.” I looked down at the pan in my arms. “Do you like lasagna?”

      He frowned. “Uh, yeah?”

      I shoved the pan at him. “Here. Eat this, courtesy of my mama. I have nowhere to put it in my dorm, so it’ll just go to waste.”

      He took the pan from me, carefully set it on the ground, then wrapped his arms around me, taking my breath away. His mouth was next to my ear, his nose in my hair. He breathed me in, then whispered, “It’s really good to see you. And not because you did something for me. It’s you, Stripes. It’s always gonna be you.”

      I squeezed him back, letting myself have this hug. It felt too good not to.

      “I have to go, Jude,” I mumbled against his T-shirt.

      He stepped back, reluctance written all over him. “All right. Get gone.”

      Laughing softly, I promised, once again, to email him right away, then I walked off, finding Nina waiting a block away. When I glanced behind me, Jude was in the same spot, hands on top of his head, watching me.

      “You’re in such deep shit,” Nina sing-songed.

      I had no response. She was right. I really, really was.
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      Through rainbow beads, I saw her. But I’d heard her well before that. The moment I pushed through the door separating her end of the hall from the bank of elevators, the sounds of Dashboard Confessional drifted forward to greet me. Tali was feeling emo today.

      I followed the music to her room, intending to knock, but gave in to the temptation to watch her before I made my presence known.

      She was at her desk, maybe five feet from the doorway. Her knees were tucked under her chin. She chewed on the end of a pen while her other hand drummed along to the slow beat.

      I slid my fingers along the beads, giving off a clacking sound. Tali jumped, then turned her music down and stood from her chair.

      “Jude?”

      Parting the bead curtain, I poked my head in. “I realized you sort of distracted me the other day, and something important was glossed over.”

      She grabbed the hem of my T-shirt and pulled me into the room. “Did you eat my lasagna?” She nodded at the empty pan under my arm.

      I handed it to her. “I did. Jin and Jeremy also partook. They’re now very interested to know if you have the same cooking skills. I caught Jin licking the pan.” When her nose crinkled, I added, “It’s been thoroughly washed.”

      She put the pan down on top of her neat-as-a-pin dresser and set her hands on her hips. “Oh, they wanted to know, not you?”

      “I’m interested in the answer.”

      She pulled a pencil from her hair, letting it spill down her shoulders. As she fluffed it, she said, “I’m not Teresa DiPietro, but I’m decent.”

      Thick waves fell like cascading waterfalls down her arms and back. She looked like a shampoo commercial and a porno all at once.

      “I’m sorry, did you say something?”

      Her hands dropped from her hips and she chuckled. “What is it you think we glossed over?”

      Leaning a shoulder against her bumpy wall, I let myself drink her in. It’d been four days since I saw her outside my house, like a vision. Four long days where I tried to talk myself out of coming here. Four days with her email address in my inbox, and an overwhelming temptation to use it, to form some kind of connection with her, even if it was through cables and wires.

      Four days was long enough for me to decide I didn’t want to wait any longer. That it happened to coincide with my stash running low and needing to pay a visit to the other end of the hall was merely a coincidence.

      “You, making out with Tino,” I said.

      Her mouth twitched and she glanced away. “Oh, that.”

      My fingers gripped her chin, turning her to face me, revealing a shit-eating grin in the process. “Care to share?”

      Her fingers wrapped around my wrist, and she lowered my hand. “Tino said he didn’t like kissing, I told him he was missing out, and then I convinced him.”

      “With your tongue?”

      She shrugged, like it was no big deal. “He’s a good kisser, and it’s been a long time since I’ve kissed anyone.”

      “But Tino?”

      I wasn’t getting it.

      “What’s wrong with Tino?” she asked.

      “What’s wrong with Tino is that he put his mouth on yours. Is he bi or something?”

      A bubble of a laugh slipped from her. “No, he’s definitely not bi. We were just kissing, not having sex.”

      I dug my fingers through my hair, green with envy over a gay man kissing this girl who wasn’t even mine. “Tino should keep his mouth to himself.”

      “I think I probably get to decide whose mouth I want on me, Jude.”

      I let my hands fall against my sides with a slap. “And my mouth isn’t one of them, huh, Stripes?” I scoffed, wishing I hadn’t come here. I was reaching maximum capacity of frustration. “I should go.”

      “Just a few days ago, you were saying you’d wait for me if I asked. What happened to that?”

      My brow furrowed into a frown. “I didn’t hear you ask.”

      She took a step closer. “Maybe I’m asking.”

      Reaching out, I gathered the hem of her The Shins tee around my fist and pulled her so we were toe to toe. “Say it, Tali.”

      She laid a tentative hand on my chest. “Wait for me, Jude.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      She drew in a sharp breath. “Okay?”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll wait if you’re at the end of it.”

      “Just let me get through finals, and then…”

      I waited for her to say what she wanted from me.

      Squaring her shoulders, her chocolate eyes met mine and held steady. “And then, I want to explore why I always feel like this around you.”

      I licked my suddenly dry lips. “Like what?”

      Her fingers curled into my shirt, and she rose on her toes to brush her lips against my rigid jaw. “Like I might have known you before. Like I’ve known you forever.”

      Goddamn if I didn’t feel the exact same way. That day in the elevator, something I still didn’t understand had entered my chest and spread its warmth in my veins. An oh-shit-I-know-you feeling. Also, an oh-shit-I’m-in-trouble feeling.

      “You gonna let me touch you, Tals?”

      She nodded. “Everywhere.”

      “Shit,” I gritted. I hadn’t known until that very second it was possible to become rock hard from one single word. But here I was, erection ready to pop out of the top of my jeans, hoping like hell she’d miss the bulge in my pants. I’d just gotten the girl to agree to try with me, I didn’t want to creep her out with my hair-trigger dick.

      Her fingers loosened on my shirt. Her exhale was warm on my neck. “But not today. I was in the middle of studying for my English lit class. My sadist of a professor is giving a test worth twenty percent of our grade tomorrow, even though finals are in two weeks.”

      There was no part of me that wanted to leave this room, whether I was touching Tali or not.

      “Think I could hang out? I could quiz you or whatever.”

      She chewed her bottom lip, and took her time replying. “All right. But I’ll warn you, Student Tali can be intense. You might run screaming.”

      I sat on her bed while she took her desk chair, propping her bare feet on the footboard. She handed me flashcards she’d made, and I quizzed her for over an hour. It was no surprise she knew the material backward and forward.

      She was intense—intensely focused, intensely smart, and intensely adorable. Each question she got right, she’d pump her fist in the air or cheer for herself.

      Tali was smart in a way I’d never be. Smart like Ben. They were the kind of people who could read a book and really absorb the information. My sieve of a brain would retain half, if I was lucky. I wasn’t stupid, I just wasn’t made for book learning.

      I’d probably remember every single answer she gave today, though. She made Tristan and Isolde sound like a soap opera instead of twelfth century literature.

      When I got to the end of the cards, I tossed them aside, and laid back on her bed, patting the spot next to me. She promptly picked them up and stacked them neatly on her desk.

      “Come here, Stripes.”

      She checked the clock on her computer. “Five minutes.”

      “I don’t negotiate with terrorists. Get over here.”

      She grinned and crawled her way up the bed until she was next to me. “I’m a terrorist now?”

      I pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Nah. You scare the shit out of me, but I give myself over willingly.”

      My hand went to the curve of her hip, finding a strip of warm, bare skin. “Is this okay?”

      “Yeah,” she breathed. “What about me scares you?”

      My thumb brushed over the soft edge of her hip bone. “Everything. You’re so incredibly smart, and so sure of where you’re going. Since I first laid eyes on you, there hasn’t been a day I haven’t thought about you. When you said you felt like you’ve known me before, I feel like I’m going to know you forever. And that’s fucking terrifying when I’m not even close to where I want to be yet.”

      “I’m not where I want to be yet either, Jude. I think you’d be hard-pressed to find someone our age who is.”

      The tips of my fingers slid under the edge of her shirt until my entire hand rested on her ribs. “Is this okay?”

      A sweet gasp escaped her before she nodded. “Did you email Ceri?”

      “Yeah.” My hand slid to her back, tucking beneath the strap of her bra. “She emailed me back this morning.”

      Tali shoved at my chest, her eyes wide and startled. “How could you bury the lead like this? What did she say?”

      “’Cause I can’t really believe it’s real. She didn’t offer us the festival tour—yet. But she did offer us a gig at a club in New York in March. She wants to watch us live, make sure she likes us.”

      Tali surprised the hell out of me by grabbing my cheeks and planting a hard kiss on my lips. She’d surprised me but didn’t stun me into inaction. I sucked her bottom lip between mine, taking a taste while I had the chance.

      “Jude,” she murmured.

      “Fuck, Tali, tell me to back off and I will.”

      Her eyes flicked up to mine. “Don’t. Not yet.”

      I had to be careful with this girl. I knew that. Careful wasn’t in my blood, but I’d damn sure try.

      She moved closer, pressing her chest to mine and tipping her chin so our lips grazed. Cupping the back of her head, I angled my mouth over hers and kissed her the way I’d been needing to for months. My tongue was in her mouth, but it was so fucking chaste…or maybe I’d only ever kissed with the objective to fuck before. Normally, I’d be grinding my dick against her and working my way under her shirt or down her pants.

      Tali’s lips were plump, fitting with mine like puzzle pieces. Her tongue peeked out and curled around mine in a sensual caress. Kissing Tali wasn’t unlike School Tali. She was just as intense and focused, but instead of being adorable, she turned into a goddess.

      My fingers twitched in her hair, eager to move and feel her everywhere, but I held myself back. I didn’t fast forward. The thoughts in my head had never been more clear. This girl was going to change my life.

      We pulled apart slowly, reluctantly, but out of necessity. My knuckles went under her chin, tipping her head back so I could have her eyes.

      “I was thinking you’re going to change my life, but that’s not right. You’ve already changed it, Stripes. Helping me with the gig, making me want bigger things.”

      “I’ll always help the band, even if whatever this thing is between you and I doesn’t work.”

      My fingers molded to her jaw. “Don’t say that. Don’t spell out our doom before we even try.”

      She pulled away and rolled to her back, eyes on the ceiling. “I’m not. I promise. I’m just a realist. I’m nineteen and you’re on the precipice of something big.”

      I leaned over her, making sure it was my face she saw instead of the stars above her. “What if the precipice I’m on is the beginning of you and me?”

      She reached up and brushed her fingers against the scruff on my jaw. “That’s a pretty thought, but the future band manager slash festival planner slash record label exec in me really hopes it’s your amazing music career.”

      Some of the wind blasted from my sails, and my forehead fell against hers. “Jesus Christ, Tali. Is this gonna turn into some unrequited love shit? Am I gonna be standing outside your window with a boombox, begging for your attention?”

      She raised her head from her pillow and licked my bottom lip before leaving a soft kiss. I groaned, and she collapsed, laughing softly. “I’m not an easy girl. I like you, and I’m intrigued by this pull I feel toward you, but I am the thinkiest thinker you’ll ever meet.” Her arms curled around my neck, and she pulled me down so we were chest to chest. “I’m busy and focused on school, but I’m not going to make you beg. Let’s just...see what happens. Okay?”

      “I sure as hell like what’s happening right now,” I growled against her neck.

      She let out another throaty laugh, and her arms tightened. “Me too.”

      Because she didn’t let go, and her clean, flowery scent had invaded my brain, I used my lips to travel the length of her neck, sucking hard enough to leave a mark just below her ear. Whimpers spilled next to my ear, and I was inches from losing all sense of control.

      “I gotta get out of here before I get stupid.” Pushing away from the warmth of her arms was the hardest thing I’d done all year. It was worse than performing in front of a crowd of piss drunk people who didn’t give a shit. I would’ve done that a thousand times over if I could’ve extended this moment for-fucking-ever.

      I sat on the edge of her bed, head in my hands, attempting to regain some control of my thoughts and raging dick. Tali sat next to me and laid her hand on my leg, palm up.

      My eyes flicked to hers, then down to her waiting hand before sliding my fingers between hers. “I don’t know when I’m going to be free again, and I know I asked you to wait…”

      I shook my head. “You think now that I’ve had a taste of you, I’ll be able to think about anyone else?”

      She shook her head and flashed a pretty smile. “Let’s just see what happens.”

      The upswing of the girl I’d become consumed by having major league doubts about my ability to control my dick was…well, said dick went all sad and limp in my pants. At least I wouldn’t have to walk out of this room looking like a tool with tented pants. I’d just leave feeling like a tool.

      Tali rode the elevator down with me. Just before I pushed through the exit, her fingers circled my wrist. “Hey.”

      My brow shot up. “Hey, Stripes.”

      Her cheeks got a little shot of pink to them. “I keep forgetting to ask, who were you visiting that first day, before the elevator? And today, for that matter?”

      Ah, the question I’d sorta hoped she’d skip asking. But she was Tali, and she’d probably never skipped a question in her life.

      “Uh, I have a friend who lives on the other end of your hall.”

      She dropped my wrist and crossed her arms over her stomach. “A friend, huh?”

      Tali’s floor was all girls. I got the implication right away, and although I had every right to fuck around, even I wasn’t so big of a dick that I’d leave one girl’s room and go to another’s.

      I took a step toward her, pushing her hair away from her ear. Bending my head, I whispered, “My dealer, Stripes. My dealer lives on your floor.”

      Her head jerked away so she could meet my gaze. “Seriously?”

      I smirked at her shock. “Yep. Sometimes little rich girls like to rebel by selling weed out of the dorm room Daddy paid for.”

      “Only weed?”

      “I’m sure she’s got a whole pharmacy up there, but all I buy off her is weed, and very occasionally some E—when I’m in the mood to feel the blood under my skin and fall in love with the universe.”

      That got her to smile. “You’ll have to introduce me.”

      I cupped her neck and pulled her closer. “Nah. I’d rather be the one to hook you up.”

      She pursed her lips. “So I have an excuse to come to you?”

      “No, Tali. You don’t need an excuse to come to me. I’d probably keel over from happiness if I found you on my doorstep. I want you to come to me when you want to get high ’cause I’ll keep you safe. Make sure you get the good shit. Plus, High Tali is really fucking adorable.”

      She leaned her upper body into mine, pressing her head against my shoulder. “You’re making it hard to send you away.”

      “I’m going, pretty girl. Call me when you have a second to breathe, okay?”

      Lifting to her toes, she kissed my cheek, and my heart cracked in fucking two. It pained me how much I wanted her, and it hurt even worse knowing she wasn’t in the same place.
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      With maniacal glee, I ripped apart my first present

      “Slow down, Natalia,” my mother scolded playfully. She knew me and was well aware I lost all my chill when it came to presents. And it was entirely her fault. She always went overboard at Christmas, stacking beautifully wrapped gifts all the way to the ceiling.

      My gasp when I opened the box made my family laugh, but holy hell, my mom and dad had bought me white, platform, slip-on Doc Martens. I was going to look like a go-go dancer in them, and I absolutely couldn’t wait.

      “Dad...I sense your hand in this gift.”

      My dad grinned, his thick, salt-and-pepper mustache bristling. “Maybe. It’s been a while since you got a new pair of Docs, and these were calling your name.”

      Not even bothering with the rest of my gifts, I slipped on my new boots, and modeled them for my parents and my three brothers, along with their wives and girlfriend. I had to look ultra-glamorous in my plaid pajama pants and University of Maryland T-shirt.

      “You’re feeling yourself, aren’t you?” my oldest brother, Mike, asked.

      Lifting up to my toes, I did a poor imitation of a ballerina twirl. “I am. I’ll be wearing these every day for the foreseeable future.”

      My mom patted my back and gave my cheek a loud kiss. “And you’re not going to mope around here anymore? I can’t look at you for another five weeks with that sad sack expression on your face.”

      I pushed the corners of my mouth up with my fingertips. “See this smile? Do I look like I’m moping?”

      “Why’s Tali moping?” my brother Gio asked.

      Dad rolled his eyes dramatically. “We think it’s a boy.”

      “There’s no boy!” There was a boy, but I certainly wasn’t ready for Jude to become an open discussion with my parents. “Is it possible that coming home for a month and a half is sort of an adjustment and I might need a few days to find my feet again?”

      That part was true. Going from feeling like an adult at school to being treated like the baby again had given me whiplash the first couple days back. But my parents had loosened their hold on me somewhat. I almost fainted when I went out to the local diner last night with high school friends and they hadn’t even mentioned a curfew.

      “There’s always a boy,” my youngest and closest brother, Arturo, declared.

      His girlfriend, Elise, smacked his arm. “But not with Tali. Sal is literally the only boy I’ve ever heard her mention.”

      They’d been together since they were fourteen, and since Arturo was only a year older than me, I’d adopted Elise as my friend too. They were both all up in my business, but that was how our family worked. Secrets were rare and not kept for long.

      He rubbed his chin, like he was some kind of philosopher mulling over a serious question. “You have a point.”

      There had been plenty of boys, but none I’d thought about after stolen kisses in dark bars or endless, sweaty days at music festivals.

      “There’s no point. I’m fine. I’m not moping. And I want to open my presents while it’s still Christmas.” I stuck out my tongue so he’d know I wasn’t mad at him, and he flipped me off so our parents wouldn’t see.

      My parents and brothers loaded me with gift cards and college swag, plus cute slippers and fuzzy sweaters and a new coat. Then my mother plied us with so much food, it was almost shameful.

      I wondered what Jude was doing. When I saw him the day I left for winter break, he’d told me he was going to Virginia for a day or two, but hadn’t wanted to talk about his family, and in that moment, all I could think about was how much I was going to miss his lips while I was gone.

      I had asked him to wait but didn’t really believe he would. It wasn’t that I thought he was dishonest or untrustworthy—although trust wasn’t something I gave away freely. He was on his way to stardom—that I didn’t doubt—and I was an uptight virgin who barely had time to breathe.

      Or maybe telling myself that was a matter of self-preservation.

      Before I went to sleep, I sat down at the child-size desk in my bedroom plastered with posters leftover from my nineties grunge obsession and trophies I’d won with the debate team, and checked my email on my six-year-old iMac. It turtle crawled, but I finally opened the email from the only person I wanted to hear from.

      
        
        Hey Stripes,

        Merry Xmas. Did your mom make lasagna?

      

        

      
        It’s the fourth night of Hanukkah. My mom and I lit the candles, then she locked herself in her bedroom with a bottle of wine. I’m just sitting here in this cold castle, wondering why the hell I came here. I drove down with Ben, so I can’t even go back home yet. I actually might go stay with him and his functioning family.

      

        

      
        Sooo...you still there, or did I freak you the hell out? Tell me about your day. Let me believe in nice things and people who love each other.

      

        

      
        I wish I’d bought you a present, but I didn’t know what you’d like. Next year, Stripes. Next year, it’s on.

      

        

      
        Did I freak you the hell out talking about next Christmas when it’s still this Christmas?

      

        

      
        Email me, okay? I need it tonight.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Jude

      

      

      My stomach was sour at how sad he sounded, so I picked up my phone and called him.

      “Stripes?”

      “Hey, Jude.”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m really fucking happy to hear your voice.”

      “I just read your email. I thought it deserved more of a reply than words bouncing through the ether. I’m sorry you’re alone.”

      I walked across the room and sat against the headboard of my bed, pulling my floral comforter up to my chest.

      “Me too, but I’m feelin’ okay right about now. I never know where I stand with you, but hearing your voice is making my night.”

      “You know I like you, Jude, and I’d love to be with you tonight. The rest, I’m figuring out. I’m hoping we’ll figure it out together when I get back. I know it’s a long time to be gone—”

      “Don’t you dare start with the you don’t have to wait shit again.”

      His voice was so firm and emphatic, I almost let myself believe him.

      “Okay, I won’t start it. But just know it’s true.”

      It might have been true, but it was also true that I’d be more than a little devastated if he decided I wasn’t worth the trouble. My reticence might’ve come off as cold and uncaring, but my heart told me to take my time with Jude, because once I gave in completely, I might not come back. And at nineteen, never having had a boyfriend, that was scary.

      “Tali…” he grumbled.

      “Jude...tell me about your house. There was mention of a castle.”

      “It’s big and echo-y and empty. It needs people to fill it, but I wouldn’t wish this place on a family. It should probably be burned down. Love has no home here.”

      I picked at my comforter, wishing I had wise words of comfort. I’d grown up in a home that was too small for us and the love we had for each other, and there was no doubt I’d taken it for granted.

      “If I were there, I’d be hugging you so damn hard. Go stay with Ben. Tell him to hug you for me.”

      His chuckle was warm and low, filling my chest to the brim. “If I ask Ben for a hug, he’ll think I’m putting the moves on him.”

      We talked for a few more minutes, until my mom poked her head in my door and gave me a pointed look. I guess they weren’t quite done treating me like a child. I promised Jude to email him a picture of me in my new boots, and he promised to get the hell out of his cold castle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      New Year’s Eve, Nina and I were going to a house party with high school friends. I’d put on my finest fishnets, mini skirt, ripped up Smashing Pumpkins tee, and my new boots on my feet. My eyes were smoky, and my lips were shiny. I felt sexy and cute, but I didn’t want to dress up for these boys. I wanted this to be for Jude.

      “Hey, Stripes.”

      “Hey, Jude. Happy almost-new year,” I said through my phone.

      He coughed, then took a long inhale. He had a show tonight in D.C., otherwise I might have been brave and asked him to come up to New York to hang out with me for the night. Logistics would have been tough, but I would have figured it out.

      Of course, it was easy to talk big talk when it was an impossibility.

      “Happy new year.” His voice was thick and raspy. “Can’t wait to make jokes about not seeing my girl since last year.”

      If Jude hadn’t been stoned and called me his girl for the first time, I would have paused to take it in. But we’d spoken on the phone everyday over the last week; I knew his stoned voice.

      But still, my heart fluttered. I wouldn’t mind being his girl. Not if it meant more kissing and touching, and his beautiful face smiling down at me.

      “Are you ready for your show tonight?” I asked.

      “I’m always ready. What about you, Tali? Send me a picture of how pretty you’re looking for other guys.”

      I lowered my eyes to my lap, pushing a finger through one of the holes in my fishnets. “The entire time I was getting dressed, I was thinking I wished you could see me.”

      He groaned. “Shit. I’m coming right now. Fuck the band, fuck my show. I need to see you.”

      I laughed. He couldn’t be serious. “How about I make Nina take a picture of me and I’ll send it to you?

      “Throw me scraps, I’ll eat them up. How many more days until you’re back?”

      “Three more weeks until my dorm opens. Not that I’m counting.”

      “You should come back early and stay with me,” he said. “And don’t laugh. I’m completely serious.”

      “I’m not sure how I would explain that to my parents.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. I wasn’t thinking about parents who actually care about what their kid is doing.” Someone called his name in the background. “Listen, I gotta go. Happy new year, Stripes. Next year, we’re doing this together.”

      “Next year, Jude.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, Jude.”

      “Hey, Stripes. Sorry I was an ass last night.”

      I stretched out on my bed. I hadn’t gotten up yet today. “You were a little, huh?”

      “I was. Guess I’m getting tired of not seeing you.”

      Rolling onto my side, I snuggled into the pillow with my phone tucked by my ear. “I am too. Did you get my picture?”

      He exhaled heavily. “Yeah. Spent my night staring at you.”

      I giggled softly. “Oh really? Did you have your phone out on stage?”

      There was a pause. He cleared his throat but didn’t say anything. “Jude? Did you have it out on stage?”

      “I did. I showed your picture to the audience, not that they could really see you on my tiny ass screen. Told them I was thinking about my girl while I sang to them.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I did. Don’t run screaming.” His words held an edge of urgency.

      I was going to scream, but not from fear. Okay, maybe a little from fear. There was a ball in my chest the size of a boulder.

      “I’m not,” I squeaked.

      “So fucking adorable,” he murmured. “Did you have a good night?”

      “Mmmm...yeah. All our old friends were there. It was a really relaxed night. No one got stupid, and I was tucked in my bed by one in the morning.” Getting a little braver, I added, “I would have liked to be with you, though.”

      There was another pause where Jude breathed heavily into the phone. “Would you?”

      The way he asked it made my breath catch.

      “I want to see you on stage again. And I want to hear you call me your girl in person.”

      “All of that can be arranged, Stripes.”

      “Send me your picture,” I said.

      “Are you going to show me off?”

      “Probably. I’m pretty sure half my old friends think I made you up. Why yes, I have a rock star boyfriend, but he lives in Canada and you’ll never meet him, but yes, he’s really real.”

      He let out a slow, tumbling laugh. “I’ll send you one later. It’ll be one of our publicity pictures, so it’ll be really convincing.”

      I laughed into my pillow and smiled for the rest of the day. Especially when I opened an email to find one from Jude with a picture attached. It was him holding up a piece of paper that said, “I heart Tali Stripes.”

      God, I was starting to heart him too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Stripes,

      

        

      
        Can’t believe I haven’t seen your face in four weeks. You think it’s going to be natural when we’re back together, or are you going to be all shy like that first day?

      

        

      
        Gotta say, I’m not sure which one I’m pulling for most. Shy Tali is something to behold.

      

        

      
        I worked an Ani DiFranco show last night. Her music is cool as hell, and the crowd is really chill. It was an easy night. You ever listen to Ani? Probably not. You’re a little more hardcore than that.

      

        

      
        I’m going to call you later but email me back anyway. I like to see your name in my inbox.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Jude

      

      

      

      
        
        Hey Jude,

      

        

      
        I don’t know how I’m going to feel when I see you. Right now, when I think about it, I feel a little barf-y. Let’s just hope that feeling passes before I’m in your presence.

      

        

      
        And now you’re running scared, huh?

      

        

      
        My parents complained I was moping when I first got home, and now they’re complaining that I won’t sit still.

      

        

      
        Glad you had an easy night. And I’d have to hand in my girl card if I didn’t listen to Ani DiFranco. I’m a little jealous right now. You get to see so many sick shows. Think they’re hiring? I’m tougher than I look. I could bounce troublemakers right outta there.

      

        

      
        Can’t wait to hear your voice.

        Tali

      

      

      My dad stuck his head in my room just as I was shutting down my computer. “Come out to the garage with me, Tals?”

      I hopped up from my seat. “Did you get it?”

      He flashed a crooked grin. “What do you think?”

      I was right on his heels, following him to our spot in the garage. He’d told me he had the guys at his favorite vinyl shop order me a record but wouldn’t spill what it was. My dad’s record player gave any music the purest, warmest tone, and I was giddy with excitement—almost as giddy as I was to see Jude next week. I wasn’t the type of girl who got giddy often, but music usually got me there. For Jude to be at the same level as a new record said something. It said a whole lot.

      My spot in the garage was a yellow lawn chair with a permanent indentation from my butt. Dad had an identical chair with his own indentation. I took my seat while he held the record behind his back.

      “Are you torturing me?” I asked.

      He let out a throaty chuckle. “What’s the point in being a dad if I can’t torture my kid?”

      I held my hands out. “Just show me!”

      “I need a drumroll.”

      Making a big show of my annoyance, I huffed and stuck out my lip, and then I pounded on my knees until he whipped the record out to show me.

      I was stunned silent.

      He cocked his head, his brow pinched. “Thought you’d be happy.”

      My eyes jerked from my favorite White Stripes album—signed by both Jack and Meg—to my dad’s, which were identical to my own. “Dad. You did so good. I’m just a little in shock right now. Can…can we listen?”

      “Absolutely. I don’t buy music not to listen to it.”

      Carefully, he started the record and took his spot next to mine. I slouched in my chair and closed my eyes, absorbing the sound.

      This was our ritual, and we didn’t invite any of our other family members to join us. My mom had tried, but she got through one song before she tried to talk. When my dad and I simultaneously shushed her, she got offended and never came back.

      By the time the record came to an end, my cheeks were damp with tears. I’d listened to this CD a thousand times, but nothing compared to sitting in the garage with my dad and sharing the pureness of music on vinyl.

      “You know I like old-school punk, but I’m digging on that,” he said once he tucked the record back in its sleeve.

      “I don’t steer you wrong,” I said.

      His smile turned contemplative, and his eyes traveled my face. “Tell me about the boy.”

      I sighed and opened my mouth to deny it yet again, but he held his hand up. “I’m not going to believe there’s no boy with all the time you’ve been spending on the phone. So just tell me.”

      “There might be a boy. A man. His name’s Jude. He’s a musician.” I wrinkled my nose at the last word.

      “Why the face? And when you say man, how old are we talking?”

      “The face is because I don’t trust musicians, and he’s twenty-two. Sal Solvino was a boy, Jude Goldman is a man.”

      He rubbed his face with both hands. “Doesn’t sound catholic.”

      That had to be the first thing he picked up on. “He’s not catholic, but we’re not getting married, so don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

      He fluffed his mustache. “You think I’m pretty?”

      I swatted at him. “The prettiest.”

      He leveled me with a more serious gaze. “Has this Jude character given you a reason not to trust him? Or is this a blanket mistrust of musicians?”

      “Blanket.”

      He nodded slowly. “As much as I’d like to pretend you’re a little girl and will remain that way forever, you’ll be twenty next week, and to the best of my knowledge, you’ve never had a boyfriend. I don’t know why, but I hate to think you’re using this family or your schoolwork as an excuse not to live. I’m not saying go crazy, but hell, Tali, be young. Date a musician. Date a banker. Date a baseball player. Not all at once, mind you, and don’t come home pregnant.”

      I snorted. “I can promise that won’t happen.”

      “Your mom and I may be a little old-fashioned in some regards, but we don’t live under a rock. We want you to have experiences and figure the world out, which was why we never said anything when you and Nina snuck out to concerts, and why we let you go away for school.”

      I almost fell out of my chair. “You knew?”

      He gave me a are you kidding me? look. “You and your cousin are terrible liars, and I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to sneak out of the house without being heard while wearing combat boots. Don’t know why you never thought to take them off.” He shook his head. “The point is, Mom and I knew, but we let it slide because you’ve always been the most responsible of my kids. I trust you not to get into jams, and if you do, you’ll figure your way out.”

      I twisted my lips, contemplating his words. Nina was going to die when I told her my parents knew about our sneaking out days. “So, give the musician a chance?”

      “If that’s what you want, do it.”

      There was no question I wanted that—wanted him.

      I was going to give the musician a chance.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Eleven

          

          

      

    

    







            Tali

          

        

      

    

    
      Nina was holding me hostage. Instead of spending my birthday ensconced in my family home, I had been kidnapped by my wayward cousin. All I had been told was our destination was Philadelphia and everything had been taken care of. I had no idea what “everything” was, but I was an equal mix of nerves and excitement.

      We took the train from New York to Philly, then a cab to the hotel where we were apparently staying the night.

      “No hints?” I asked.

      “Wear something cute,” she replied.

      I flopped on the fluffy hotel bed. “But what kind of cute? Fancy dinner cute? Punk rock show cute? Movie and a stroll in the park cute?”

      Nina climbed on the bed and jumped next to me, making me bounce. “Stop overthinking. Just wear your boots and a dress. Also, I’m offended you think I’d take you to the goddamn movies on your twentieth birthday.”

      “You’re unpredictable.”

      She plopped down on her butt. “Which is why you love me.”

      “Amongst other reasons.”

      “Just let me surprise you and show you a good time. You can torture me on my next birthday, okay?”

      “Fine. But if I’m dressed punk rock cute when I should be dinner cute, I’m going to take pictures of you drooling in your sleep and show them to Heather.”

      “Heather thinks every little thing I do is magic. She’ll find my drool charming,” Nina said.

      She’d gone on a date with Laura’s friend, Heather, right after Thanksgiving, and by the end of the night, she’d lost her virginity and gained a girlfriend. I’d barely met her, since Heather lived in a single dorm room in a different building than ours and they spent all their couple time there. Nina was completely smitten, though, and she was bursting to get back to school to see her again.

      We still had another day before the dorms reopened, so we were spending it in Philly on birthday adventures.

      In the end, Nina disapproved of everything I chose to wear, so she picked out my clothing. My jeans were low slung, and my white, button-up top was only buttoned in the middle, exposing my stomach and chest. The only reason I didn’t protest was because I’d be covering up with my winter coat the moment we left this room.

      Sadly, Nina had found her vinyl skirt, so she wore that and a bikini top over a sheer, long sleeve shirt.

      Okay, so we weren’t doing dinner cute. She looked like she was on her way to a rave, which wasn’t my scene, but I’d hang if I had to.

      “First, we eat, then we head to the main event.” She slipped her coat over her shoulders, mercifully covering the eyesore that was her skirt. “Does that sound okay, birthday girl?”

      “Sounds perfect. Although, if you loved me, you’d burn that skirt.”

      “I’m going to be buried in this skirt. Don’t hate.”

      We ended up a few blocks away at a sushi place that better resembled a night club, with low lighting, a booming sound system, and plush benches to lounge on while eating. The table we were shown to was much too big for the two of us, and my suspicions began to rise, but I didn’t voice them. I loved surprises and didn’t want to get my hopes up of seeing a certain person.

      Tino arrived with a flourish minutes after we had. He lifted me out of my seat and swung me around until I was dizzy. “Happy birthday, spectacular Tali, the light of my life.”

      “I missed you something fierce, Augustino. I can’t believe you’re here!”

      He gave me a satisfied smile. “Your cousin can be quite convincing. She got me to leave my lair for the evening with promises of quality Tali time.” He sat down and pulled me into his lap, without a care that we were in the middle of a restaurant. I guess I really didn’t care either.

      Minutes later, Laura and Heather arrived, both kissing my cheeks and wishing me a happy birthday. For a little while, the rest of us ceased to exist for Nina as she reunited with her girl. I’d never seen her be romantic with anyone, but it was sweet to see her like this, kissing and touching Heather reverently.

      My stomach twinged with disappointment when our waitress arrived to take our orders and the only person I’d been hoping to see hadn’t shown. But I snapped myself out of it. I had four people here for me, and I’d be seeing Jude tomorrow afternoon. Or I hoped I would. We hadn’t made official plans yet, and I hadn’t heard from him today.

      Tino’s fingers trailed along my bare stomach while I drank sake and talked to Laura and Heather about their winter breaks.

      Nina cleared her throat and jerked her head to the side. I frowned at her, wondering if she’d developed a tic in the last five minutes. Then I turned in the direction she was jerking, and my heart lodged in my throat. Two of the tallest, sexiest men were striding toward our table. One light, one dark—both focused on me.

      “Here we go,” Tino muttered next to my ear.

      My legs weren’t quite working, even though I wanted to throw myself at them.

      Ben reached me first, flashing a dazzling smile. “You started this party without us, Elevator Girl?”

      Tino pushed me off his lap, and I landed in Ben’s arms. He swept me into a tight hug, lifting me off the ground.

      “Hey, Benny. Can’t believe you’re here.”

      He set me down gently and brushed his knuckles against my cheek. “Wouldn’t have missed it.”

      Off to his side, my eyes locked with Jude’s. He stood back, hands in the pockets of his wool military jacket. Heat suffused my cheeks, and I was transported to the elevator once again. We’d spent the last six weeks emailing and talking, but I was shy and unsure all over again. It seemed he was the same way.

      I took a step toward him at the same time he took a step toward me.

      “Hey, Jude.”

      He took his hands from his pockets and hooked a finger in the belt loop of my jeans, pulling me a step closer. “Hey, Stripes.”

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” I whispered.

      “There was not one single, solitary chance I’d miss my shot to be with you.”

      I leaned into him, my palms on his chest. “I don’t feel barf-y.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “That’s good. Does that mean I can kiss you?”

      Instead of answering with words, I slid my hands up to the back of his neck and pulled his face down to mine, crashing into him. Jude’s arms wrapped around me, crushing my body to his and crushing his lips to mine. We were standing in the middle of a sushi restaurant and should have pulled away, but when his tongue swept into my mouth, time and place ceased to exist. The rush of feeling that hit me wasn’t something I’d prepared for or planned on.

      This was right.

      This was what I’d been waiting for.

      Tino smacking my ass was the only thing that broke us apart. “Get a damn room.”

      I smiled into Jude’s mouth. “We should probably sit down.”

      He smiled back and dipped in for another kiss. “You’re not sitting in his lap anymore.”

      “Obviously.” I wove my fingers with his and pulled him to the empty bench on the other side of the table. We sat pressed tight against each other, thigh to thigh, hip to hip. Every set of eyes landed on us the second we sat down. Except Heather. She only had eyes for Nina, which made me like her more.

      I waved. “Hi.”

      Tino shook his head and poured himself some more sake. Ben’s brow furrowed before it smoothed out, replaced with his easy, affable smile. Laura had her chin resting on her hand, bottom lip between her teeth, as she scanned us both. Nina wore a big, goofy grin on her face. I may have shown her some of Jude’s less personal emails, so she was well aware of how into him I was.

      “Looks like you’re going to have a happy birthday,” Laura said with an edge to her voice. Her eyes flicked to Jude’s before she returned her attention to me.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m having a great birthday.”

      “And there’s one more surprise, so buckle up, birthday girl,” Nina said.

      “I’m not sure I can handle anymore.” I patted my chest. “My heart must have irreparable damage from the last few minutes.”

      “You’ll take it, and you’ll like it,” Nina said.

      Platters of sushi were brought to the table. Everyone picked up their chopsticks, choosing pieces, and I sat back and watched. Aside from Nina, I hadn’t known any of these people existed until a few months ago. And now they’d all come up to Philadelphia to celebrate my exit from my teen years. It was...unexpected. Overwhelming.

      Jude bumped my shoulder. “Not hungry?”

      I turned to him. Our faces were so close, I could smell the saké on his breath. I liked being that close to him.

      “No, I am. I was just enjoying the moment.” I snatched an eel roll from the closest platter and stuffed it into my mouth. “So good,” I mumbled around it.

      He snorted a laugh. “I must really like you to find you talking with your mouth full adorable.” He pushed my hair behind my shoulder and leaned in. “I do. I really fucking like you, Tali.”

      I let my cheek brush against his. “I really fucking like you too, Jude.”

      “I’ve been waiting.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled back so I could meet his gaze. “No more waiting. Let’s press start.”

      He pushed his index finger against my lips. “Start.”

      I batted his hand away and kissed him with a smile. “Now, tell me what the next surprise is.”

      He shook his head slowly. “Not a chance.”

      “If you can rip your lips off that ruffian, I have a present for you,” Tino announced.

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “These lips have never touched a ruffian. I prefer scoundrels.”

      “I’m more into scallywags myself,” Ben said. “I have a gift for you too.”

      I pressed my hands to my cheeks. “Are you kidding? You guys shouldn’t have gotten me anything. Just being here is your gift to me.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” said Laura dryly.

      Tino passed me a thick envelope—too thick to only contain a card. I tried to control myself so my new friends didn’t see how demented I became around presents, but I ended up ripping the envelope apart and nearly throwing it across the room when it started singing “Livin’ La Vida Loca.” I managed to hold onto it and unfolded the paper stuck inside, reading it with disbelief.

      “They’re good for a year, so we can take them when you’re not so busy,” Tino explained.

      My eyes lifted to his. “You got me cooking lessons?”

      He nodded, lips drawn tight. “I thought it would be fun to do together...”

      I had to blink away tears. This was entirely too much, but I wouldn’t tell him that. Not when he was looking at me like a scared puppy. I’d never known Tino capable of that expression, but it made me want to smoosh his face and reassure him of how ecstatic I was. Instead, I reached my hand across the table, dodging the sushi, to squeeze his.

      “You thought right. I’m so excited. When I get back to school, we’re going to sit down and figure out when we can fit these in.”

      Tino bowed. “As you wish, milady.”

      I turned to Ben and held out my hands. “Gimme.”

      He chuckled and reached into his jacket pocket. “This is a whole new side to you, Elevator Girl.”

      “She’s a monster with presents,” Nina said.

      I shrugged. “I don’t deny it.”

      He tossed me a mini gift bag that weighed next to nothing. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s homemade and not anything special.”

      I tipped the bag over, and a bracelet made of knotted rainbow thread spilled out. Flattening it on the table, I examined it, and quickly realized the colors weren’t a random pattern at all. Ben had made me an intricate friendship bracelet with “EG” woven in black thread through the vibrant colors.

      I held my wrist out to Jude. “Will you put this on me?”

      “You like it?” Ben asked.

      “I’m never taking it off. It’s going right next to my other bracelet. You made this?”

      He flashed me a crooked smile. “Yep. Putting my summer camp skills to good use.”

      “EG means Elevator Girl, right?”

      “Don’t want you to forget I nicknamed you first,” he said.

      Jude pressed a kiss to my inner wrist. “All done.”

      I held out my hand for everyone to see. “I’m bedazzled.”

      “Fancy, fancy,” Heather said.

      Nina patted Ben’s shoulder. “That was really sweet.”

      He lifted his glass to his mouth. “Sometimes I get it right. I figured we’re music buddies now, so a friendship bracelet was in order.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Are you ready to take on the Balinese Gamelan?”

      Ben grinned back at me. “We’re going to dominate that ensemble.”

      “What’s a Balinese Gamelan?” Heather asked.

      Ben tipped his chin at me. “Ask Tali. She told me to sign up, so I did.”

      “It’s a percussion instrument ensemble. I have to take part in a music ensemble for my music minor, which will surely be a disaster, and I got Ben to agree to take it with me.”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Jude said to Ben.

      He lifted one shoulder. “I didn’t think about it. It’s no big secret.”

      “So, Benny, do you need this credit for your degree?” Tino asked.

      “Nope. Sounded fun, and I have the time.”

      I laid my hand on Jude’s knee under the table but addressed everyone else. “What you guys might be horrified to know is there’s a performance at the end of the semester and I expect each and every one of you to attend.”

      “Will you be practicing in our dorm?” Nina asked.

      “It’s possible.”

      She leaned her head against Heather’s. “Looks like I’ll be hanging out in your room even more.”

      Heather kissed Nina’s temple. “Like you need an excuse.”

      The conversation switched gears, and I stuffed another piece of sushi in my mouth. Jude laid his hand on top my mine beneath the table.

      “I have a present for you, but I need to give it to you later,” he murmured.

      “Jude…” I twisted in my seat to face him. He took my breath away, each and every time. I pushed his hair away from his eye before dragging my palm down his cheek. “You definitely didn’t have to do that.”

      His gaze captured mine, holding us in a bubble, separate from our friends. It was Jude and me and no one else.

      “I wanted to, Stripes.”

      “Okay. Then I can’t wait until later.” My pulse quickened at what later might bring.

      “Me either.”
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      Tali leaned her back against my chest and swayed. I dipped my head next to her ear and sang with Brandon Flowers, also known as the lead singer of The Killers.

      We’d been touching for hours. When we arrived at the venue and Tali spotted the marquee with the band’s name, our hands stayed connected. And when the music started, she pulled my arms around her and stayed there, even as she danced and sang and screamed her head off for another man.

      I wrote her fifty emails while she was away. I only sent twenty. The rest were full of trite lyrics and shit I needed to keep to myself.

      Coming here tonight, I hadn’t known what to expect. I’d prepared myself for the worst. That the emails and phone calls wouldn’t translate to a face to face connection. Or that they would for me, but not her.

      It was the same, though. Better, because I got to touch her, and she wanted me to. She didn’t shy away from pressing herself against my near-constant erection.

      Her sweat mingled with mine. The curve of her ass was molded to my pelvis. My palms had memorized the lines of her stomach and hips. My fingers had dipped below the waistband of her jeans, tracing the line of the flimsy bits of silk making up the sides of her underwear.

      Tali raised her arms and laced her fingers behind my neck. Her back arched, widening the opening of her shirt, which I took full advantage of. Hands splayed over silky smooth skin, her abs contracting under my touch. She tipped her head to the side and nuzzled my jaw with her nose and lips.

      I was starting to hate this band. Hate all our friends. Hate the fabric between us. I wanted her alone. To talk, to fuck, just to look at her—I’d take whatever she gave me.

      Tonight had to be the night The Killers did three encores. Damn, if I ever got famous enough to be on a stage like this one, I’d keep in mind the poor jackass with a hard dick waiting to get his girl all to himself.

      What had to be months later, we were stuffed in a cab, Tali on my lap, Laura on Tino’s, Heather on Nina’s, and Benny all by his lonesome in the front seat.

      Tali sighed out a cloud of happiness. “Best birthday ever. Thank you, Neens.”

      Nina reached across Tino and Laura to squeeze her arm. “Welcome, Tals. I have one more gift for you: I’m kicking you out of our room.”

      “I have a suite. You’re welcome in mine,” Tino said.

      She twisted in my lap and lightly brushed her fingertips along my jaw. Then she pressed her mouth to my ear, and whispered, “Can it be you and me?”

      I was hanging by a thread, and this sweet, sexy girl in my lap might as well have been holding scissors, ready to snip.

      “Yeah, Stripes. It’s you and me,” I murmured.

      Tino slapped his knee. “Well, o-fucking-kay. Guess I’ve got Benny and Laura in my room.”

      Tali leaned over to hug him. “Thanks, friend. Expect a Teresa DiPietro lasagna to land on your doorstep in a few days.”

      The car ride was an extra layer of torture, and I was pretty sure our friends were messing with us, taking their time hugging Tali multiple times before finally letting her go. They were hitting the bar in the lobby, and I would have gone if Tali had wanted to, but thank the sweet baby Jesus she didn’t.

      She leaned against the wall in the elevator, cheeks flushed and eyes bright. I closed in, sliding my leg between hers. “I like you in elevators,” I rumbled.

      She pushed the hair out of her eye, then hung her arms around my neck. “I like you everywhere. I want you, Jude.”

      Bracketing her head with my hands, I pushed my leg up, and the heat of her core seeped through my jeans. “Yeah? ’Cause I’d be so damn honored to have you.”

      The doors slid open, just as she pulled in a short gasp through parted lips.

      “This is us,” I murmured, pulling her with me out of the elevator and down the hall to my room. Hands shaky, I fumbled with the keycard, but finally got the door unlocked and kicked it open.

      “Do you want a drink?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. I only want you.”

      I closed the foot of distance between us, and our mouths collided. Hands fisted in her hair, tongues sliding in a rhythm all our own. She tasted like music and felt like a sweet melody.

      I’d been thinking about this, thinking about her, for a long time. How she’d feel pressed against me. What her moans would sound like. If I’d know she was mine when I slid inside her.

      Instinct told me to go slow, but Tali pushed my T-shirt up until I had to rip my mouth from hers so she could take it completely off. Her hands explored and her mouth claimed, brushing and kissing my chest and shoulders with warm, wet lips.

      My fingers felt oversized and clumsy as I unbuttoned her top. I thanked my lucky stars she only had four buttoned.

      She shrugged out of her shirt like it wasn’t a big deal. But it was. All of this was.

      I brushed my knuckles over her collarbone and stopped at the white straps on her shoulders. “Can I?”

      She reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. “Please.”

      I slid the straps down her arms, taking my time gliding my fingertips across her skin, until the bra dropped to the floor between us. I pulled back, taking in the pure, sexy beauty that was Natalia. Her tits were full and heavy, light brown nipples pulled tight from the shock of the room’s cool air. Raw hunger took over me. I cupped her breast, holding it to my mouth, tasting the night on her skin. She trembled as I sucked and laved, saying my name between soft moans.

      “Look at you, Stripes.” I circled my tongue around her taut nipple, leaving it wet and glistening. “I love your tits.”

      I met her heavy-lidded gaze and saw trepidation there—not what I wanted to see in the girl I was on my way to fucking.

      “Jude...I want this, but I have to tell you something.” She unsnapped the button on my jeans and lowered the zipper.

      I gripped her hands, even though no part of me wanted her to stop. “Anything. Tell me anything.”

      She broke free and slid her hand inside my boxers, palming my rock-hard dick. When her cheeks turned such a pretty shade of pink, I had a feeling I knew what she was about to say.

      That didn’t lessen the shock when she said the words, though.

      “I haven’t done this before.” Her grip tightened, tugging upward on my shaft. “I’m a virgin. But I hope not for long. I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you right now. I didn’t know it was possible to want someone this way.”

      My mouth crushed hers, showing her her inexperience didn’t make her less desirable. I’d want her if she’d slept with ten thousand men or none. This wasn’t about either of our pasts. Right now, this hotel room, these seconds in each other’s arms…it was only us. Tali and Jude, not virgin and rocker. Our tongues met, slid, welcomed, got thoroughly acquainted. Her mouth was my favorite place.

      I wasn’t going to be the guy who said, “let’s wait,” or “we should slow down.” That wasn’t in me. If she wanted to, I’d do it, but it was never going to be me.

      “I’ll take care of you, Stripes. I’ll make it good for you.”

      Up, down, slow and steady. “I know you will, Jude.” Twist and pull, my dick throbbed from her touch.

      I kicked my shoes off and lost my jeans, all while Tali kept me in her grip. “You gotta let go so I can look at you, baby.”

      My dick went into mourning when she pulled her hand away, but I needed more than that. I needed all of her.

      Tali kicked her shoes off while I worked on her jeans, pushing them down her hips. She wiggled them the rest of the way to the ground, enthralling me with her movements. When she stood, it was just Tali in pale blue, silky underwear and a smile I’d never seen her wear before.

      “Sit on the bed,” I said.

      She pushed the covers aside, then sat on the edge of the bed, lip between her teeth. I got on my knees in front of her and spread her legs to fit between them. With my eyes on hers, I hooked my fingers in the waistband of her underwear and pushed down until she had to lift her hips to get them the rest of the way off. She kicked them across the room like the scrap of material had done something to offend her.

      Her breasts fit in my palms, filling them and spilling over the sides. I couldn’t get enough, knead them hard enough, suck them deep enough. Tali arched into me as I pulled her nipple into my mouth, suckling and swirling my tongue around the stiff point.

      “I like that.” Her breathing stuttered, chest pushing forward. Fingers slid through my hair, tightening when I sucked harder.

      She raised her legs, squeezing my waist. Lifting my head from the paradise of her tits, I gripped the back of her neck and pulled her mouth down to mine. Her tongue darted out, licking the inside of my lips and sliding around mine.

      “Tali…” I kissed her neck and traced her collarbone with my lips, moving down to the soft place where her arm met her chest, then along the curve of her breast, stopping for one more taste of her nipples. “I need you to lay down, pretty girl.”

      I thought she’d protest or get shy, but I should’ve known she wouldn’t. Not Tali. Not this girl.

      My mouth went to the perfect circle of her belly button. I’d rubbed my dick more than I cared to admit while thinking about this spot ever since I’d noticed it when I rode the bus with her. The muscles in her stomach jerked at the swirl of my tongue, and soft, rapid gasps fell from her open mouth.

      “Everything about you is so damn pretty,” I murmured, dragging my lips down to her triangle of dark hair, tugging it with my fingers. “I’m going to make you come. Tell me if I do something you like. Tell me if you need it harder or something different.”

      She propped herself up on her elbows to see me and groaned when our eyes met. “Holy shit, Jude. Anything...I’m so turned on right now. And you look...between my thighs...please.”

      With my palms, I pushed her legs open wide, spreading her pussy. I met her eyes again. “You’re beautiful, Stripes. So fucking beautiful.” I dipped my head and kissed her slick lips, sending her falling back with a moan. She smelled musky and sweet, womanly, but distinct in her own way. Dragging my nose along the crease of her thigh, I slid my hands under her ass, tilted her hips up to my watering mouth.

      I was deprived and starving. Tali was the only thing, the only woman, who’d even come close to quelling my deprivation. When I dragged my tongue up her center and her taste saturated my taste buds, I knew right then I’d always be hungry for her.

      I buried my face between her thighs, alert to the little sounds and movements she made, learning her body and how she liked to be touched. When I slid a hand up her side to her breast and pinched her nipple at the same time I sucked her clit between my lips, she nearly flew off the bed. Her back bowed and her thighs tightened around my head. Adding a hum while I sucked made her hips jerk erratically.

      “I’m so close,” she rasped. “Jude…”

      One finger, then two, slid into her opening while I kept up my worship of her clit. Her moans were unfiltered and loud, bouncing off the walls and ending up in my aching chest. I loved knowing her like this. Open and free. Not overthinking shit, simply letting herself feel.

      My name fell from her lips like a chant, a prayer, an exclamation. Her hips bucked and clit swelled. I licked her through the wave, through her moans and squeezing muscles. Even when she went lax, I kept licking at her. Gentler, but still laving with my tongue. I would’ve gone on forever if she hadn’t tugged at my hair and whimpered my name.

      “Come here. I want you inside me more than I want to breathe,” she said.

      I pushed off my boxers and climbed up her body, keeping my knees on the outside of her thighs, my cock hard and hovering over her belly. I shook my head at how beautiful she looked, hair wild, eyes focused on mine, lips swollen and red and irresistible.

      “You want this?” I asked.

      She reached between us and wrapped her fingers around my length. “Yeah, Jude. It feels like I’ll die if I don’t have you.”

      Leaning down, I pressed my lips against her, letting her taste her flavor on my tongue. “You have me, Tali. You gotta know that.”

      I grabbed a condom from where I’d stashed a couple in the bedside table after I’d checked in—wishful thinking—and rolled it down my length. Dipping my head, I lapped at her tits until she was a writhing, sweaty, desperate goddess beneath me. I wanted her soaked and ready so I didn’t hurt her. Hurting Tali was the very last thing I ever wanted to do.

      Moving between her legs, my hips pressed against hers, hard to soft. It took every ounce of my control not to slam into her. Jesus Christ, she felt so good, looked so pretty.

      “Ready, Stripes?”

      She nodded and looped her arms around my neck. “So ready.”

      I reached between us, first sliding my index finger through her folds, then grabbing my cock and guiding it to her entrance. She arched, and I nudged until I was inside her, an inch, maybe two. She shuddered, and her fingers curled into my shoulders, but her eyes were on mine, trusting and wanting.

      “More,” she whispered.

      I had to take a breath, rein myself in before I lost it. I pushed in slowly, watching her the entire time. Her brow pinched, but she kept her body relaxed, even as I hurt her. She welcomed me, welcomed what was happening between us.

      When I was fully inside her, buried as deep as she could take me, I stilled, dropping my forehead to hers. “Tali,” I said roughly.

      “You’re inside me, Jude,” she said, voice thick with awe.

      “You feel so damn amazing.” I lifted my head and cupped her cheek, her breast, her waist, then slid my hand under her thigh, lifting it higher. “I gotta move, baby. I gotta fuck you.”

      She nodded, lip caught in her teeth. “I want that. I want to feel you moving inside me.”

      Holding her leg, I pulled out, then pushed back in. It was the sweetest torture, forging a path inside Tali, in a place that had never been explored. She panted each time my pelvis hit hers.

      “Is this okay?” I managed to grit out.

      She nodded vigorously. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      I won’t.

      I can’t.

      We fit like puzzle pieces, the way our lips did when we first kissed. She was the answer to a question I hadn’t even thought to ask. Her body gripped mine, pulling me in deeper, harder, keeping me there.

      Sweat beaded my temple, and my dick throbbed, edging closer to losing it. My eyes shut so I could concentrate on staying longer, giving her more. If I kept looking at her full tits bounce each time I thrust into her, her parted lips letting out little gasps, her lust-filled eyes, I’d be coming far before either of us were ready.

      She whimpered my name. “I need to see you,” she said.

      My eyes snapped open. I couldn’t deny her. Not her first time, and probably not ever.

      “I want to see you too, Stripes. You just have no idea what you look like right now.” Swiveling my hips, I ground against her clit and she keened, high and sweet. “Sexy and pretty. You look like mine, Tali. All mine.”

      She raised her head, and I met her in the middle, kissing her like I hadn’t just done it. Thrusting with my tongue like my cock was fucking her. Deep, claiming.

      I swallowed her moans, licked them up. They tasted like winter nights and fresh snow. New, untouched, lasting.

      Her walls gripped me like a silken fist, warm and smooth. She was shaky beneath me, and I was an earthquake in human form. A seismic shift happened inside me, inches and increments, and I was changed. There was no before, no after, only this. Us. Together in a way I never believed we would be, but now that we were, I wasn’t giving her back.

      My pace quickened, and my desperation mounted. I lowered my chest onto hers, kissing her mouth and neck, biting her downy earlobe, tracing the line of her jaw with my tongue. My hips slammed into her, and I cupped the top of her head to prevent her from hitting it against the headboard. She raised her arms above her head and wove her fingers through mine, guarding them from hitting too.

      “Jude...Jude...let me feel you come.”

      Ah, god, she was evil. My cock surged forward, searching for the end of her, going slow and being gentle forgotten. Tali’s grip on my hands tightened as she raised her hips again and again, meeting me, giving me permission to let go.

      My heart was in a frenzy, both for what this girl did to me, and the way she made me feel. She was so perfect, so damn capable and beautiful, and she wanted me. She gave herself over to me. Let me have her in a way no one else had.

      I gazed down at her with pure adoration, even as I pumped with frantic madness. Skin slapped skin, hearts hammered, and her eyes called to me. Chocolate and gold, intense and intimate, I held her gaze as I pushed inside her for the last time, a hoarse groan ripping through me. I wanted to take her with me, to float in the ether, but she was grounded, and so I stayed. Stayed rooted in her, planted on top of her, mesmerized by the blossoming pink of her cheeks and the full fucking bloom of my feelings for her.

      This was more than like. More than lust. I wasn’t ready to put a word to it, but I knew. She’d be every song I ever wrote. She’d be the morning and the night. Tali was it.

      I pulled out slowly, hating her wince and hiss of pain. Collapsing next to her, breathless, I pulled her onto my chest. Tali was breathing hard and tracing lines on my chest. Tracing stripes.

      “Is it always like that?” she asked softly.

      With my knuckle under her chin, I tipped her head back. “Nah, Stripes. It’s never been like that for me. That was us.”

      Her eyes darted between mine. “This is real, isn’t it?”

      “So real.” I brushed my lips across hers. “You feel okay?”

      “Right now, I’m sort of blissing out. Tomorrow might tell a different story, but I don’t want to think about that.”

      “You have a good birthday?”

      She smiled, big and beaming. “I can’t remember a better one.”

      It wasn’t my birthday, but I couldn’t imagine a better day than this.
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      I woke to the sweetest ache between my thighs and a looseness in my muscles I’d never experienced. Flashes of the night before hit me. Jude inside me. The unfamiliar fullness. His tongue on my clit and the orgasm he’d pulled from me. The way he’d looked at me while he made love to me, like I was a revelation.

      The man he was last night was a revelation to me. He had told me what he felt for me went beyond flirtation and attraction, but I hadn’t let myself see how deep it went. He couldn’t hide it last night—not that he’d been trying. Or maybe my blinders came off and I finally saw.

      I hadn’t thought I’d been saving my virginity for someone special, but I’d always be glad my first time was with Jude.

      My core was sore, but the man sleeping next to me made me wet. Naked except a strategically placed sheet. He was beautiful. Face in repose, the intensity that coated his features during the day was replaced with a softness, making him look younger. Probably more his age. His silky black hair flopped down over his forehead. I picked up a lock of it, drawing my fingers down to the ends.

      A day or two of stubble dotted Jude’s square jaw. My index finger traced the edges around his mouth. His nose twitched and eyes moved behind his eyelids. I snatched my hand away, but he caught it, long, warm fingers cuffing my wrist.

      “Stay,” he murmured, eyes still firmly closed.

      I laid my head on his chest and slung my leg over his. Jude’s arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer. He smelled like sweat and music and Jude, mingled with a ghost of me. I loved the scent of him right now. I wanted to rub one of my T-shirts all over him so I could capture it and keep it.

      He was hard, pressed against my hip. Last night had been unexpectedly intense. It had awakened something in me that hadn’t been sated. I liked Jude, but I also really liked the way he felt inside me.

      I kissed his chest and shoulder, trying to wake him up. I was already needy. My fingers curled around his length, slowly moving from base to tip and back again.

      Jude groaned, eyes flickering open. “Whatcha doin’, Stripes?”

      “Wanting you,” I answered.

      He caught my lips, kissing me warm and soft. A morning kiss that was the slowest, sleepiest wake-up call—a hello again to me—to us.

      “I thought I’d dreamed last night?” he asked against my lips.

      I took his hand and pressed it between my thighs. “No. It was very real.”

      A feral sound came from deep in his throat. He hooked his free arm under my leg, lifting it, spreading me, and explored me with his fingers.

      “Are you sore?” he asked, dipping a finger inside me.

      I shuddered, gripping him tighter. “Only a little. Nothing will stop me from doing this again with you.”

      This time when he kissed me, it wasn’t slow or soft. It was crushing and consuming. Passion exchanged with tongues and teeth, lips delivering desire.

      His fingers worked me, circling around my clit, taking so much of my attention that my hands fell away from his cock and cupped my own breasts. I rolled my nipples between my fingers, and Jude tore his mouth away from mine to watch.

      “Fucking hell, you’re so gorgeous,” he gritted out. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll give it to you.”

      “I want to ride you. I want you to make me come while you’re inside me.”

      He rolled to his back, pulling me with him so I was lying on top. “Do you have any idea, Stripes? Any?”

      He gripped my hair with both hands, eyes piercing into me, seeing beyond what I readily showed.

      “I don’t think I do.” I sat up, the tug of his hands in my hair eliciting a moan from me. His erection aligned with my core, and out of pure instinct, I rocked my hips. Hard slid through slick, brushing roughly over my swollen clit.

      Jude scooted us both toward the headboard so he was propped up. The movement along with the slight change of angle had my stomach tightening.

      Hands kneaded my breasts, smoothed over my sides and belly, cupped my ass firmly, helping me rock. All at once, it was too much and not nearly enough.

      Blindly, I grabbed for a condom from the bedside table and ripped it open with my teeth like a savage. I had no idea what I was doing, but I was pretty sure I could figure it out.

      Lifting up, I gripped Jude’s shaft, fascinated by the feel of it coated in my arousal.

      “You like that?” His hands went around mine, guiding them up and down. “I love feeling you raw on me.”

      My eyelids fluttered, and I almost threw common sense to the wind. Considering I wasn’t on any kind of birth control, that would have been incredibly stupid. That was what Jude looking at me like that did to me—made me desperate and senseless with lust.

      “Condom, Tali. I gotta get inside you.”

      With shaky hands, I managed to roll the latex down his length. Jude’s warm hands gripped my hips, guiding me until I was sinking down on him. My insides were tender, and the pressure was even more in this position, but it would have taken a tsunami sweeping me away to stop this.

      While I tried to find a rhythm, Jude’s hands were finding me. My breasts were his favorite place to spend time, kneading and sucking, swirling and laving, until my walls clenched around him.

      He sat up so we were chest to chest, and his hot mouth found my neck, dragging kisses over my skin. I writhed on top of him, and when he jerked his hips, hitting a place so deep inside me, it had been hidden until that moment, I nearly toppled over.

      But Jude had me. Holding me close, kissing me, touching me, burying himself in me.

      This was different than last night. Our first time had been the start of something—the start of us. This morning was raw and primal. Bodies fitting, molding, mouths exploring, claiming, chasing pleasure and closeness.

      His hands slid to my ass, spreading me, touching where we were joined. I reached behind me to feel what he felt, weaving my fingers over his as we touched his cock finding home in my pussy. I whimpered, from the slide, from the stretch, from Jude’s fingers pushing against my other opening. He teased but didn’t enter. I couldn’t say I would have stopped him. Everything he had done so far had earned a rip-roaring yes from me.

      With his other hand, he reached between our sweaty bellies and circled my clit. Tight spirals of need filled me. I’d never felt this way, so frenzied, I was nearly panicked. I couldn’t concentrate, not when Jude pressed against my ass, fingered my clit, and thrust into me expertly.

      “Look at me, Stripes. Show me how much you like this,” he ordered in a rough, commanding voice.

      Eyes locked, I worked hard to keep them open. I rose and fell, rose and fell, heat creeping up me like the flame traveling up a fuse, headed straight for the stick of dynamite. Explosion was inevitable, and welcome, to ease the fizzing tension building so taut within me. I worried I would break in half if I didn’t come soon.

      “I’m so close.” My fingers curled into his shoulders for leverage as I slammed my hips down, ass slapping his legs. I liked that sound. Skin on skin, it would always sound like sex to me from now on. “Fuck me harder, Jude. Fuck me like I’ve been yours forever.”

      His heavy breathing hitched, and the finger pressing against my ass pushed inside, just a little. “You have been. You are.”

      Jude slammed into me, again and again. My peaked nipples brushed against his chest, adding to the rush of sensations overriding my system.

      “Come on, baby, let go. I’ll follow you over,” he groaned.

      It wasn’t his plea that did me in, but the stutter in his rhythm when my inner walls squeezed him. The flash of exquisite pain on his face. His talented fingers pushing on live-wire nerves, taking full advantage of their sensitivity.

      He wanted me to keep my eyes on his, but when my orgasm hit, all thoughts left me. I was a writhing mass of clenching muscles, sweat-beaded skin, and arousal-soaked thighs. My muscles contracted, tossing my head back and bowing my spine. My cries of pleasure and Jude’s name were sung to the ceiling as his bellowing groans mixed in.

      Before I could make sense of anything, Jude moved us, pushing me onto my back and plunging into me with absolute abandon. A second wave of my orgasm—or maybe it was a new one entirely—crested and crashed. He cupped my jaw with strong fingers, held my breast with the others, and with one final, powerful thrust, he rooted in deep and spilled inside me.

      Panting and sweaty, we laid locked together for a minute or two, until Jude had to pull out of me out of necessity. I moaned, both from the loss of him and the achy emptiness he left behind.

      His face immediately held an expression of fierce concern. “Did I hurt you?”

      I shook my head, mouth curving into a slightly delirious smile. “I’m sore, but not from anything you did wrong. That was…” I shook my head again. There were no words.

      He got rid of the condom, and then he was on me, both holding me and examining me for wear and tear.

      “I’m fine, Jude. More than fine,” I insisted.

      He rested his head on my breast, his breath warming my nipple. “If you’re hurt, if you need time, tell me. Because otherwise, I’m going to be an animal with you. I can’t help it.” He cupped my breasts, taking my nipple between his lips.

      My fingers brushed his hair. “That feels so good,” I said softly.

      He let go, kissing circles around the hardened point, then moving his mouth up to mine. We kissed languorously, like we had all day in bed, when in truth, we probably only had until ten a.m. before we had to get our asses out and back to reality. I’d prolong this with Jude for as long as I could. I wanted our bubble to stretch and follow us back to Maryland.

      We kissed until we were both needy and aching, not from pain, but for each other, then he took me again, and I took him right back.
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        * * *

      

      I’d left for winter break in the back of my dad’s car. I returned in the front of Jude’s beater. The ride wasn’t long. I’d been secretly hoping for a traffic jam so I could stay in his little car, inhaling his scent, listening to his voice, and generally mooning over everything about him. But less than two hours later, we pulled up to his place.

      Switching off the ignition, he turned to me. “I know I didn’t ask, mostly because I didn’t want you to say no, but I want to hang out with you for a while. I can take you to the dorm if you need to get back…”

      I unbuckled my seatbelt. “Nope, not yet. Let’s hang out.”

      He grabbed his bag, but left mine in the car, and I followed him into the one-story, brick house. Four sets of eyes were on us as soon as we stepped through the door. Seven, Jeremy, Jin, and Ben were scattered around the cramped living room. Our appearance was apparently far more interesting than whatever they’d been doing before we arrived.

      Jude nodded. “Hey. Tali’s gonna hang out for a while.”

      The boys waved, and I waved back. Ben got up and hugged me.

      “Tino drives like a bat out of hell, so I’ve been home for a couple hours. Wasn’t sure if you guys would make it back today,” he said.

      “Do you know me at all? Do I seem like I’d miss the first day of class?” I asked.

      Ben chuckled. “I suppose not. I was all prepared to be alone at Gamelan ensemble.”

      Jude’s hand slid around my waist. “I have to hear you play this instrument.”

      I nudged his ribs. “End of year concert. Be there or be square. No heckling, though.”

      He squeezed my hip. “I’d never miss it.”

      “What the fuck’s Gamelan?” Jeremy asked.

      As Ben turned to explain the Balinese instruments we’d be learning to play, Jude steered me down a narrow hallway into a closet-sized bedroom, most of which was taken up by a double bed. It was tidy, but barren. Bed made, floor clean, walls bare.

      “How long have you lived here?” I asked, spinning in a tight circle.

      He shoved his bag into the small closet, then turned back to me, hands on his hips. “Two years. I’m pretty sure the owner divided a couple bedrooms in two to make it better for renting, but it’s like living in a broom closet. I don’t spend much time in here.”

      “We don’t have to stay in here if you don’t want to.” But I wanted to. I liked his friends, but right now, I only wanted Jude.

      The corner of his mouth quirked. “Nope. I’ve got no interest in leaving these four walls, not when I’ve got you within them.” He kicked his shoes off, then placed them neatly on the floor of his closet. “Stay, Stripes. I still owe you a present.”

      I took my shoes off and placed them near the door, then climbed up on his bed, sitting with my back against the wall. “I thought you forgot. I didn’t want to make it weird by bringing it up.”

      His smile widened. “Didn’t forget. But I…uh—” He went to the corner where a guitar was propped and picked it up. “I wrote you a song.”

      “Jude,” I whispered. “A song?”

      He sat on the edge of his bed, knee bent, guitar laid across his lap. “It’s short, and probably complete shit. I wanted to get you a gift that meant something, and the lyrics kind of came to me when I was thinking about you.”

      I was this close to becoming a silly, starry-eyed girl. Thinking about me had inspired a song? I didn’t even care if it was shit—he wrote me a damn song. But this was Jude. He made beautiful music. My song would be anything but shit.

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      He strummed his guitar and closed his eyes.

      I held my breath, not wanting to miss a single note. And then he sang, and everything shifted. The earth, my heart, my future, everything. His velvet gravel met my soul and twined with it.

      
        
        Lines on my chaos map

        are looking more like stripes these days

        She's every direction I turn to

        Every path I could take goes her way

      

        

      
        Never knew I had a compass

        spinning wildly inside me like a top

        I'm trying hard not to get dizzy

        on the twisted road to us

      

        

      
        No, I never saw this coming

        I'm not the boy I used to be

        The man I am now won't be running

        Not when I've got her next to me

        'Cause she's the only thing that makes sense

        In a world that's gone mad

        I'm gonna need to have some patience

        Until she sees the good in my bad

      

        

      
        I'd been floating before she walked in

        and brought me down to earth

        She's been marching to the wind

        ribbons of chocolate trailing after her

      

        

      
        I put one foot in front of the other

        She's got her own beat

        Footprints blowin' away in the weather

        Gonna need a new trail, her and me

      

        

      
        No, I never saw this coming

        I'm not the boy I used to be

        The man I am now won't be running

        Not when I've got her next to me

        'Cause she's the only thing that makes sense

        In a world that's gone mad

        I'm gonna need to have some patience

        Until she sees the good in my bad

      

      

      Tears welled in my eyes. I tried to blink them away before he opened his, but there was no hiding the effect of his velvet gravel voice singing lyrics he’d written for me, about his feelings for me.

      He rested his hand on the top of the guitar for a few seconds, head bowed, eyes closed. I crawled across the bed to him and laid my head on his shoulder.

      “Too much? Too fast? Too intense?” he asked quietly.

      I kissed the back of his neck and wrapped my arms around him from behind. “No, no, and no. I don’t even know what to say because I don’t think words can really encompass what I’m feeling right now, but I am incredibly honored, Jude.”

      He set his guitar down and twisted to face me, hands tangling in the sides of my hair.

      “I’m still terrified, Stripes. I don’t wanna screw this up.”

      “You won’t. Just don’t be a shitty boyfriend, and you won’t.”

      He exhaled slowly, eyelids lowering. “I deserve the hell out of that.”

      I fisted his T-shirt, and his eyes snapped open, finding mine. “I want this to work. But if you find yourself wanting to lay in bed with another girl, or thinking about kissing her, or telling her she’s gorgeous, cut me loose, okay?”

      “Goddamn, I wish I could cut myself open and show you my entire insides are stamped with you. Your name’s on my heart. Your sweet face is chillin’ on my pancreas. Your pretty voice is embedded in my lungs. Your scent is wrapped around my kidneys. You’re every-fucking-where, and that’s never happened to me before.”

      Those words, they sunk inside me and curled like tentacles around my heart. I slid my hands up to his cheeks, palming the two-day-old stubble. “I believe you, Jude. That’s why I’m here.” My lips found his in a slow, soft kiss. “I told my dad about you.”

      “Oh shit.” He held his hands up. “Now, that might be a little too intense for me.”

      Laughing, I slapped his chest. “Oh, now we’re enemies.”

      He arched a brow. “Are we?”

      I scooted away from him to the other side of the bed. “Yes, we are. Don’t come near me unless you want to be kicked.”

      Jude got an evil glint in his eye as he prowled toward me on his hands and knees, a low growl coming from his throat. Squealing, I kicked at him, but he grabbed my ankles and yanked me flat on my back underneath him.

      “Are we still enemies?” he asked, hovering above me.

      “The worst kind.” I had no idea if he was ticklish, but I went all in, digging my fingers into his ribs. It turned out he was extremely ticklish. He flopped over on his back like a capsized turtle, flailing and attempting to bat me away.

      Jude howled with laughter, only making half-hearted attempts to evade me, until someone banged on his door. “Keep the kinky shit down!” That had to be Jin.

      I fell on top of him, giggling and tickling him whenever his laughter started to die down.

      “Mercy,” he groaned, pinning my arms to my sides. “Please have mercy on me, pretty girl.”

      “I can’t believe how ticklish you are. That is adorable.”

      He snarled, giving me an Elvis lip curl. “Nothing about me is adorable, Tali. This is pure, hardcore manliness.”

      I pressed my mouth to his ear, and whispered, “Adorable.”

      Jude rolled to his side, keeping me in his arms, so we were face-to-face. “What’d you tell your dad about me?”

      “I didn’t tell him a lot. My dad does better when he’s mostly in the dark about my life. I told him I wasn’t sure about dating a musician and he said if I liked you, and you were a good guy, then I should give you a chance. He also told me to date around and not get pregnant.”

      Rough fingers pushed hair away from my face. “Sounds like I’m dad approved. I’m going to ignore his shitty advice about you dating around. Not happening.”

      My mouth curved up at his possessiveness. “He was concerned you’re not Catholic, but I assured him we wouldn’t be getting married, so no need to call in a priest.”

      Jude stilled, brows pulling into a hard line. “Says who?”

      “What?”

      “Who says we won’t get married?”

      I laughed, pushing his chest. “Uh, that’s hilarious. Can we be boyfriend and girlfriend for a while before you propose?”

      His hand went around the back of my neck. “Don’t write me off.”

      “I’m not. But I told you, I’m the thinkiest thinker you’ll ever meet. I don’t have flights of fancy.”

      He growled, warm fingers tightening around my neck. “Sometimes I want to shut off your brain a little.”

      “You like me because of my brain.”

      He nipped at my bottom lip, and I melted against him. “Oh, that’s right. I do.”

      I drew my leg up, draping it over his. “You know, I can stay for a little while longer. What can we do?”

      He pulled me closer. “Maybe a little something to shut off your beautiful brain?”

      “Yes.” I pressed my chest to his. “Let’s do that.”
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      Standing outside the Student Union, watching kids my age scurrying to classes, I wondered what the hell I was doing here. It might’ve been my imagination, but I felt like I stuck out like a sore thumb. Like these people could take one glance at me and know I didn’t belong.

      But then my reason crested the hill and I remembered. I studied her before she noticed me. She was laughing with Ben, her arms gesturing wildly, and he leaned toward her, a goofy grin on his face.

      It made me mad with jealousy. I was jealous of every single smile, laugh, word, expression that didn’t belong to me. It was irrational and over the top. I’d never admit it out loud, but there it was.

      “Stripes!” I called.

      She stopped in her tracks, searching and finding me. Then she took off in a sprint, and I threw my arms out, catching her when she crashed into me. Her legs went around my waist and her arms around my neck.

      “Jude!”

      My mouth found hers, kissing her like we hadn’t seen each other in weeks instead of a weekend. Her nose and lips were cold, but I quickly warmed them with my own.

      Tali pulled back, grinning at me. “I didn’t think I’d see you until later.”

      “Couldn’t stay away.”

      Ben caught up, nodding. “Hey, man.”

      Tali lowered her feet to the ground but remained pressed against me. There were too many winter layers between us, but I’d take what I could get.

      “Did you know he was going to be here?” she asked Ben.

      He smirked. “Quite possibly.”

      She laughed, laying her head on my chest. “You sneaky little shit. You didn’t tell me.”

      “Wouldn’t be a surprise if I had,” he said.

      She smacked my chest with a mittened hand. “I’m really happy to see you, but can we go inside? My toes have frostbite.”

      Never Again had been asked to play at two colleges in North Carolina over the past weekend, which was a huge deal for us since we’d been paid actual money, but driving away from Tali had felt like chopping off a limb. If one long weekend felt like torture, I didn’t know how I’d handle a summer on the road if we got the festival gig.

      It had been a month since Tali got back from winter break. A month of dragging her to my place for stolen moments in between study sessions, meeting her for rushed dinners, and trapping her in bed with me on weekends. It was always me chasing her down, inserting myself into her precious free time, but I’d gone in with eyes open. I’d known that’s how our story would go.

      The three of us grabbed sandwiches and found a table in the crowded food court. I pulled Tali’s chair next to mine, and she leaned into me, laying her hand on my leg under the table.

      And that was how I knew she was as into this thing as I was. Or, at least close. I chased, I pulled her in, but once she was in, she always moved closer and burrowed in deep.

      “How were the shows?” Ben asked before he took a bite of his sub.

      I nodded. “Crazy good. We had fans, man. People knew our lyrics. We had no idea our music was getting so many downloads in the south, but apparently it is.”

      He wiped his mouth. “Fuck yeah. That’s awesome. Were there a lot of people?”

      “At UNC, there had to be a couple hundred. But at Duke, god, I don’t know, I think there were over five hundred. It was nuts, man. We’ve never played a show like that.”

      Tali’s fingers tightened on my leg. I’d called her that night, woken her up, and told her every detail. We’d talked for two hours, and she’d asked question after question, wanting to know everything.

      Ben paused, his face calm and serious. “This is it, isn’t it? You’re getting there.”

      I shrugged, not because I didn’t care, but because I kind of felt like we might be getting there, but if I got my hopes too high and it didn’t happen, I wanted to lessen the crash.

      “We’re going to be waiting in line for Jude’s autograph soon,” Tali said.

      “I’d never make you wait.”

      Ben scrunched his nose. “And what about me? I had to listen to you practice your guitar when you knew two chords and listen to your voice cracking through puberty.”

      I chuckled. “No lines for you either.”

      He snapped his fingers. “Too bad I didn’t record you back then. I could’ve made a fortune either in blackmail or selling off the recordings to your fans on eBay.”

      “I would have paid good money to hear that,” Tali said.

      “What money?” Ben asked.

      She grinned at him. “Well, maybe not money. I’d pay in Gamelan lessons and lasagna.”

      He rocked back in his chair, laughing. “Shit, Jude, has your girl told you she’s a Gamelan master? From like day one, she picked up the sticks and played a little tune while the rest of us Neanderthals sat there drooling.”

      My arms curled around her shoulder. “Think you failed to mention that.”

      She slipped her arm between the chair and my back, her hand finding a spot beneath my T-shirt. “I’m very humble. But I’ll just say our teacher informed me she’s never had a student pick it up as fast as I have.”

      Ben coughed, “Teacher’s pet,” and Tali threw a chip at him.

      “Maybe you should play on our album,” I said.

      Her hand moved up my back, then down again, settling by the waistband of my jeans.

      “Maybe. I’m very busy though, so I can’t possibly commit.”

      I kissed the side of her head. “I know that about you. You’re impossible to catch.”

      She turned to face me. “Really? I feel like you got me.”

      “Only sometimes. And not nearly enough.”

      Ben cleared his throat. “I’m heading out, leave you two lovebirds alone.” He raised his brows. “See you later, Tals?”

      She nodded. “See you, Benny.”

      He saluted me, then sauntered off.

      “I think he’s giving us private time,” Tali said with a small smile.

      I swiveled sideways in my chair, my legs on the outside of hers, gripping her hips. “I really missed you, Stripes.”

      She sighed, laying her forehead on mine and cupping my neck with both hands. “Me too, Jude. I did get a paper written that I’d been putting off, but the sad thing is, I would have rather been procrastinating with you.”

      “You can get your shit done with me. Bring your books over, I’ll just stare at you creepily from the corner.”

      She giggled, soft and sweet. “But I want to stare at you creepily too.”

      “Well, shit. This is a conundrum.”

      “I love that you just used ‘conundrum.’ It sounds so wrong coming out of your mouth, which is why it’s so right.”

      The corner of my mouth hitched. “You like that? What about fiddlesticks? Does that get you?”

      She let her head loll back like she was in rapture. “Keep going.”

      “Discombobulate.”

      Her chest heaved.

      “Lollygag.”

      She fanned her face. “I’m not sure I can take anymore.”

      “Brouhaha.”

      Tali’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “Jude! No more.”

      I pulled her into my lap, hugging her while she kept laughing. “Glad I could entertain you.” And I was. Tali was focused and serious a lot, but when she let go, it was gorgeous. Her eyes sparkled and cheeks pinkened, and her laugh was so throaty and full-bodied, it was almost erotic.

      She stopped, wiped the tears from her eyes, and cupped the sides of my face. “I love you.”

      My breath hitched, grin falling from my face. Fuck, I hadn’t expected that from her.

      She pressed a kiss to my parted lips. “It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything back. I just wanted you to know I’m in love with you, Jude.”

      Still speechless, my arms tightened around her, and I pressed my face into her hair. She smelled like home. Not like the cold castle I’d grown up in, but a place I’d always imagined. Warm, with a touch of spiciness. Sort of like pie, but nothing so everyday. She was a unique home, only for me.

      She hugged me back, breathing softly against my neck.

      “Tali,” I rasped out. “If you don’t think I’m completely, madly in love with you, then you haven’t been paying attention.”

      She pulled back to lock gazes. Her brown eyes were alight with amusement. “I suspected.”

      “I was trying not to scare you off. I never thought you’d beat me to the punch, pretty girl.”

      “You’re not going to scare me off. I already know you’re crazy, and I like it.”

      I tapped her lips. “You love it.”

      She nipped my fingers, letting out a growl. “I do. I love you.”

      I let out a growl of my own. “Goddamn do I need to get inside you. Tell me you’re coming over later.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not.”

      Jesus Christ, she made me feel like a desperate man, and I couldn’t even hide it.

      “Tali, please. We don’t even have to have sex, I just want to hold you and—”

      She tapped my lips. “I’m not coming over later because I’m coming over now. I’m done with classes, and if you’re not inside me within an hour, I might burn everything down.”

      Filled with jagged edges of relief, I smacked her backside. “Get your pretty ass off my lap so I can take you home and you can put it on my dick.”

      She turned beet red. “This is why I love you.”

      “Did I discombobulate you?”

      She pulled her knit hat over her head. “I’m going to discombobulate your dick.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but I can’t fucking wait to experience it.”
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        * * *

      

      My knuckles ached as I turned the knob to my house. It was well after midnight, but of course no one was asleep. The air was thick with smoke, pulling me inside.

      Jin walked by, slapping me on the shoulder. “Hey, man, you look rough. Take a hit.”

      I took the offered joint, inhaling until my lungs burned. Ben was on the couch with a girl, one I hadn’t seen around before. Jeremy and Seven were in the middle of a heated battle of Halo. A couple of our neighbors were cheering them on. Most with drinks or joints in hand. A bong lay on its side on the cigarette-burned coffee table.

      Typical scene in our house. Didn’t have to be the weekend. Could’ve been any night. I took another hit from the joint, then passed it back to Jin.

      Knuckles still throbbing to the same beat as my pounding head, I went into the kitchen to grab a can of beer—both for my head and the knuckles. I stood there, leaning against the counter, alternating between holding the cold can against my injured hand and chugging back the bitter liquid inside.

      Ben wandered in, blinking in surprise at my presence. “When’d you get home?”

      “Uh…” I rubbed the back of my neck. “A little while ago. Just needed to take the edge off before I attempted to socialize.”

      “But why are you here?” he pressed.

      “’Cause I live here? Am I missing something?”

      He shook his head. “No, why are you here, here, when your girl’s waiting in your room?”

      I jerked upright. “Tali’s here?”

      He chuckled, opening the fridge and peering inside. “Yep. Been here a couple hours. She finally got tired of our shenanigans and said she was going to read in your room.”

      Beer can slammed down on the counter, I exited the kitchen like it was on fire.

      Tali was here.

      The only person I wanted anything to do with was here. In my room. Waiting for me. And I was a stoned, beat-up mess.

      When I opened my bedroom door, she was on my bed, legs curled to the side, a thick textbook in front of her on a pillow, and a yellow highlighter tucked behind her ear. It took her a second to look up, but when she did, my heart stopped.

      Her smile didn’t start with a seed. It was a full fucking garden of blooms in less than a second. Her lips, her eyes, her cheeks, all smiling, thrilled to see my face.

      “Hey, Jude.”

      Closing the door behind me, I kicked my boots off and tore off my work shirt, leaving it carelessly on the floor. Next came my jeans, stained with someone else’s blood, dropped to my feet by the bed.

      “Hey, Stripes. Come shower with me.”

      She quirked her head. “Are you high?”

      “Yep.” I plucked the highlighter from behind her ear. “I had no idea you were here.”

      She held her hands up. “Surprise!” Then she climbed out of bed. “Did you get dirty at work?”

      “Filthy.”

      My bedroom must’ve been half a master bedroom originally, because my closet-sized room had an attached bath. It wasn’t anything special—the tiles were pink—but it was clean, and had a shower big enough for two, so the rest were details.

      Tali went into the bathroom first, leaning over the tub to turn on the water. She straightened when I came up behind her, pressing against her ass. Arms wrapped around her waist, nuzzling her neck, she sighed and leaned her head back on my shoulder.

      “The water’s good now. Get in and don’t wipe your filth all over me.”

      She said it with a smile, but she was right. I was covered in sweat, spit, and blood—a lot of it not my own—so I let her go, pushed my underwear off, and climbed into the shower. With the curtain shoved aside, I watched her undress. First her T-shirt, then her thermal shirt, jeans, and cotton underwear, which she neatly folded and left on the closed toilet.

      Tali stunned me, every damn time I saw her, whether she was dressed or not. I’d never seen skin as smooth as hers. She looked like she’d been airbrushed, but no. She was completely real. And when she climbed into the shower with me, she pressed those miles of smooth, tan skin against me.

      “Are you okay, Jude?”

      Arms circling her waist, hands resting at the top of her ass, I rested my forehead on hers. “Tired. Regretting how high I am right now.”

      “I should’ve called, but I was sitting in my dorm, attempting to study, and all I could think about was you. I didn’t know what time you’d be home…”

      “I’m happy you’re here, Stripes.”

      Moving us under the water, we were wet in an instant. Wet and warm and slick. But I was still dirty as hell, so I grabbed my bar of soap, lathered my hands up, and scrubbed my entire body.

      “I still can’t believe you don’t use a washcloth,” she said.

      “Waste of time.”

      She snorted. “How does a washcloth waste time?”

      Before I could answer, she grabbed my hand, holding it up to examine it. “Jude, what happened?”

      I pulled my hand away, dropping it to my side. “Somebody did something he wasn’t supposed to. I had to explain shit so he’d understand.”

      “With your fist? That’s why your knuckles are all beat up, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. That’s why.”

      The guy had deserved it. Eric and I saw him out when he tried to climb on the stage, but he hadn’t wanted to leave. He’d been high out of his mind, spitting and thrashing, and when we tossed him on the sidewalk, he’d sprung right up and charged Eric. Why someone would charge a human brick wall was beyond me. I figured coke or LSD might’ve been the answer. I popped him in the jaw, but he didn’t stop. It took another hit to the temple to slow him down, but an uppercut to the chin finally got him sitting down with his head between his knees.

      It hadn’t just been him, though. I got kicked and spit on, drinks spilled on my shoes, ass grabbed by both girls and dudes.

      Tonight, I’d hated my job. It seemed like the dregs of humanity had been communing in that one space, the sounds of heavy metal only hyping them up to be worse than they normally were.

      Tali lifted my hand, bringing it to her mouth and kissing it delicately. Panicked, seeing her soft lips next to my torn, violent fists, I wrenched away and leaned my head against the tiles.

      “I’m sorry, Jude. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t,” I gritted.

      She laid her head on my back, arms around my stomach. “I want to say the right thing, if you need me to say something. If you don’t want to talk, then I’m here for that too. But let me be here.”

      “I don’t know what I want.” I slammed the side of my fist into the tiles. “I don’t know. My head is so foggy right now. I’m tripping, and I don’t want to be. I just want to take a shower with my girl and go to bed, but I’m fucking it all up.”

      Her hands moved up to my chest. “You had a bad night, but I’m here if you want me to be. Nothing’s fucked up.”

      I turned to face her. Water dripped down the sides of her face and beaded on her long eyelashes. Her lips were parted, pleading, brow pinched in concern. I hated that I put that look on her face.

      I cupped her wet cheeks and pressed my mouth to hers. She whimpered when I slipped my tongue inside, tasting her deep and slow. Her lips were so warm, welcoming, my home. They erased the bullshit—erased my feelings of inadequacy and made me think it might all turn out okay.

      “Love you, Stripes.”

      She smiled into another kiss, this one just as slow, but a little more sweet.

      “I love you too, grumpface. Can we get out of this shower and into your bed? You can tell me about your night, or not. I can read you my sociology textbook and put you to sleep.”

      “Grumpface? Really?” My hands slid down her shoulders and back, to her ass, squeezing it.

      “What? Not as good as Stripes?”

      Laughing, I shut off the water, drying her first, then myself, and we got under my covers, lying face to face. My dick was hard, but it always was around her. I wanted inside her, but I really wanted to look at her and talk to her.

      “Can’t believe you were just waiting for me,” I said.

      Her hand found mine under the covers, and she wove our fingers together.

      “Well...I might have played a round of Halo. And I also might have beaten and shamed Jeremy.”

      I grinned. “Did they kick you out?”

      She grinned back. “There were clear hints my kind wasn’t wanted.”

      “Your kind?”

      “The kind who sweeps the floor with their asses playing video games. They didn’t know I come from a family of boys. Video games were our form of bonding.”

      “Not music?” I asked.

      “A little. Music is mostly my thing with my dad. One day, if he ever allows you to step foot in the house, I’ll take you out to the garage and you can listen to records with us.”

      I brought our joined hands up to my mouth and kissed her knuckles. “Think your dad won’t like me?”

      “I have no idea. The only boy I ever brought home was my prom date senior year and my dad knew him since we were kids. Not sure how he’d feel about my tattooed, rocker boyfriend, but I’m willing to chance it...one day.”

      “Movin’ a little fast there, huh, Stripes?”

      She breathed a little laugh. “I guess I shouldn’t assume you’d want to meet my family.”

      “Assume, ’cause I do. I want to know everything about you.”

      “I want to know you too, Jude. Tell me about tonight.”

      “I don’t want my ugly shit to touch you.”

      Hitting that guy…it’d been ugly. I hated each time my fist connected with his body. The sound it made. The roll of his eyes when he finally went down. I hated it, but I would have done it again and again if Eric hadn’t said enough. ’Cause some of that ugliness was in me, and it felt good to let it out.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t treat me like some pristine piece of furniture you’re afraid to sully with your darkness. That’s not who I am, and I definitely don’t want that to be how you see me.”

      When I stayed quiet, she got in my face, brushing her nose against mine. “If you don’t talk, I’m reading my sociology book to you.”

      Gripping her hip, I pulled her body flush with mine, until the only space between us was the wall I’d put up that Tali was currently smashing.

      I’d talk, but not about tonight.

      “My dad and I used to have a thing,” I started. “When my parents were together, we’d go play basketball every weekend, just us. It wasn’t until it stopped that I realized how important it had been, you know? We hardly talked, but I guess it was more the fact that he wanted to spend that time with me.”

      “Your dad is a dick if he doesn’t want to spend time with you.” Her face pulled into a scowl that was so sincere, yet completely adorable, I laughed. I laughed and coughed, then laughed some more.

      Tali pushed at me, but I held her close. “You’re so high,” she said.

      “I know, Stripes. I’m done laughing now, though. Let me hold you. I think I could fall asleep just like this.”

      She finally relaxed, melting against me, legs tangled, heat mingling. Everything slowed, my thoughts, time, our movements. The night faded, the ugliness not feeling quite as big or horrific.

      “Did you quit playing basketball after that?” she asked.

      “Nope. I’d developed a love for it, even without my dick of a dad there to watch me.” I pressed a kiss to her smooth cheek, and she nestled closer, sighing with contentment. “Actually, Benny took his place. When he found out my dad had dumped me, he started showing up at my door with a ball every weekend. We never talked about it. He knew without me saying how completely devastated I’d been. So, he showed up. He’s always been the one to show up, no matter what.”

      We lapsed into silence, and Tali played with the hair on the back of my neck, making my eyes droop.

      “I played basketball until I graduated high school,” she said quietly. “I could probably take you.”

      I grinned, eyes still barely open. “You challenging me, Tali Stripes?”

      “Oh no, I’m telling you I could beat you.”

      “I have no doubt. Now, be quiet so I can sleep.”

      She nuzzled closer, kissing my throat. “Good night, grumpface.”

      God, I loved this girl.
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      I stood in front of the mirror, drawing circles around my eye with black kohl. Turning to Nina, I fluttered my lashes. “Is this sexy emo or sad goth?”

      She considered me, hip popped out to the side. “Somewhere in between?”

      Heather stuck her head in the door. “Definitely sexy emo. Ignore your cousin.”

      I pointed my eyeliner at her. “That’s good advice most days.”

      Heather laughed and disappeared again, leaving Nina and me in the hotel bathroom to get ready.

      Nina pulled her flat iron through her hair, watching me in the mirror. “Why are you so nervous?”

      “Tonight’s a huge deal for Jude,” I said.

      “I realize.” She set her flat iron down and crossed her arms over her chest. “But why are you nervous? I’ve never seen you stare at yourself in the mirror like this. You even let me flat iron your hair, which is like a miracle of all miracles.”

      It was true. I’d gone all out with my makeup and hair. I’d bought a dress, shorter and more revealing than I’d ever owned, because I had this idea that I wanted Jude to be proud to have me as his. But now I wondered if I looked silly in my slinky black dress and blood red knee-high Docs. Was I trying too hard?

      “I’m trying to look the part of rock star girlfriend,” I said, stuffing my insecurities down deep.

      She gripped my shoulders so I was facing her. “Girl, you look the part because the part is yours. That boy is so sprung on you. He could have a stadium full of fans, and all he’d see is your goth-emo self.”

      “Promise?”

      She shook her head, like I’d gravely disappointed her. “I’m not even going to play into whatever’s going on in your head. Jude goes on in an hour, we have to get out of here.”

      Heather popped her head in the bathroom again, but this time, she came bearing gifts. I took the offered joint without hesitation, taking a couple puffs before passing it to Nina.

      Someone banged on the door. “Security!”

      I pulled the door open, leaning seductively on the frame. “I promise, I’m innocent, officer. Is there anything I can do to get off?”

      Tino cackled and pulled me in for a hug. “You look delicious, Natalia.”

      “And you are as dashing as ever, Augustino.”

      Nina flipped the bathroom light off and stood in the open doorway with a lit joint in her hand, visible to anyone passing our hotel room.

      “She’s nervous,” she said.

      Tino’s brow arched. “For Judy Jude?”

      I snuggled into him. “For him, for me, for all of it.”

      He held me, rocking me back and forth in a peaceful rhythm before smacking my ass and telling me to get over it. Then he shepherded Nina, Heather, and me out onto the New York sidewalk, hailing us a cab in under a minute.

      We’d gotten to the city earlier in the day, had a quick lunch together, then Jude had gone to do soundcheck with the band and have a meeting with Ceri, the talent booker for the festival they were hoping to play this summer. I could’ve gone along. Jude had invited me, and I was more than a little interested, but I didn’t want to be that girl—the one more involved in her boyfriend’s business than she has any right to be.

      So, I hung back, did some shopping with Heather and Nina, and spent too much time getting ready for an event where I’d be in the dark and sweat off half my makeup before I even saw Jude.

      He’d mentioned me coming backstage before the show, but again, I’d turned him down. I didn’t want him worrying about me, not when he was about to perform. Never Again wasn’t the main act, but the band they were opening for was becoming more and more popular each day, so this was a big deal. Perhaps the big deal.

      Ben was waiting for us at the venue with VIP passes. He handed them out to everyone, then draped mine around my neck before kissing my cheek.

      “Hey, Elevator Girl. You look really pretty.”

      I nudged him with my shoulder. “Hey, Benny. You’re looking mighty fine yourself.” We walked inside the dark space, which was bigger than I’d imagined. Ben kept a hand on the small of my back, lower than I liked. When I gave him a glare, he quickly raised it a few inches.

      He dipped to speak low next to my ear. “Your boy’s pumped back there.”

      “You went backstage?”

      He nodded. “Yep. It’s debauchery central. Like a scene from a movie about rock stars.”

      I looked him over slowly, and that’s when I noticed his dilated pupils and bouncy feet. “I see you partook.”

      He rubbed a finger under his nose. “When in Rome, right?”

      I shrugged. Who was I to judge? I was a little high myself, although cocaine was well outside my pay grade.

      Our VIP passes brought us to a partitioned area near the stage. Tino and Heather got us all drinks, and I was sipping mine when a young brunette in dark makeup and black leather came up to me.

      “Tali, yes?” Her voice was raspy in a way that sounded like she’d smoked for fifty years, even though she couldn’t have been over thirty.

      “Yes. Hi?”

      She grabbed my hands and kissed both my cheeks in quick succession. “Nice to meet you in person. I’m Ceri.”

      I gasped. “Oh my god, hey! It’s nice to put a face to a name.” We’d emailed a few times last fall about Jude but had obviously never met. I introduced her to everyone else, then we talked for a minute about the Busted festival tour she was organizing.

      “The boys signed the contracts for the Busted tour this afternoon,” she informed me.

      I held in a squeal, but just barely. “Holy shit, really?”

      She smile broadly. “Yes, indeed. Are you prepared for your boyfriend to be touring all summer? It’s eight weeks.”

      “It’s his dream. I’d never hold him back.” Although my stomach twisted at the thought of not seeing him for so long. Where would that leave us?

      Every word in the human language escaped me when the lights went out and Never Again was announced. Tino draped his arm around my shoulders, but I didn’t lean into him. All my attention remained focused on the movement at the front of the stage. The barely perceptible glint of silver of Jude’s wallet chain. The outline of long legs and slim hips I’d come to know so well tapering out to strong, broad shoulders.

      I was weak-kneed.

      “I love him,” I whispered.

      Tino chuckled. “Honey, pretty soon, everyone’s going to love him.”

      One day, I might turn what he just said over and over in my mind. I might torture myself with it. But not today. Not when the lights flashed on, revealing Jude’s hazel eyes trained on me, like he’d known exactly where I’d be.

      I guess he had.

      I only had his attention for an instant, but it was enough.

      He cupped the mic in both hands, speaking low and growly. “New York City, you’re beautiful.” The crowd whistled and applauded as politely as a rock ‘n’ roll crowd in this city could. “We’re Never Again. You might not have heard of us yet, but you will. You’re gonna walk out of here tonight and say, ‘Never again will I forget those fuckers.’ Clever name, right?”

      Jude smiled, big enough to crinkle the skin around his eyes, and there was a collective swoon in the audience. When he sang, he had their attention, and he kept it the whole time. Jeremy, Jin, and Seven were there too, doing their thing, but Jude captured the spotlight in every way.

      My fingers went to the beaded bracelet on my wrist, rubbing over each bump. Ben caught my eye, watching my movement. When his gaze flicked up to mine, he gave me a pinched smile and turned his attention back to the stage.

      I’d been to a hundred concerts. Had been affected differently by all of them. But I’d never experienced such a twisted feeling of both pride and possessiveness. Jude was mine, and I wanted everyone to know, but I also got off on sharing this part of him. Hearing the audience whoop and cheer produced a heaviness between my legs that almost had me writhing on the spot.

      My lungs ceased doing their job when the opening chords of my song hit my ears. He’d played it for me more than once, but I’d never heard it with the band behind him. It had always just been him and me, on his bed, the four walls of his bedroom our only audience.

      I was singing along with him when his eyes met mine for the second time. He held steady on me. We could have been in his bedroom, it was so intimate.

      Between strumming the last note and moving onto the next song, Jude shaped his fingers into a heart, and my actual heart swelled so big, I felt it in my throat.

      Tino laid his head on top of mine. “Well, damn, baby girl. I think I just got second-hand high on your love.”

      When Never Again left the stage, everyone else wanted to stay and watch the next band, but nothing was going to stop me from getting to Jude. I flashed my VIP badge to several security guards, weaving through the busy backstage, worried I wouldn’t find him.

      I shouldn’t have worried. Jude stood at the door of his dressing room, looking left and right. When he finally searched me out, I was still ten feet away, but he closed the distance in a few long strides, scooping me up in his arms and pressing his hot mouth to mine. My legs locked around his waist, and his hands tangled in my hair. He kissed me breathless, licking my lips and tongue, intoxicating me with his pure desire and affection.

      “I love you,” he murmured into my mouth.

      “I love you too, Jude.” My eyes opened to find his already darting over my face. “I’m so proud of you, baby.”

      Then we were moving, past his dressing room, down the hall. Jude yanked open a door, carried me inside a small bathroom, and locked the door behind us. Pressing my back against it, he rocked his erection into my core, groaning when we met. I yanked at his shirt, and he tossed it off in one fluid motion, then my skirt was around my waist and his mouth was all over my neck and breasts, sucking at them through my dress.

      We didn’t speak; it wasn’t necessary. We were two beings made of want and lust, colliding, finding relief in each other.

      “You don’t need a condom,” I said, want tremoring my voice. He groaned so deep, it vibrated my chest.

      I’d gone on the pill a month ago, but up until now, we’d continued using condoms just to be safe. But the thing was, I’d never felt safer than with Jude.

      In seconds, he had his jeans open and my flimsy thong pushed aside, cock rubbing my entrance. My legs tightened, pulling him closer, begging to be filled by him.

      Strong fingers cupped my jaw, keeping my face tipped to his. His cock surged forward, stretching me around him, nearly hitting the end of me.

      “Stripes,” he gritted, somehow pushing in even further. “You feel amazing. We should never have anything between us.”

      I clawed at his shoulders and arms while he wrecked me. We wrecked each other. Messy, intense kisses, restless hands everywhere, fucking like we were crazed. We were crazed. For each other, for the music, for tonight.

      Jude let go of my jaw to slide his hand into my dress, freeing my breast from the thin fabric. He lifted it to his mouth and sucked my taut, aching nipple.

      Sweat trickled down my back and beaded on Jude’s forehead. We never stopped moving, stopped fucking. Control had been left at the door. Jude was savage in the way he pounded into me, and I clawed at him like I wanted to see his insides.

      His skin was scored with my passion. My pussy would surely be tender from his rapture. But right now, the only pain I felt was the bittersweet need to let go and come, facing off with the desire to keep doing this until one or both of us died.

      The other side of my dress was roughly pushed aside, baring both breasts to Jude’s waiting tongue. He sucked at me expertly, pooling pleasure in my center. My belly tightened. Stars danced at the edges of my vision.

      “I could fuck you forever.” His voice sounded like sandpaper, gritty and rough. “You feel like mine.”

      “I am.” My entire body shook, inner muscles clenching Jude’s cock, pulling him in, intent on keeping him.

      All it took was Jude’s fingers circling my clit once to give in. I came around him, writhing wantonly, moaning much too loud for the setting, but not caring nearly enough to even attempt to control myself.

      Jude rutted against me, taking deep, jerky strokes, hot breath on my neck. He cupped my breast, kneading it, groans echoing the small space we shared. He spilled deep inside me, coating my inner walls.

      Breathless and sweaty, we kissed lazily while he stayed inside me as long as he could.

      “Did you like it?” he asked.

      “Are you kidding? I can’t feel my legs.”

      He shook his head. “No, the show. The music. Did you like it?”

      I pushed the sweaty hair off his forehead. “I loved it, Jude. Every second. I’m on the verge of wearing out your CD. And not just because it’s you, but because your sound is sick, and your voice is drugging. Seeing you up there, on a real stage with a real sound system and lighting, just cemented what I knew. You’re legit. That’s where you belong.”

      His cock swelled and hardened with my every word, and though I could hear people walking by just on the other side of the thin door, I didn’t care. This man was my world right now. I was high on him and us.

      “Do you have any idea how much I wanted your approval tonight? Fuck whoever else was in the audience. That was for you, Stripes.”

      I believed him. I’d felt it out there, the intensity that was only for me, spilling out over the entire audience.

      “I love you,” I said.

      “Love you too.”

      He started driving into me again in earnest, rattling the door behind me. There was so much we needed to talk about, but right now, there was only this, only us.

      The rest? It all seemed unimportant and far away when I was in his arms and he was bare inside me.
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      I’d never met a girl’s parents before, not in any official, I’m in love with your daughter so please approve of me capacity.

      When Tali had asked if we could stop by her parents’ house before we drove home from New York, I’d said yes without thinking. Tali never asked for anything. She was the chasee, I was the chaser. She didn’t have to ask, ’cause I was always there, giving.

      But now that we were pulling up to her tidy little house in the tidy little neighborhood she grew up in, I felt like a messy dirtbag who’d never get the stamp of approval.

      And then what?

      I was shaky as I turned off the ignition. Tali laid her hand over mine. “Look at me.”

      I did. Met her pretty, soft eyes. It reassured me she’d come dressed like herself. She hadn’t had to put on a disguise. In fact, she’d bought a Never Again T-shirt at the show last night and was wearing it now with her jeans rolled up over her white Docs.

      “My parents aren’t scary. They’re good people. And guess what?” She smiled.

      “What?”

      “I love you, and nothing that happens in there will change that.”

      Reaching out, I grabbed the back of her head and pressed a hard kiss to her lips. She kept them tightly closed—most likely in deference to being parked in front of her parents’ home—but getting a taste of her sweetness was all I needed.

      I pulled back, taking a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      We met on her side of the car, and instead of wrapping my arm around her waist, I tucked her hand into mine. She turned to me, smiled again, and I was undone. I kissed the top of her head. “Love you too, Stripes.”

      An older, shorter version of Tali opened the door before we even got to the porch. “Natalia! Jude! Come in. You’ll catch your death from the cold!”

      As soon as I stepped inside the house, I was enveloped in the feeling of warmth. It was in the walls, in the air, in the people. Tali’s mom pulled me in for a hug and kissed both my cheeks.

      “Thank you for having me, Mrs. DiPietro,” I said.

      She swatted my chest, blushing in the same way her daughter did. “Call me Teresa, please. Mrs. DiPietro is my mother-in-law.”

      I bowed my head, smiling. “Thank you, Teresa.”

      Her mother told us to follow her to the kitchen, and Tali squeezed my hand. “She has never let a single one of my friends call her Teresa. You’re in like Flynn.”

      But I still had to meet the dad. And the brothers. I wasn’t feeling home free yet.

      Tali’s dad was in the kitchen, rolling dough on a small island with a marble countertop. Tali went straight to him, kissing his cheek. He was small, like her mom, so she towered over him. It was really fucking cool to see the open and abounding affection between them.

      That affection instantly melted away when her dad’s eyes zeroed in on me.

      I stepped forward with my hand out. “Nice to meet you, Mr. DiPietro. I’m Jude.”

      He held up his flour-covered hands. “Can’t shake right this second, Jude, but welcome to my home.”

      No talk of calling him Roberto. He was firmly Mr. DiPietro.

      Tali rested her chin on his shoulder. “Are you making ravioli?”

      “Of course. Not every day my baby girl comes home for a visit,” he replied.

      “Think you could teach Jude how to make it?”

      His eyes landed on me again. There weren’t hard, only wary. “All right. Wash your hands, then get over here, Jude. Let’s see if we can make you an unofficial Italian.”

      Tali helped her mom with chopping up a salad while her dad taught me the art of ravioli making. Mostly, he made me watch, but eventually, he instructed me to roll up my sleeves and get to work, filling each perfect circle with ricotta.

      He eyed my inked forearms. “Got a lot of tattoos, Jude?”

      “I do, sir. Do you have any?”

      He waved me off. “Nah. Not for me. I’ve worked in an office all my life. Tattoos don’t really fly in that environment. Guess you’re not planning on working in an office any time soon?”

      “No, that’s not in the cards for me.”

      He grunted. “Rock ‘n’ roll, huh?”

      “That’s the dream,” I said.

      “Natalia says you’re the real deal. You played in the city last night?”

      “I did. My band got signed to go on a festival tour this summer. We’re hoping it’s going to lead to our big break.”

      He got quiet for a minute, carefully filling each pasta circle. “And if it doesn’t? If this isn’t your break? What’s your plan then?”

      I cleared my throat, but it didn’t clear away the gut-clenching panic that came over me every time I thought of back-up plans and failure.

      “I’ll have to cross that bridge when I come to it, sir. I’m not ready to throw in the towel. Don’t know if I ever will be.”

      He nodded, meeting my eyes. “That’s a good attitude. Maybe the kind of attitude you have to have to live your dreams.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I never dreamed bigger than having a family, and I got that in spades. But I always admired people who weren’t afraid to really go hard for their dreams, you know? It takes guts. I don’t know if it’s the kind of life you can share with someone else, but that’s a choice you might have to make one day.”

      Tali met my eyes then, smiling happily. She’d heard what her dad had said but hadn’t heard him. He was basically patting me on the back while shoving me away from his daughter.

      Her brothers showed up a while later, all tall and boisterous. All three of them treated me with suspicion, but I got it. I was fiercely protective of Tali too, so damn did I get it.

      Her family was exactly how I’d pictured, but at the same time, completely foreign. My family had been complete shit, and Ben’s was decent, but this one, the DiPietros, shared the kind of open affection and deep bond I’d truly never known existed outside of greeting card movies. The fact that the siblings gave each other loads of shit made them just real enough to be believable.

      Over lunch, I received the inquisition from every direction.

      “Who are your main influences?” Gio asked.

      “How do you plan to support a family?” That came from Mike, the oldest brother.

      Arturo narrowed his eyes on me. “Are you high right now? And if not, what’s the hardest drug you’ve ever done?”

      His girlfriend elbowed him in the ribs and told me not to answer, because if I did, then Arturo would also have to answer. He flinched and looked at his parents with wide eyes.

      “You guys are idiots,” Tali declared. “If I treated the girls you brought home like you’re treating Jude right now, none of you would have ever gotten laid. I’m not this family’s property just because I have a vagina. I am also supremely capable of choosing a suitable boyfriend. So lay off, or you won’t get one of the cannolis I picked up from Vincenzo’s.”

      Elise clinked her glass. “I think you once asked what my intentions were with Arturo.”

      Tali snorted. “And you replied, ‘to make him less of an asshole.’”

      Arturo kissed his girl on the cheek. “That’s true love right there.”

      Tali squeezed my knee under the table. “Hey, guess what? Jude’s not even an asshole, so he’s already ahead of you in the game.”

      Arturo reached across the table to shake my hand, which I gladly accepted. “Sorry for giving you a hard time. Seemed like the thing we’re supposed to do.”

      Mike wiped his mouth with his napkin and gave me a tight smile. “Tals never brought home any little weasels for us to scare off back in high school. Guess we all had this pent of need to beat our chests a little.”

      I laughed. “No hard feelings.”

      Gio shrugged. “I really just wanted to know what kind of music you made.”

      Teresa slammed her glass on the table. “Are we done with the over-the-top chauvinism? And while we’re at it, are we done cursing at the dinner table? I clearly didn’t wash your mouths out enough when you were growing up.”

      The spotlight moved away from me onto Tali, who was completely beloved by her family. She told them about her classes and playing in the Gamelan ensemble. They asked about Nina, and they even asked about Tino. She’d obviously kept them well informed about her college life; made me wonder what she’d told them about me.

      After lunch, Tali’s dad asked if I’d like to join them in his garage to listen to a record or two before we headed out. Tali whispered, “In like Flynn,” when her dad’s back was turned.

      I settled into a rusty old lawn chair and had the fucking time of my life sitting with Tali and Roberto, listening to his original Ramones record, and then the White Stripes record he’d gotten a few months ago.

      Roberto jerked his chin at me. “You have a CD yet?”

      “Yeah. We laid down some tracks last fall.”

      Tali produced one from her bag and handed it to her dad. “Prepare to have your mind blown.”

      I didn’t think he’d actually get up right that second and put the CD into the dusty boombox he had tucked behind his pristine record player, but that’s what he did. He sat silently, stoically, listening to my music—my spilled blood.

      My heart roared in my ears. I barely knew this man, but I found myself desperate for his approval.

      Tali rocked to the beat, mouthing the lyrics to every damn song. Any other day, any other setting, seeing her in my band’s T-shirt, rocking out to my music, would’ve had me hard in two seconds. Right now, I was on pins and needles, waiting for any kind of reaction from her dad.

      Teresa stuck her head in the garage. “Hey, kids, I wanted to let you know it’s getting late. You should probably think about heading out.”

      Roberto got up from his chair and shut off the CD in the middle of a song. He looked at me. “Okay if I keep this?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s cool. I know it’s not vinyl, but…”

      He clapped his hand on my shoulder, leveling me with a heavy gaze. “You have a lot of talent, Jude. I did not expect to hear what I just heard when I turned that on.”

      I bowed my head, humbled and more than pleased. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Roberto,” he corrected.

      “I told you,” Tali said triumphantly. “Did you honestly think I would be with someone who made sub-par music?”

      His mustache twitched and he pulled Tali from her seat, then threw an arm around her shoulder. “Not my daughter. What was I thinking?”

      We were sent home with two lasagnas and a bowl of leftover ravioli, plus two bags of miscellaneous groceries. Somehow, I ended up with a new set of sheets for my bed as well. I couldn’t even say exactly how it had happened.

      The ride back home started silent. I was stuck in my head, turning over and over everything from the last two days. First getting booked for Busted, then performing for the biggest audience of my life, and now, leaving Tali’s family feeling like maybe they liked me. I liked the hell out of them.

      She reached over and rubbed her hand on my forearm. “I love you, Jude.”

      “I love you too, Stripes.” I laid my hand on the center console, palm up, and she slid her fingers between mine. “I’m feeling kind of inadequate now that I know what kind of family you come from. I mean, I had my suspicions, but to see it live and in action? That shit’s intimidating.”

      Her hand tightened around mine. “That’s an accident of birth. I did nothing to earn the family I was born into, just as you did nothing to deserve the shitty family you were born into.”

      I had nothing to say to that. I knew it was fact, yet a lot of the time, I felt like I’d gotten exactly the family I deserved.

      “My dad really liked you,” she said.

      “I really liked him,” I said.

      “I’m sorry my brothers felt the need to be assholes.”

      “Assholes I can handle. So long as they don’t try to get between you and me, they can say whatever they want.”

      “They’d never try that. They may talk a big game, but they’re scaredy cats. You regularly throw grown men out of a club, I highly doubt any of them have so much as thrown a punch. If you snarled at them, they’d probably run away.”

      I chuckled. “Spoken like a true little sister.”

      She laughed too. “Isn’t it my prerogative as a little sister to rag on my brothers?”

      “Think so. Benny’s sister gives him so much hell.”

      She shifted in her seat, facing me as I drove. “I didn’t know he had a sister.”

      “Uh…yeah. Claudia. She’s a year younger than us.”

      “Did she give you hell too? Were you like a big brother or did she have a crush on you?”

      I let go of the wheel to yank my hair out of my face. I’d treaded into territory I’d never intended on treading. Dammit.

      “Not a big brother. She’s my ex,” I said.

      “Oh.” Her hand loosened in mine, but I wasn’t letting her go. “The cute tattooed chick?”

      “Yeah, that’s Claudia.”

      She turned away, staring out her window. “I don’t know why, but I’m feeling all kinds of weird right now. She was there over winter break when you stayed with Ben?”

      My gut twisted into painful knots. “She was. Absolutely nothing happened. She’s moved on and so have I, Tali.”

      “I believe you. I just think—”

      “What? What do you think?”

      “I guess I think you should have told me. All those nights we talked? You could have dropped that in there. Now it seems like you were hiding it.”

      “If you want the stark truth, I was hiding it. I didn’t want you to think I was going to stay with my ex. I thought you’d pull away when I was finally getting a chance with you, so I kept it to myself. It was stupid and thoughtless.”

      She let out a long, shuddering breath, her hand still limp in mine. The entire glory of the last two days had been suctioned out of the car, taking every one of my hopes, my confidence in us and my ability to keep her.

      “You can’t do that again,” she said quietly. “You have to be completely honest. Especially when you’re gone this summer. If I can’t trust you, we won’t last.”

      I cut across two lanes of traffic to take the exit at a rest stop. I parked the car far away from everyone else, under the shade of a big tree. We sat in silence, my heavy, guilty breaths and cars whizzing by the only sounds.

      “Stripes, you gotta look at me,” I pleaded.

      She leaned her head on her window. “I don’t even know why this is making me so upset.”

      “Tali, I love you. I never loved her. She was more my friend than anything, and I—”

      “Your friend who you had sex with,” she supplied.

      I winced at those words coming from her mouth. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “When was the last time you slept with her?” she asked.

      “Before you asked me to wait,” I said.

      “But after you broke up?”

      I sighed. “Yeah.”

      “That night she was at the bar with you?”

      “Yes. That night.” I’d been high as hell and all I could think about was Tali, but I wouldn’t be telling her that.

      “But that wasn’t the last time, was it?” she asked.

      “No. Thanksgiving was the last time,” I said. I hated telling her this, but it felt like the only route back to her was complete honesty.

      She turned back to me then. “So, was it the same day you hugged me and told me you’d wait if I asked?”

      I pinched the throbbing pulse in my forehead. “No, it was a couple days before that.”

      She leaned the side of her head against her headrest. “I really hate this, Jude. It’s so stupid because I had no claim on you, but I hate knowing I was developing feelings for you while you were fucking your ex and god knows who else.”

      “I hate it too. You gotta know, that was just sex. There weren’t feelings involved. If I’d thought for one second I could have this with you, if I’d actually believed there was even a possibility, I’d have kept my dick locked away until the end of time.”

      Her eyelids lowered and she let out something in between a laugh and a sob. Whatever the sound, it tore at my heart. I slammed my hand on the console, cursing its existence and my inability to get to her because of it.

      Yanking off my seatbelt, I got out of the car and hurried around to Tali’s side. I wrenched her door open, dropping to my knees in front of her. My arms wrapped around her waist, and I pressed my face into her middle, breathing her in and holding her tight.

      “I love you so fucking much, Tali. I can’t lose you.”

      Her hands stroked my hair tentatively, then with a firmer, soothing touch.

      “You’re not going to lose me. Not if you promise to always tell me the truth, even if you think I won’t like it.”

      “Jesus Christ, of course. Always.” I cupped her cheeks, wiping a lone tear away. “You’re mine until the end of time, and I want to be yours too.”

      Instead of answering, she leaned into me, kissing me with tear-softened lips. It wasn’t deep or sexy, but it was the sweetest kiss we’d ever shared. It was also a promise I intended to keep.

      “You are mine, Jude, which is why it hurts to hear you’ve kept something from me. But I want to trust you, so I will. Don’t make a fool of me please.”

      I held her for a long time, until my knees ached from the gravel, then I got back in the car. My hands were still a little shaky, so we stayed parked there, talking about the Busted tour and all the cities it would stop at. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her to come with us, but the ground we were standing on was still being rocked by aftershocks, so I’d wait.

      When we got home, I parked in front of Tali’s dorm and pulled her into my lap. No way was I letting her leave my sight without holding her again. Her body curled into mine immediately, telling me she needed it just as much.

      “These last two days have been everything. And now I’m sitting here thinking I ruined them.”

      She shook her head, her mouth against my neck. “You didn’t. We hit a bump, but we worked it out. The two moments I’ll take to my deathbed are you singing to me from high up on that stage and the three of us listening to music in the garage. The other stuff? It’ll fade. Those won’t.”

      I kissed her temple. “It won’t be the bathroom sex? ’Cause, I gotta say, that one’s burned in my brain.”

      She snorted. “That’ll be part of my spank bank material when you’re gone.”

      A heaviness gripped my chest thinking about being away from her. I pushed it aside. It’d come, but it didn’t have to be now. “Love you, Stripes.”

      “Can we sit here for a few more minutes?”

      My arms tightened around her. “I’ve got nowhere else I need to be.”

      She hummed. “Love you too, Jude.”
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      Tino threw a piece of pasta at my forehead.

      “Did it stick?” Nina asked.

      I swiped the rigatoni off my face. “You two are going to fail cooking school.”

      Our teacher walked by just as Tino threw pasta at Nina. She shook her head and kept walking. This was only our second class, but she’d given up on us.

      Nina had been jealous of my cooking lessons, so she’d signed up to come with us. The first night we’d learned to make salmon. Hers had been raw on the inside, even though she’d cooked it the same amount of time as everyone else. On the contrary, Tino’s had burnt to the point of making the room so smoky, class ended early.

      “I’ve decided to focus on my looks and brain rather than my culinary prowess,” Nina announced.

      “So I have to sit through three more lessons of you throwing food at me?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t throw an egg at you or anything. Plus, Tino threw food first.”

      Eyelids fluttering, he was working hard to give off the innocent vibe. “I’m deeply sorry. I wasn’t given enough attention as a child and now I beg for it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You do not lack for attention, my friend. Your house is constantly filled with people.”

      “And yet, who knows the true me?” he asked.

      I poked his hard stomach. “If your ass wasn’t so secretive, probably a lot of people.”

      Nina interrupted. “Are you guys up for grabbing a drink after this? I need to get your opinions on something.”

      Tino rubbed his hands together. “Sound deliciously ominous. I’m in.”

      I poked him again. “Shut up. And yes, Neens, I’m in.”

      When we left class, I was the only one who’d produced something edible, which I carried in a takeout container. Tino drove us to a coffee shop in an old Victorian house a mile or so from campus. We settled into a cozy booth together, drinking coffee even though it was already after nine p.m.

      “Heather dropped a bomb on me last night,” Nina began.

      My stomach clenched. “What’d she say?”

      “She’s been with men. Multiple men. And she said if we break up, she was open to being with a man in the future,” Nina said.

      I winced. “Whoa, why would she say that?”

      She shrugged. “We had a fight. We made up. She said that when we were naked in her bed.”

      “That’s awful,” I said.

      “I don’t know. I think she was still mad at me.”

      Tino didn’t look concerned. “So, your girlfriend’s bi. Isn’t everyone, just a little?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. Finding someone of the same sex attractive isn’t the same thing as being bi. I highly doubt either you or Nina would consider being in a hetero relationship.”

      He winked. “Only with you, baby mama.”

      Nina turned her coffee mug in tight circles on the table. “I’m one hundred percent gay. Super, gold-star gay. I thought Heather was too. I guess I’m wondering if I’m going to be enough for her.”

      Tino laid his hand on hers, stopping her from dumping her coffee all over the table. “I’ve only been in one committed relationship, so I’m not an expert, but I do know human nature. It’s perfectly normal to wonder if you’re going to be enough for your partner down the road. Especially if you love them and see the potential for the future. That’s some scary shit. Wanting long-term but knowing there’s no guarantee.”

      Nina and I froze, glancing from each other to Tino. He’d surprised us both, voicing our fears out loud.

      “I definitely have the same insecurities,” I offered.

      Tino huffed. “Don’t blame you. Judy Jude got around before you.”

      “I’m very well aware,” I said dryly. “We’re talking about Nina and Heather right now.”

      He held his hands up. “All right. I’ve said enough.”

      We spent the rest of our time talking about Heather, which was preferable to sorting through Jude’s extensive sexual history. It was the beginning of May and we were speeding toward the end of the semester and headfirst into summer. I’d signed up for summer classes, but I was considering dropping them, since I didn’t have a place to live and needed a job. I’d probably just end up in New York, missing Jude, and moping, yet again, around my parents’ house.

      Nina took the bus back to the dorm while Tino drove me to Jude’s house. I hadn’t told him I was coming, but I knew he wasn’t working and wanted to drop off my creation from cooking class.

      “I have a proposition for you,” Tino said as he pulled up to the curb in front of the house.

      “Yeah?”

      “Move in with me. I have this huge house, and I know your plans for the summer are kind of dependent on a living situation.”

      I wanted to say yes, but a lot of things held me back. “Wow, Tino. I don’t...I want to say yes, but I’m not sure my parents will get on board.”

      He chuckled. “Tell them we’ve only made out once.”

      “They might be okay with it. But I’m not sure I can handle the constant partying. If I’m staying here this summer, it’s to take classes and work.”

      “All right. One party a week. Or I can cut them out entirely.”

      He sounded just shy of begging. Like he really wanted this and was afraid I’d turn him down.

      “I want to say yes.”

      “Then do.”

      I grinned. “I have to talk to my parents and Jude first. My parents will be the tough sell, I can promise you that.”

      “I’m available to sit down for an interview if they’d like,” he said placidly.

      Leaning over the console, I gave him a quick hug. “Thank you, Augustino.”

      “It would be my honor to house you, Natalia.”

      I laughed, because he was such a delightful weirdo, and told him I’d call him soon.

      As soon as I got out of the car, the music pouring from Jude’s house hit my ears. I almost asked Tino to drive me back to the dorm instead. But my desire to see my boyfriend trumped my disinclination to hang out with a bunch of high, drunken idiots.

      Without bothering to knock, because no one could possibly hear me over the music, I went inside. Immediately, I was hit with a cloud of weed and tobacco smoke. The usual suspects were playing video games and passing a bong around. I didn’t see Jude, so I went down the hallway to his bedroom.

      I knocked, but there was no answer, so I pushed the door open slowly. My heart stuttered when I saw him. He sat at the head of his bed, back against the wall, strumming his guitar with his eyes closed. There was a pencil tucked behind his ear and an open notebook on the bed in front of him.

      When I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me, Jude’s eyes snapped open, finding mine instantly. Everything about him softened, even as he continued playing.

      “Now, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said.

      I crawled onto the bed, cuddling up next to him. “I hope this is okay, that I just stopped by without calling.”

      He stopped playing, gently laying the guitar down before turning to me. “Stripes.”

      I bit my lip. “Jude.”

      “You made my night. I had big plans of sitting in my room and playing my guitar until I passed out. Now I get to see my girl. That’s more than okay.”

      Now that he’d put his guitar down, I climbed into his lap, straddling his legs. He held me tight, and our mouths collided in a sweet reunion. We hadn’t gone more than a day without seeing each other over the last month or two, but even that felt like too long most of the time.

      “You taste good,” he murmured.

      “Chocolate. I went with Tino and Nina to a coffee shop after cooking class and ate a giant brownie all by myself.”

      “Didn’t bring any for me?”

      “Nope. It was too good to share.”

      He brought me in close and slowly licked my lips, then slid his tongue between them, finding mine and curling around it. “Delicious.”

      I smiled into his kiss. “I did bring you the pasta I made in class.”

      He smacked me on the butt. “I’m starving. Let me have it.”

      Climbing off his lap, I grabbed the takeout container and handed it to him along with plastic cutlery I’d stolen from the coffee shop. “It can’t possibly be warm anymore.”

      He popped the lid open, eyes widening at the chicken Florentine with rigatoni. “If I take this out there to microwave it, the fools I live with will think they’re entitled to some of it. And I’m not sharing.” He stuffed a forkful into his mouth and made all the proper appreciative noises. “That’s delicious, baby,” he said around a full mouth.

      “I must really like you if I still think you’re adorable when you talk with your mouth full.”

      He smirked and stuffed another forkful in.

      “Tino asked me to live with him this summer,” I blurted out.

      Jude stopped chewing, staring at me unblinkingly.

      “I told him I’d have to talk to you and my parents, but I kind of want to say yes. It’s so ideal. I can work and go to classes and not have to worry about very many living expenses. And then I don’t have to go back to New York and live under my parents’ thumb. He promised to tone down the parties, like way down.” I lifted a shoulder. “I think it could work really well. What do you think?”

      He wiped his mouth with his hand and set the food container down. “I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Me either. But now that I’ve been presented with the idea, I like it.”

      “Do I really get a say in this?”

      “I’d like your opinion. If you have a valid reason you don’t think it’s a good idea, then I’ll listen.”

      He rubbed his forehead and groaned. “I’d been holding out hope you’d come on tour with us this summer.”

      My heart soared, then crashed just as quickly. “I can’t do that, Jude.”

      “I know. I actually have some news about our travel arrangements. Seven talked to some guys he knows in an indie band. They rented a tour bus for the summer, and they have room for us. We’re gonna be sharing a bus with like ten other guys.”

      They’d been planning to take Jeremy’s mom’s old minivan and crash wherever they could along the way, so this was surprising.

      He reached for me, pulling me into his lap again. I snuggled close, hooking my arm around his middle. “That sounds both amazing and awful.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. It’s gonna be crazy. And there’s no way I’d ask you to share a bus with all those dudes.”

      I poked his ribs. “I wasn’t going to share a minivan with the four of you either.”

      Sighing, his arms clenched around me. “Fuck, Tali. Every time I start thinking about not seeing you, I get sick. I’m gonna go crazy.”

      “Me too. But I’ll visit. I’ve already got your stops memorized. Once I get my summer plans figured out, we’ll plan my visits.”

      He pressed his face into my neck sliding kisses along the length of it and across my shoulder. “Stay with Tino. At least if you’re here, I can send Ben to check on you and get reports.”

      My head fell back, allowing him to kiss my throat and jaw. “Ah, so this is completely self-serving?”

      “Completely. The idea of you living with a man, gay or not, makes me crazy. Especially when it’s a man who has had his tongue in your mouth and isn’t my biggest fan.”

      My fingers tangled in the back of his hair, tugging lightly. “Tino loves you.”

      “That may be true, but he doesn’t love me for you.”

      He pushed my T-shirt off and nuzzled my breasts. He dragged his tongue along the edge of my bra, pebbling my nipples and making me moan softly.

      “I’m going to be calling and emailing the hell out of you,” he said, pulling the cup of my bra down. My breast spilled out, and he latched onto my nipple hungrily.

      “We’re going to get through it, and you’re going to be amazing, baby,” I said breathlessly.

      Jude’s deft fingers unhooked my bra in one swift motion and tossed it to the ground, then he pressed me back on the bed, worshipping my skin with his mouth and tongue. The desire I felt for him seemed to grow boundlessly. We spent hours exploring each other’s soft places and sharp corners. He knew my body, knew how to make me come in a minute flat. But we were still discovering each other. Each time we fucked, or had sex, or made love, it was different. More knowing, but always surprising.

      My jeans were yanked off my legs and Jude found my center, licking me precisely and passionately.

      “Don’t know how I’m going to survive without this,” I rasped.

      He sucked my clit hard, skyrocketing my hips right off the bed. My moans were loud and uninhibited, and his name echoed against the walls around us.

      Jude flipped me over, lifting my hips to eat me from behind. His fingers slid from my pussy opening to my ass, teasing a little, then probing just the tip inside.

      I grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under my hips, presenting myself to him. “Please, I need you.”

      He pushed his finger in a little more. “Are you gonna let me have you here?”

      “If you think I’ll like it. If you like it, then yeah. Anything, Jude. Nothing’s off limits between you and me.”

      He let out a feral growl, biting my ass cheek, before pressing his chest to my back and pushing inside my pussy in one fluid thrust. My head jerked back, hitting his shoulder, and I cried out, close to the edge already.

      Jude’s mouth was next to my ear, heavy pants heating my skin. “Do you know what that does to me? That you trust me with everything?”

      “I feel it,” I said, smirking to myself. He was thick and swollen between my legs, his thrusts deep, brushing over my livewire nerve-endings.

      He closed his mouth on my earlobe, nibbling and sucking. “I love you, Stripes.” Firm fingers gripped my hips. “I love you when I’m fucking you dirty. I love you when I’m making love with you sweet. I love you when I’m licking your ass, and I love you when I get to kiss your pretty mouth. All of it’s love between you and me. Never doubt for one second what we’re doing isn’t love.”

      I had nothing to say to that, because I knew. Every time he touched me or looked at me, I felt it. Our every interaction was infused with love. Even the sweaty, lusty, skin-slapping sex we were having.

      “I love you,” I breathed, swaying my hips to the beat of his.

      He filled me in every way. Made me see stars and think we were living amongst them. I came first, writhing and wild, mewling so loud, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the guys in the living room heard me. I didn’t care. With Jude, I’d never hold back. It was impossible.

      He followed me over, sinking so deep inside me, I wondered if he’d ever find his way out. I clenched around him, hoping he’d stay forever.

      He held me for a long time, and even though I had class in the morning, I stayed. Our time together was too limited and precious for me to even attempt to be responsible. Being just a little bit reckless with Jude felt like the wisest decision I could make.
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        Hey Stripes,

      

        

      
        Guess where I am? I’m in the fucking library in Miami, Florida. Actually, I don’t even think I’m in Miami. I’m in some little town my cab driver brought me to. I think I need to invest in a Blackberry or something so I can email you easily.

      

        

      
        I miss you, pretty girl. Can’t believe it’s going to be another two weeks before I see you. Tell me things. How was your first day at work? Have you already been promoted to manager? Do you own the entire record shop now?

      

        

      
        This place...it feels like the big leagues. There are a lot of little bands like ours, but yesterday, I ate lunch next to fucking Travis Barker. I know how you feel about Blink-182, but I think even you would be impressed to be eating next to him. Or maybe you’d be too cool for school.

      

        

      
        I love you. Can’t wait to hear from you.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Jude

      

      

      

      
        
        Hey Jude,

      

        

      
        Work is awesome, but I miss you every second. When I’m helping customers with records, or finding a CD, or just ringing someone up, I want to shout there’s this amazing band called Never Again that’s going to be huge and they should hunt down your CD because holy shit, is it good.

      

        

      
        I’m still just a lowly employee, although my boss has connections with an indie record label which I might be able to intern at next semester. Cross all your crossables.

        Of course it’s the big leagues. That’s where you belong. Travis freaking Barker should be bragging he got to sit next to you, Jude freaking Goldman.

      

        

      
        I’m going out with Nina, Heather, Tino, and Benny tonight, so I might miss your call. You should go out too, so I don’t feel guilty.

      

        

      
        I love you more than ever. I’m so damn proud of you. I’m dying to see you.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Tali Stripes

      

      

      

      Reluctantly, I returned the Blackberry to the stage manager I’d borrowed it from after reading Tali’s email twice.

      “Thanks, man,” I said, mind already somewhere else.

      Distracted, mulling over the fact that my girl would rather “go out” than talk to me, when we hadn’t spoken on the phone in nearly a week. We’d emailed every day, but it was me hauling ass to a library or begging to use a Blackberry from a suit. Tali didn’t have to make as much effort; her computer was right next to her bed at Tino’s house.

      Seven intercepted me as I walked back to the overcrowded hellhole of a bus we were sharing.

      He thumped my shoulder. “Dude, you look like someone stole your candy.”

      “Why does it feel like I’ll never stop chasing this girl?”

      He frowned. “Tali is cool as hell but come on. You’re on your first tour. You shouldn’t be walking around with a long face. Let’s go watch some music and get fucked up.”

      I was hot, tired, kinda filthy, and homesick as hell. We’d already done our set, so the rest of the day was full of a whole lot of nothing. Other bands were playing on three stages all day. There was no reason to sit around the parking lot full of tour buses with a pouty face when I could be out there, enjoying some rad music with a side of chemical enhancement.

      “All right. Let’s get fucked up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, Jude.”

      “Hey, Stripes. Can’t believe I get to hear your voice.”

      She sighed heavily. “I’ve had a knot in my stomach for days trying to make our schedules line up so we can talk. Email isn’t the same.”

      I rolled onto my side in my bunk, rubbing the sore spot on my forehead. I’d been hungover for two days. I was just now beginning to feel human again. Tali had called twice while I was either too wasted or too high to even find my phone, let alone attempt a coherent conversation.

      “God, I miss you,” I said.

      There was a long pause, where all I could hear was her sniffling and my heart cracking in two. “This is harder than I thought,” she said.

      “Why’d you think it’d be easy?” I asked.

      “I never thought for one second it would be easy to be apart from you all summer. Never. But I thought if I told myself you were living your dream, it would take away some of the sting of your absence.”

      I wanted to reach through the phone and touch her face. Wipe her tears away. Fucking hold her sweet hand. Anything to make this all better.

      “We have to get by another week, then we’ll be together, right?”

      She sniffled again. “Right.”

      Tali was meeting up with the tour in Virginia and we were going to drive in my old beater to Maryland and Pennsylvania together, grabbing hotel rooms instead of cramming into my tour bus. It was three nights—all she could take off from work and classes—but I was living for those three nights.

      And as much as I hated that she was sad, part of me needed to hear her like this. To know she was missing me the way I was missing her. ’Cause the chemicals I’d put in my body coupled with feeling like shit for two days after was only amplifying the doubts I’d been letting invade my brain.

      “Talk to me, Tali. Tell me what you’ve been doing while I’ve been missing you.”

      “First of all, if you think I’m not missing you, then you’re going to be surprised when I knock you over from how hard I’m going to throw myself at you when I see you.”

      The dull ache in my head was worth it for the laugh she pulled out of me. “Not a chance I won’t catch you.”

      “I’m more interested in what you’ve been doing,” she said.

      “Ahhh...it’s both incredible and horrific. I’m performing, sharing my music, and the people who come...maybe half are in it for the music. The other half are here to get lit and spend the day outside partying. I mean, I’m sure they pay attention to the bigger bands, but they, like, play Frisbee while we’re on stage, you know?”

      “But the half who are there for music…”

      I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me, because she got it. “The half who are here for the music are all in. We’ve sold a shit ton of CDs, and after we get off the stage, I spend maybe an hour or so talking to people from the audience.”

      “You’re doing it, Jude. You’ve just got to hang in there until the Frisbee people can’t ignore you. It’s coming.”

      Frustrated as hell I couldn’t have her in my arms, I pounded the bunk above me with my fist. “I love the hell out of you, baby. You just...god, you say the shit I need to hear.”

      “I love the hell out of you too. And I’m not blowing smoke. You know me, I’d tell you if you sucked.”

      She had me smiling again. “Yeah, I know you would.”

      She let out another long sigh. “So, I think I’m going to keep living with Tino in the fall. He charmed my parents into thinking he’s an upstanding citizen, so I don’t think they’ll take much convincing. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re going to be a minute walk from my house. As long as Tino doesn’t give me shit about sneaking into your bedroom, I’m cool with it.”

      “He won’t. He’s completely cut out the partying. Now all he does it float around his pool, and we watch movies at night when I get off work. He’s like this new, mellow version of himself.”

      “Have you been seeing a lot of Ben?” He’d kinda dropped out of my life. I’d called him a couple times but hadn’t heard back. I felt bad, leaving him in an empty house while the rest of us were out on tour, but there was no avoiding it.

      “He’s been hanging out with us most nights. He’s doing the counselor thing at a summer camp during the day, and I don’t know, he must get really tired, because by the time I see him, he’s usually a little slurry.”

      I sat up, knocking my head in the process. “You think he’s on something?”

      “Maybe? But he’s functioning, and he seems happy. I could just be imagining things.”

      “Tell him to call me, okay? Or email or smoke signal.”

      She let out a short laugh. “I’ll tell him. Maybe we can all call you tonight.”

      I groaned. “Tonight we’re going to be driving. Which means at least fifteen assholes crammed on this bus. Loud assholes.”

      “So no phone calls?”

      “You can always call me, Stripes. But if you call tonight, expect to hear some loud assholes.”

      “I wouldn’t mind. I’m going to get to meet the loud assholes in person soon.” I heard the smile in her voice, and damn if it wasn’t contagious.

      “Can I ask something of you?”

      “Yeah, Jude. Ask anything.”

      “I need to do this with you every day. Even if we have to make an appointment, I need to hear your voice. It grounds me, helps me get out of my ugly head.”

      Another long pause. More sniffles, which had my eyes pricking with tears I barely held back.

      “Of course. We should have planned this better, but now we know. To be honest, when I called the last couple days and didn’t hear back from you—” she cut herself off.

      “What?”

      “I thought maybe you were done with this,” she said quietly.

      She might as well have stabbed me in the gut. She didn’t get it. Tali really didn’t understand the depth of my feelings for her. They weren’t the kind that just went away after a couple weeks apart. Hell, I doubted they’d fade after a couple decades apart.

      “No, Tali. I’m never going to be done with us. You are my true north; I’ll always spin in your direction. Always. But I’m really fucking sorry I didn’t call you back and left you hanging with that feeling.”

      Her exhale was heavy with relief.

      “I love you, Jude. The three of us are calling tonight, so prepare the assholes.”

      I laughed so hard, I had to brace my hand on my knee. “The assholes will be prepared. Love you, Stripes.”
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        * * *

      

      I refused to believe she was real. She had to be a mirage. A beautiful mirage in short shorts, Docs, and a band T-shirt.

      Jin and I were walking back to the bus from lunch when I spotted her standing in the middle of all the assholes we bunked with. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to meet us tomorrow in Virginia.

      “What state are we in?” I asked.

      Jin pulled a face. “South Carolina, dude.”

      I pointed toward the bus. “Am I seeing things?”

      He turned to see where I was pointing. “If you’re seeing your girl, then no. Unless we’re both hallucinating the same thing.”

      Cupping my hands over my mouth, I yelled, “Stripes!”

      Her head jerked up, and she found me immediately. One second, she was by the bus, and the next, she was charging toward me, and a second after that, I had her in my arms, her legs around my waist. She felt like pure heaven and smelled like home.

      I kissed her hard, my teeth cutting into my lips, but I didn’t care. I was a starving man and she was the only thing that would come close to sating my hunger.

      She whimpered, and all her limbs tightened around me.

      “Stripes,” I murmured into her mouth. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Surprise! I kind of couldn’t wait.” She kissed my cheeks and eyelids and nose before settling back on my mouth. “I’m not even barf-y.”

      I laughed into another kiss, plunging my tongue into her mouth, gripping a handful of her ass. I might have fucked her right there if the assholes from my bus hadn’t started catcalling and cackling.

      Reluctantly, I set Tali down, but still held her close, surveying her face. “You’re tan.” I traced my index finger down her nose. “And freckled.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “So beautiful.”

      “I’ve been studying by the pool.” Her fingers tangled in the back of my hair. “Your hair is getting long.”

      “Want me to cut it?”

      She cocked her head, considering. “Nope. You’re beautiful.”

      “Are you really here?”

      She reached behind me and pinched my ass. “See? I’m really here. And I’ve already met the assholes, so you don’t have to introduce us.”

      “Does that mean…?”

      She arched a brow. “That we can leave and go to the hotel? Hell yes.”

      We spent the next forty-eight hours in two different cities and two different hotels, talking and fucking. I played my shows, with Tali in the front row, then carted her little ass back to our room, needing as much time as I could get just the two of us.

      She’d probably been expecting to go see other bands perform, but she didn’t complain when I didn’t want to stick around. We hadn’t seen each other in nearly a month; I wasn’t sharing her when I could have her all to myself.

      Tali was lying face down on our bed, stark naked and stunningly beautiful. My eyes fell down the curves of her back in a landslide to her widening hips and round little ass. She turned her head and found my eyes wandering her body. I wasn’t ashamed. I wanted Tali to know how goddamn beautiful I found her.

      “Why do you make me want to throw away my dreams and build new ones all around you?” I asked.

      She smiled, slow and sweet, reaching a hand out to lay on my chest. “If you ever give up on music, I’ll murder you.”

      “I’m not giving up. Don’t think it’d be physically possible.”

      Her fingernails raked lightly over my chest. “Think we could get out of bed tomorrow and listen to some music?”

      “Nope.”

      She laughed. “For a couple hours?”

      “Nope. Not sharing you.”

      She propped her head up on her fists, gazing at me with warm eyes. “I’ve learned to share you this summer. I think you can share me for a few hours so I can see a few bands and get the chance to hang out with the people you’ve been traveling with.”

      “You don’t share me, Stripes.”

      She tilted her head to the side, a faint line forming between her eyebrows. “But I do. You’ll never be just mine. Your fans will always own a piece of you.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, and I wasn’t sure I agreed. It sure as hell felt like I was completely owned by Natalia DiPietro.

      “Are you just mine?” I asked.

      “Beyond the piece of me I’ve saved just for myself? Yeah, Jude. I am.”

      As sick as it was, I was jealous of her. Jealous she could hold anything back. I wanted her without any reservations. Maybe we’d get there.

      “All right, we’ll leave this bed tomorrow. But not a second before.”
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      We spent the day completely ensconced in music and each other. I met countless rockers whose names I’d never remember, but they all knew who I was. Apparently my boyfriend spent a lot of time talking about me, which warmed a place deep in my chest.

      My summer hadn’t been as easy as I’d made it seem to Jude. I’d made the decision to present a brave face to him, no matter what. I couldn’t be the one to dull the shine of his first real tour.

      I’d missed him with an ache that surprised me. Of course, I’d expected to be sad, and maybe anxious, but the deep, gnawing anxiety and melancholy that had taken over me, shadowing everything else, had snuck up on me like an intruder in the night.

      I liked my job, but my manager flirted in a way that made me uncomfortable to the point I was contemplating quitting. He knew I had a boyfriend, but he also knew Jude was away for the summer. He’d even made a comment about the mice playing while the cat was away.

      Heather had cheated on Nina with another girl. Maybe more than one girl. Nina had slept in my bed with me for a week, crying herself to sleep each night. And then Heather came around, apologetic and affectionate, making all kinds of promises, until Nina forgave her.

      I didn’t forgive her. Not when she’d callously turned my cousin inside out. Not when she’d made Nina doubt herself, weakening her knees until she folded and accepted Heather’s betrayal.

      So, I’d been avoiding Nina, my best friend for life, because I couldn’t stand her girlfriend. I’d tried. We’d gone out to dinner, but watching Heather hold her hand and kiss her cheek had made me physically ill. It was lies. None of her devotion was real.

      Tino had only mellowed out after winding up in the hospital with alcohol poisoning. I’d sat in the waiting room while he had his stomach pumped, wondering if this would get him to slow down or if he’d be back to drinking the next day. When I went in to see him, he’d confessed with tears streaming down his beautiful face his parents had given him several rental houses as a parting gift before they entirely disowned him because he was gay. He’d been adrift for years before I met him. I’d climbed into bed with him and held him while he sobbed. Luckily, he’d gone cold turkey with alcohol after that, but he carried a constant sadness with him.

      Between the two of us, our house had become sort of gloomy. I spent most of my time outside, just to avoid some of it. But since half of it was inside me, there was no escaping.

      And Ben...he’d all but moved into the house with Tino and me. It had happened slowly. First, he passed out on the couch one night, then a few nights later, he’d crashed in one of the spare rooms. After a couple weeks, he’d started keeping clothes in the drawers and didn’t even bother with the pretense of being too tired to go home at night. And neither Tino nor I bothered acting surprised he was spending another night with us. We’d just accepted him as another roommate.

      I told Jude none of this.

      It was probably a mistake, to hold in my worries and sadness, but I couldn’t lay it on him—not when he was finding his dream.

      “We’re going out tonight. You two have to come,” Jin said, jumping around enthusiastically.

      I glanced at Jude, knowing what his answer would be. He’d want to spend my last night alone, but I wanted to see what his nights were like when I wasn’t here.

      “Let’s go out, just for a little bit,” I said.

      He gripped my waist, pulling me close to his side. “Only for a little bit,” he murmured next to my ear.

      Jin clapped, bouncing like an overenthusiastic puppy. “Hell yes. Tonight’s going to be off the chain!”

      We ended up in some dance club in Philadelphia. One of the bigger bands had reserved the entire VIP area, so drinks were flowing, along with whatever else we could have wanted.

      Jude had me in his lap while he talked to some guys from another band, and I rocked to the heavy bass of the music. He kept his arms tight around my middle, holding me close and possessively.

      Jeremy plopped down next to us on the leather bench. “S’up, Tals? I’ve barely seen you since you got here.”

      I held up my drink. “Just having a good time with my man. Are you having a good time?”

      He dangled a small baggy containing a few pills. “It’s about to get better. You want?”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “E. No big deal.”

      I’d never done it before, but tonight seemed like the right time to try it. I held out my hand, but Jeremy shook his head.

      “Stick out your tongue.”

      I obeyed, and he dropped the little pill into my mouth. “Swallow it down,” he ordered.

      Jude had stopped talking and stiffened behind me. “What’d you just give her?”

      Jeremy laughed. “Just a little MDMA. Never hurt a fly. You might want one too; it’s more fun to roll together.”

      Tipping my head back, I nuzzled his neck. “Peer pressure, Jude.”

      His throat rumbled against my face. “Fine.”

      Jeremy shook his head. “Let Tali give it to you.”

      He put the pill on the tip of my tongue, then I kissed Jude, giving both my tongue and the ecstasy to him. He swallowed but didn’t let go of my mouth. We were still kissing when Jeremy wandered away. The high from the drug hadn’t kicked in yet, but I already felt high. My head was floaty, and my limbs were heavy.

      We kissed until I started feeling the notes of the music brushing along my arms and legs, and then I had to dance. Jude and I moved together, touching everywhere. The nerves in my fingers had come alive, sparking with the need to feel.

      We weren’t alone in our dancing or our high. Jeremy had made the rounds, passing out the little pills with smiley faces stamped on them to anyone who wanted one. We were a mass of swaying bodies. They were strangers, but they weren’t. I hugged everyone, but I hugged Jude the most. I told people I’d just met that I loved them. It felt true, so I said it.

      Jude reserved his love for me. His hands were under my shirt, inside my bra, down the back of my pants.

      “I need your skin on my skin. Do you know we’re made of the same thing?”

      “We all are.” I waved my arms around. “We’re all made of stardust.”

      “No.” He shook his head over and over. “No, you’re made of everything good, Stripes. Do you understand how much I love you?”

      “I do. I feel it. You’re sunshine.”

      Someone passed out water bottles, and I drank the entire thing in less than a minute, parched and sweaty. Jude spun me around in circles until I was laughing and dizzy, then he pulled me in so my back was pressed to his chest.

      His hands splayed on my slick stomach. If it was my sweat or his, I couldn’t say. His fingertip circled my belly button, but it might as well have been wired directly to my core. I writhed against him, clasping my hands behind his neck.

      Jin stopped in front of us, smiling placidly. “Say cheese, lovebirds.” He held up his camera and snapped a few pictures before dancing away from us to take pictures of other people.

      “Is this what you do when I’m not here?” I asked.

      Jude bit the side of my neck, growling as he licked at the skin between his teeth. “Never. I’d never do E without you. I don’t wanna love on these fuckers. Only you.”

      “But you do other stuff?”

      He slid his lips along my neck. “Mmmm...sometimes.”

      My skin pebbled. I shook everywhere. Whether it was from his admission or his mouth, I wasn’t sure. But I felt an overwhelming need to protect him from everything ugly and dangerous in the world.

      I turned to face him, and almost got stuck in the kaleidoscope of colors in his eyes. “Be safe, Jude.”

      “Always.”

      We kissed and danced and hugged. He held me like I was more precious than anything in this world. And I held him the same way, because he was. The love in my body didn’t seem like it could be contained. I needed to let it out. To pour it all over him.

      I pushed at Jude’s shirt until he yanked it over his head. His skin on my lips was magic. I couldn’t stop kissing his chest and neck. His hands were in my hair, and my scalp tingled.

      Another body pressed against my back. Glancing over my shoulder, I laughed at the intense look on Seven’s face as he attempted to follow mine and Jude’s rhythm. Hot breath tickled my ear as he leaned in to talk to me.

      “You’re so damn pretty, but you tear my boy apart.”

      I laughed again. What he said was so ridiculous, and his lips brushing my ear sent shivers down my spine.

      Jude scowled, yanking me into his chest harshly and giving me an inch of distance from Seven. “Get the fuck away from her,” he growled.

      When Seven backed off, Jude captured my mouth again, kissing us both breathless. “Can I get you out of here yet?” he asked.

      Sliding my hands down his bare chest, I saw stars. “Yes please.”

      We were in a cab in minutes, and inside our hotel room minutes after that. We hadn’t said goodbye to anyone, but this peaceful feeling inside me said they’d understand.

      Clothes were dropped in colorful piles, and our skin was reunited completely. We touched, dragging fingertips along flesh, lips finding soft places, legs tangling. It became vitally important to know what every inch of Jude felt like. I had to carry that knowledge home with me.

      We explored until that wasn’t enough, and then Jude was inside me, pressed against my back. Each time he moved in and out, he grazed nerves that had never been so alive.

      “I love you so much, baby,” he said next to my ear.

      “I love you, Jude. I love how you feel and who you are.”

      He started singing as he pushed in and out of me, sending me spiraling into an orgasm that left me on a cloud of euphoria.

      Confident fingers explored me, pushing into my ass and making me writhe under him. He asked if he could have me there, and I wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything. He pulled out of me, only to push inside me with his tongue. He kissed my pussy, then moved higher to my ass. My nails scratched at the rough hotel sheets while I cried out. Never had I felt anything like this before, but I never wanted him to stop.

      “I love every part of you. Everything is so beautiful,” he mumbled against my skin that has previously been untasted and unknown.

      I swayed my hips against his face. “Take me there, Jude.”

      We were hot skin and thorough caresses. Jude took me slow, pushing me past discomfort and pain straight into bliss. He kissed me endlessly as he moved inside me. Our bodies were hundred-year-old oak trees in a storm. Solid and unbreakable, moving with a force we could not control.

      I hadn’t expected to ever be touched this way. It wasn’t part of my plans. Jude kept taking me places that were uncharted, but with him, it was not scary.

      He pulled my hips back so he could slide a hand underneath me, touching my breasts, down my belly to my hip bones, then between my legs. Two fingers entered my pussy, filling me to the point of bursting.

      Part of me wanted to burst. I longed for the explosion.

      The bigger part of me wanted to freeze time so I could keep this feeling. I was full everywhere, and it was all Jude.

      Another orgasm rocked me. This one was different than any I’d ever experienced. Not better, or worse, only different.

      “Ah, god, I feel that,” Jude grunted. His teeth clamped onto my shoulder while I came. My inner muscles worked his fingers deeper inside me, and his cock surged forward, prolonging the waves of pleasure lapping at my skin.

      “You’re so sexy, Stripes.” He thrust with a bit more force now. “I want to do everything to you. Everything you’ll let me do.”

      “Tell me what you want to do.” My eyes were rolling around in my head like pinballs. I was starting to feel out of my mind. The only thing keeping me on this planet was Jude anchoring me to the bed.

      Rough pads traced patterns on my back. “I want to tattoo my name and lyrics all over you.”

      “Okay.” That seemed like the most amazing idea.

      He picked up my left hand, biting my fingers. “I want you to wear my ring and my last name.”

      “Yes, Jude.”

      Hands gripped my hair, tilting my head back. “I want my voice to be the last thing you hear at night and the first thing you hear in the morning.”

      “I’ll turn on the radio and hear you,” I managed to get out before dissolving into mindless moans.

      He kept thrusting, kept telling me all the things he wanted to do to me, making me come again and again. Time ceased to exist, not on these sweaty sheets. We were writhing, whimpering, slaves to pleasure, not schedules, tour dates, shitty jobs, and sad friends.

      Eventually, just when I thought I might not be able to carry on, Jude thrust into me so hard and so deep, the wind was completely knocked out of me. He came with a jerk of his hips, my name a cry to the heavens.

      He stayed rooted inside me, holding me and murmuring the sweetest of nothings. My eyes closed, even though I knew the moments we had left were borrowed. I couldn’t help it. I was too warm, too limp and sated. Sleep came, sweeping me away, and Jude right along with me.

      

      Warm water cascaded over my aching muscles and misused body parts. Jude had been asleep when I got in the shower, but I had no idea if he still was. I’d been standing here for a long time, leaning against the tile wall, attempting to return to normal again.

      I’d nearly started crying when I’d woken up. Between my legs hurt in a way it never had, and my ass was seriously angry at me for taking Jude’s cock without proper preparation.

      The curtain slid to the side. Jude’s tired eyes met mine. “Can I come in?”

      I held my hand out to him. “Of course.”

      With his hand in mine, he stepped into the tub and joined me under the spray. I laid my head on his chest, relaxing into him. He held me quietly for a minute, heartbeats aligning and slowing.

      Fingers brushed wet strands from my forehead. “You okay?”

      I nodded, my cheek sliding against his wet chest. “Yeah. I’m pretty sore, but I’ll live.”

      He tried to cringe away from me, but I held tight. “Stay.”

      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he whispered.

      “We were both there. You didn’t do anything I didn’t want. No guilt. Everything was incredible, I just happen to feel like shit right now.”

      He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Right there with you.”

      We stood under the beat of the water until it ran cold, then dried off and got dressed. It turned out, doing E, then fucking for hours, was the thing to turn off my libido. I had no desire to have sex anytime soon. My poor, swollen vagina agreed.

      Instead, we snuggled in bed and talked about the next stops on the tour. We only had to get through three and a half more weeks apart. I didn’t seem so insurmountable now that we’d gotten through the first half.

      “I wish I could come with you.”

      Jude pressed a warm kiss to my chin. “Me too, Stripes. One day, you’re gonna be the band’s manager and come with us everywhere.”

      I laughed. “No way would I ever attempt to manage Jin or Jeremy. You’ll need a saint for those two.”

      He gave me a crooked grin. “You’d manage me?”

      “I think I could handle you.”

      “You can.” He traced a finger down my cheek. “You hear about that internship?”

      “I have an interview next week. It’s unpaid, and it’ll mean I’m going to be even busier next semester…”

      Jude gripped my jaw. “This is your dream. We’re both chasing them right now, and that might mean we’re going to have to be apart for a while, but I think we love each other enough to withstand that. If I only get to see you when you fall asleep in my arms, then I’ll live with that, knowing you’re learning to do the thing you’ve always wanted to do.”

      “I can’t even think about not being with you when you’re back in the same state as me again. It kind of makes me sick.”

      He tipped my chin with his knuckle, capturing my gaze with his firm, steady eyes. “Let’s make a promise right here, Stripes. When I’m back, we’re in the same bed every night. If it’s my bed or yours, doesn’t matter. We’ll go to sleep and wake up together.”

      My eyes burned and nose twitched, but I held myself together enough to nod. I wanted that too.

      Only three and a half more weeks until we were back to normal. Back to us.
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      We made it through the summer unscathed.

      Tali and I were stronger, but I’d changed. It was even harder for me to go back to my job, to watch bands up on stage when I’d been the one on stage all summer.

      A fire had been stoked inside me. I wasn’t willing to let fate or luck dictate my future. With Tali’s help, Never Again had a full line up of gigs over the next few months. My fucking amazing girlfriend got on the phone with every venue within five-hundred miles, talking us up and pimping us out. She sent demos to radio stations and record labels. Getting our band known had become her full-time job.

      I loved her for so many reasons, but the way she supported my music—no, supported wasn’t even the right word. She worked right alongside me to fulfill my every dream. She had a full schedule of classes, plus her internship at a recording studio, and Gamelan ensemble, but she still worked tirelessly for me.

      I grew up around selfish people. My mom decided she was finished being a parent when my dad left her. My dad never saw me as more than an extension of himself, and when that didn’t pan out the way he wanted, he got rid of me for a newer, shinier model.

      Accepting Tali’s selflessness wasn’t hard, though. I never questioned it, because I knew her. I saw her. I’d met her family, saw where she came from. Being good, being giving, was second nature to her.

      Tonight, we were playing at a bar in town. It was Halloween, so they’d blocked off the entire parking lot out back to give more room for all the slutty nurses and frat boys in togas to party.

      Sitting backstage with my guitar in my lap and a beer in hand, a blonde chick sat down on the cracked leather couch across from me. I’d seen her from the corner of my eye, but figured she was with one of the guys, so I hadn’t given her a second glance.

      “Hey,” she whispered.

      Shit. I didn’t want to do this.

      “You’re the lead singer, right?” She was putting on a ridiculous, sultry voice.

      “Not interested.” I didn’t look up.

      She laughed, the sound sending heat to the base of my spine. My eyes flicked to hers, finding the chocolate browns I woke up to each morning.

      “Stripes?”

      She stood up, turning in a slow circle so I could get a good look at her. And damn, did she look good. She had on a short, blonde wig, a tight baby-doll tee with a picture of the band, Blondie, printed on the front, a wide, studded leather belt, and the smallest shorts I’d ever seen. Her legs were covered in fishnets and her arms were covered in spiky bracelets.

      “What do you think?” Her lips were bright red, and her black-lined eyes peeked out from under heavy, blonde bangs.

      “I didn’t recognize you,” I said stupidly.

      “I wasn’t expecting that.” She moved toward me, swaying her hips. She came to a stop in front of me, her booted toes hitting mine. “But do you have any idea how much it turned me on for you to reject me?”

      I sat my guitar aside and gripped her hips, pulling her down to straddle my lap. “I didn’t know it was you.”

      She brushed her cherry lips against mine. “I know. I look dead hot, and you wouldn’t even give me the time of day.” She pumped her fist. “Go you!”

      I laughed at how adorable she was. I lived for her fist pumps. “I’m gonna guess you’re Debbie Harry.”

      “Ding, ding.” She held out her shirt. “I know it’s a little meta to wear a picture of Debbie as part of my costume, but I don’t care. I love Blondie and had to represent.”

      My hands traveled up her sides, squeezing her tits, then back down to her hips. “Don’t think I’m going to be able to get through a whole show with you looking like this.”

      She pressed her core against me. “Want me to take the edge off?”

      Groaning, I let my head fall back. “God, baby, I wish. I gotta get on stage in a few minutes.”

      Her brow arched in challenge. “Do you think it’ll take me more than a few minutes?”

      Then, my gorgeous girlfriend made her way down my body, kneeling between my legs. She winked at me before freeing my cock. “Time me.”

      And damn if she didn’t make good on her promise.

      

      I hit the stage, loose and happy. The crowd seemed to be feeling the same, though I doubted they’d gotten the kind of treatment Tali had given me backstage. No, their upbeat was more likely attributed to booze and a little chemical enhancement.

      They were ready for us. Times had changed from this time last year, when we existed as background music. This time, we had fans calling our name.

      We were hired to play mostly covers, but we mixed in a lot of our original material too. My mind was blown when the audience sang along to our songs. I mean, it had happened—a lot lately—but this was our hometown crowd.

      My eye caught Tali’s blonde wig as she danced to our music with Tino and Nina. I almost forgot the lyrics to a song I’d sung a thousand times when she looked up, locking eyes, and bit her lip. She mouthed, “I love you,” and I couldn’t wipe the cheesy smile off my face.

      I had to tear my eyes away so I didn’t keep stumbling over my words, but I kept finding her in the crowd, dancing and drinking. The last time I swept the crowd, toward the end of my set, I almost missed her. Her head was bent, and she’d stopped dancing. Another girl was speaking to her in her ear, Tali listening intently. When Tali raised her head and I got a look at the other girl, I knew I was fucked.

      My gut churned with all the shit I should have told Tali but hadn’t. All I wanted to do was leap off the stage and do damage control. If she’d left, I would have. But she stayed. With her back turned to me, yeah, but she didn’t leave.

      As soon as I our set was over, I stashed my guitar and ran like my feet had wings to find my girl. A couple people tried to stop me to talk, congratulate me on the show, but all I had to give was a polite smile.

      She was perched on a bar stool, surrounded by Ben, Tino, Nina and Heather...and Laura.

      “Stripes.”

      Slowly, she turned in my direction. Her eyes were shiny, and some of her lipstick had been chewed off. She was a picture of beauty and sadness.

      I held out my hand. “Come here. Let’s talk.”

      Her friends closed ranks around her, and I had a feeling if she’d said she didn’t want to see me, they’d have blocked me from her, no matter how hard I fought.

      She stood, sighing. “It’s fine. I’m fine, guys.”

      The hand I placed on the small of her back caused her to stiffen.

      “Please don’t right now, Jude.”

      We went backstage, where we’d been all over each other an hour and a half ago. Now she looked at me like she didn’t know me.

      “You promised,” she said hoarsely. “You said you’d tell me the truth, even if I didn’t like it.”

      “What’d Laura say?”

      She shook her head violently, blonde wig slapping her cheeks. “No. I want to hear it from you. You tell me the truth.”

      I scrubbed my sweaty face with the heel of my hand, heaving a sigh. “We slept together a year ago. Before you and I were together.”

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      “It went on for a while. I guess, off and on the year before that. Before I even knew you existed, Tali. It was never anything serious. Just sex. Mostly when we were really fucking wasted.”

      Her arms wrapped around her middle. “I saw her tonight, for the first time in a while. So of course I asked her why I hadn’t seen her in so long. I wasn’t expecting her to say it was too awkward hanging out with the dude she had a year-long sexual relationship with who dropped her without explanation. Can you imagine how she felt when she came to my birthday and saw us together?”

      “It was never like that with us. There was never gonna be some big break-up scene. I’d told her I met someone, and that was it.”

      Tali’s eyes narrowed, mouth thinned. “Then why did you tell Laura not to tell me? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “’Cause I was stupid. I thought you might use my history with Laura as a reason not to be with me. I love you so much, Stripes. I’ve been nothing but honest with you since we’ve been together. If you want me to write a list of every girl I’ve ever fucked, I’ll do that. Anything you want, I’ll do it.”

      I knew it was the wrong thing to say the second it left my mouth, but I was feelin’ desperate and kinda angry. Most of my anger was directed squarely at myself, but I had to admit, some of it was directed at Tali. If she didn’t understand how utterly devoted to her I was, I didn’t know how to convince her.

      She pushed my chest with both hands. “Don’t you dare try to gaslight me. You’re not going to turn this into ‘Oh, Tali’s overreacting about my sordid past that means nothing.’ You purposely deceived me for your own gain.” She pushed me again. “You broke your promise to me.”

      I caught her wrists when she went to push me a third time. “And I’m really fucking sorry. I hate that my stupid choices have messed up your night. But now that we’re laying it all on the table, are you always forthcoming with me, Tals?”

      She squirmed but didn’t really fight my hold on her. “Of course I am.”

      “Except you failed to mention Ben had moved in with you until I got back and saw his empty room with my own eyes. And Tino told me an interesting story about being hospitalized.”

      A lot of the fight left her. “It’s not the same thing and you know it,” she said with a quiver in her voice.

      “It’s not, you’re right. I kept something from you that happened before we were together. You kept shit from me that happened while we were together.”

      I hadn’t planned on bringing any of this up. It had stung, getting home and realizing events had gone down that Tali hadn’t clued me in on. It stung, but I let it go because I was so damn happy to be with her.

      Or I’d thought I’d let it go. It kinda looked like I hadn’t.

      “I didn’t fuck one of your friends and then willfully hide it,” she said, yanking her hands away. “I need some space.”

      “You can be pissed at me, but don’t you dare pull away. We’ll work this out.” Gripping the hem of her shirt, I tugged her against me. “We don’t need space, Stripes. We need to be close.”

      “How do I trust you, Jude?”

      My hands went to her face, cupping it so she couldn’t turn away. I was desperate for her to hear me. “Because you know me, Tali. We’re almost a year into this thing, and I still only see you. I have a past that isn’t pretty, but I can’t even be ashamed, because it brought me to you.”

      She averted her gaze, focusing on some spot on the floor. “I don’t want you to be ashamed, but I also don’t want this to keep happening.”

      “Look at me, baby,” I growled, and she did. Her brown eyes shined under her blonde wig. “There’s nothing else. No one else. The second you told me I had a chance, I was yours in every way. Asking Laura not to tell you...that was selfish. I told myself I was protecting you so you wouldn’t feel weird or guilty, but that’s not even it. I wanted you, and I would have done a lot of stupid shit to get you.”

      A shudder passed through her, and her forehead fell against mine. “I thought I was protecting you too. I didn’t want to take away from your tour by laying any of the drama that went down while you were gone on you.”

      “No.” My hands slid down to her neck. “You can’t hide things from me. You’re mine, in the same way I’m yours. We’re in this fully or not at all. Are you in it, Stripes?”

      Another shudder passed through her, followed by a soft sob. “Always, Jude.”

      “No more protecting each other from bullshit when we should be holding each other through it.”

      She poked my chest. “No more lies. Ever.”

      “Fuck. Never, Stripes.”

      A black tear trailed down her cheek. She swiped at it, but another followed. “Shit. I’m going to look like a raccoon.”

      With my thumb, I wiped her tears and streaky makeup away. “It’s so punk rock.”

      She let out a little hiccup of a laugh. “Am I doing Debbie Harry proud?”

      “Hell yes.” I wrapped my arm around her waist, hauling her against me. “I love you. It kills me that I made you doubt that.”

      “I have never doubted that for a second.”

      I brushed my lips across hers, smearing her leftover red lipstick. “Good. ’Cause if you forget every damn thing, I always want you to remember that. It’s never not going to be true.”

      “Never is a long time.”

      I smeared her lipstick a little more. “Told you I want you wearing my ring and my name.”

      Her breath hitched. “You were high. I would never hold you to that.”

      “I don’t think you understand the depth of my devotion to you. This is a forever kind of thing.”

      “Jude…” she sighed. “Take me home.”

      

      Sometime around two in the morning, I got restless. Tali had been asleep for a while, but my head was too wired for sleep. Moonlight poured in through the crack in her curtains, illuminating a line of her perfect, naked skin. She was on her stomach, wig abandoned, hair crazy, makeup smeared. Even now, she stunned me. Blew me the hell away. If I’d had a camera anywhere close by, I would have snapped a picture of her like this, just for myself. As it was, I drank in every detail, memorizing her freckles and scars.

      When it was clear I wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon, I gave up the ghost and wandered down to Tino’s kitchen to make a sandwich, maybe grab a beer too, to mellow out.

      I walked into the kitchen to find Ben and Tino at the counter sharing a giant platter of nachos.

      “Hey,” I said as I walked past them to the fridge.

      They turned, nodding. Tino gestured to the nachos. “Come partake in the glory of congealed cheese and soggy tortilla chips.”

      Huffing a laugh, I grabbed a beer and stood on the other side of the island. “Bar food in the middle of the night. Can’t beat college towns.”

      “What’s up? I feel like I haven’t seen you two in ages.”

      Smirking, Tino exchanged a glance with Ben. “When you’re not busy with music, you’re locked up in Tali’s bedroom.”

      I raked my hand through my hair, letting out a long sigh. He told the truth. Everything else had fallen by the wayside. “Sorry, man.”

      He waved me off. “No need to apologize. You’re only young and in love once. Besides, I quite like the smile you put on my girl’s face. She was far too frowny when you were gone.”

      I hated that, but I’d been pretty damn frowny without her too.

      I set me beer down and picked up a nacho. As I shoved it in my mouth, Ben said, “I guess everything worked out.”

      Chewing, I nodded. “I told her everything. We’re solid.”

      He shook his head, glancing at Tino again. “I can’t believe you lied about fucking Laura for over a year and it’s all fine and dandy. Either Tali has a heart of gold or you’ve got some Voodoo priestess on retainer.”

      I wanted to get defensive, but he was right. I was lucky Tali had forgiven me. Damn lucky.

      “Pretty sure it’s the first one. Although, Voodoo priestess is something to consider when I inevitably fuck up again.”

      Tino got up, patting Ben on the arm and nodding in my direction. “All right, boys. It’s well past my bedtime. Have fun.”

      I took his seat next to Ben. “I’m surprised there’s no slutty nurse sharing these nachos with you. Isn’t that your Halloween tradition?”

      He lifted a shoulder. It was a lazy gesture. Even though my head had mostly been buried between Tali’s legs lately, I’d taken note of Ben’s slower pace. Maybe he’d finally kicked his recreational Ritalin habit.

      “Wasn’t into it this year. It’s my last Halloween in college and I’m thinking I’m outgrowing it all.”

      I nodded. “I feel that. It may be time to blow this town.”

      His eyes narrowed on me. “Your girl’s here for another year. Don’t think you’re going anywhere.”

      I bit into another nacho, wincing as the now-cold cheese hit my tongue. “There are worse places to be stuck.”

      He scratched a spot on his arm absently. “Are you coming to my parents’ house for Thanksgiving?”

      “No. Tali’s parents invited me to theirs...seems like the right thing to do.”

      He nodded. “Damn do things change fast.”

      I chuckled. “If you told me a year ago I’d be spending my next Thanksgiving with Tali, I’d have laughed in your face.”

      The corners of his mouth twitched. “Especially because a year ago you were sneaking off with Claudia, like my parents had no idea what was going on in the laundry room.”

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, not even wanting to think about that, much less drudge it up for discussion. “Ancient history, man.”

      “Right. A lot of things are seeming like relics of the past.”

      Swiveling on my stool, I looked him over. Really looked. We’d barely talked since I got back, and it was mostly down to me, but not all. The Ben I’d always known was this huge force. He was loud, filling up every room he occupied. Now, he was quieter. Laughs took longer. Maybe it was all part of getting older, I didn’t know.

      “Are you doing okay?” I asked.

      He shifted but didn’t quite look at me. “I’m good, man,” he drawled. “Got a lot going on with school. I’ve been prepping for student teaching next semester. Kinda facing the reality of growing up, and it’s terrifying. But yeah, I’m okay.”

      I hissed. “Growing up? We have to do that?”

      He let out a slow chuckle. “Most of us do. I’d say you’re a record deal away from getting to live out your rock star fantasy.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I gave him a long look. “Used to be you supported me getting to live out that fantasy. You’re sounding a little bitter about it now.”

      “Nah, not bitter. Life changes. I can’t be the head of your groupies anymore. Doesn’t mean I’m bitter.”

      “You were never a groupie, Benny. You’re my friend. The plan has always been that I’d get a record deal and you’d be a teacher. Then, in twenty years, when I had kids, you’d go on the road with us and be their teacher.”

      It sounded ridiculous now, but we’d held onto that idea for a long time. The only thing that had changed was us.

      “Well,” he tapped the counter with his long fingers, “the fantasy isn’t really the same as the reality. Back then, it was us sitting in my room, listening to the Pumpkins, talking about shit we never thought would really happen.”

      I scoffed. “You’re talking like a record deal is a foregone conclusion. I’m still working security and playing bar gigs. I’m still in this shitty town, waiting for life to begin.”

      He reared back, a mask of disgust covering his usual playful expression. “You’re waiting for life to begin? Man, fuck you. Tell that to the girl you got sleeping upstairs, see how that makes her feel. If she was mine, she’d be my life.” He got up fast, the stool he’d been sitting on screeching across the tile floor.

      “Jesus, I didn’t mean it like that,” I said quickly. “I’d be nothing without Tali.”

      He huffed a humorless laugh. “No kidding.”

      I crossed the room to stand in front of my oldest friend. “You going to bed?”

      His eyes fell to the floor as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Eventually.”

      “Want to play some ball?”

      His gaze lifted, holding a wary expression. “Right now?”

      “Yeah, I’m not sleeping anytime soon. Tino’s got the hoop just standing out there. Why not?”

      He paused for so long, I was certain he’d turn me down. But to my surprise, he agreed. We grabbed a basketball from Tino’s garage, threw on our shoes, and went outside. The basketball hoop must’ve been installed by the previous owner; Tino wasn’t really into sports. It was a little rusty, and the net was long gone, but it would do.

      I tossed Ben the ball, and he dribbled it back and forth between his two hands. We’d played on teams together up until our junior year of high school when I quit to focus on music. Ben kept playing until we graduated. I’d never tell him, but he was the superior player.

      We didn’t talk much. We didn’t need to. Some of the distance that had been forming between us closed as we played. He pushed, I pushed back. He threw more elbows than necessary, but I didn’t call him out on it. We had sweat pouring out of us, and we played like we were trying out for the NBA.

      In the end, Benny beat my ass by a landslide. My pride was wounded, but it was worth it. I’d been so focused on my music and my girl, I’d forgotten how good it could be to do this. To hang out with my boy, doing nothing but playing the game we both loved.

      As we walked back inside, I gripped his shoulder. “Are we good?”

      His eyes met mine. “We never weren’t good, Jude. Like I said, we grow up, things change. But we’re as good as always.”

      The words were what I wanted to hear, but there was nothing behind them. I started to question what the hell was going on when my eye caught on Tali coming down the stairs, all sleepy-eyed and messy-haired. Ben turned to see what I saw looking at, and his shoulders stiffened.

      He mumbled good night before brushing by her and disappearing up the stairs.

      She came to me with a sleepy smile, grabbing the front of my T-shirt. “I came to claim my boyfriend. I need you in my bed.”

      My arms wrapped around her, pulling her warm, soft body against mine. “Funny, because I need to be in your bed.”

      I carried her to her room, holding her to my chest. She settled quickly, laying half her body across mine. The beer, the talking, the basketball, and the pretty girl in my arms all caught up with me, making my eyes droop and brain slow down. I had a lot of questions, things I wanted to mull over and figure out, but the pull of falling asleep with Tali was too great. Relaxing into the mattress and my girl, I let sleep take me over.
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      Jude got a record deal a few days after Thanksgiving.

      We were both chasing dreams, his just happened to be the kind that would continuously take him away from me. He’d told me we were strong enough to withstand being apart, but I didn’t feel it. He might’ve been strong enough, but I was weak when it came to him. We’d made it through the Busted tour, and the past couple months together had been pretty amazing, but our time was borrowed. Logistics were being worked out for recording his album, and after that, who knew?

      The time we had together felt like grains of sand in an hourglass. We clung to each second, needy and desperate for each other. Each time I turned down Nina or Tino’s offers to hang out to spend my night locked away with Jude, I saw their pointed looks. I heard Tino muttering “co-dependent” under his breath. He wanted me to hear. He was lucky I loved him anyway.

      Ben bumped into my side. “That smells delicious, EG.”

      I waved the scented steam toward my face. “Teresa DiPietro knows her sauce.”

      He peered into the pot I’d been stirring on the stove. “Need a taste tester?”

      I scooped up a bit of sauce on a clean spoon, blowing on it first, then holding it up to Ben’s mouth. His eyes closed as he got his first taste.

      “Damn. Is your mom firmly married to your dad? She looking for a second husband?”

      I laughed. “Pretty sure one husband is enough for her.”

      “How about you? You sure about this thing with Jude?”

      He’d moved closer to me, and some of the playfulness had left his voice. With a hand on his chest, I pushed him away. He barely budged, but he got the message.

      “Yes, Benny, I’m sure about this thing with Jude.”

      He leaned against the kitchen counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t know how he got so lucky.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re both lucky.”

      “Really? Are you gonna feel lucky when he’s gone three-quarters of the time?”

      I almost threw my spoon at him. “What the hell, Ben? Are you seriously trying to talk me out of being with your best friend?”

      His jaw ticked for a second before he relaxed and held his hands up. “Nah, I wouldn’t do that. I’m just surprised it’s lasted so long.”

      This time, I threw my spoon down on the stove top. “That’s cruel. Why are you saying these things to me right now?”

      “’Cause I was here all summer. I saw the weight of his absence pulling you down. And he’s been back for months, but you’re still drooping. You’re supposed to be happy and young and in love. If you’re not, then what’s the point?”

      I huffed, trying to make a joke of it. “Are you calling me old?”

      “Nope. I’m calling you unhappy.”

      I flipped him off. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      His eyes narrowed on me, staring me down for a long time. There was an edginess about him that was new. Or maybe I was just noticing it.

      We’d spent a lot of time together over the last year, between classes, Gamelan ensemble, and just hanging out. Sometimes I felt as close to him as I was to Tino. And then other times, like now, I wondered if I knew him at all.

      Abruptly, his entire demeanor changed. He grinned broadly and flipped me off right back.

      “I don’t wanna fight with you. I just want to eat your mom’s sauce and chill out.”

      I tried to stay mad, but when he wanted to be, Ben could be pretty damn charming. “Fine. Just keep your smartass lips zipped about my boyfriend and I won’t dump this entire pot on your head.”

      He winced. “That’d be a travesty.” Then he mimed zipping his lips before hopping his tall ass up on the counter to watch me cook.

      Tino wandered in a little while later and actually helped me. He cut up veggies for salad while I prepared garlic bread.

      We were having our first ever official family dinner. We’d invited the boys from Never Again, Nina, unfortunately Heather, and a guy Tino had been instant messaging non-stop lately named Juan.

      “Thank you for doing this,” he murmured after sending Ben to set the table.

      I glanced at him, eyebrows raised in question. “For cooking?”

      “Not just for cooking. For enfolding me into your family.”

      I stopped what I was doing and went to him, circling my arms around his narrow waist. “Tino, you are my family. You’re like the brother I once made out with.”

      He snorted, resting his chin on my shoulder. “And you’re the sister I plan to impregnate when I’m thirty.”

      I grinned, hugging him tighter until he hugged me back. “Ben says Jude makes me unhappy.”

      His muscles tensed for a second, then relaxed. “Ben has ulterior motives. I don’t think being with Jude makes you unhappy. It’s being apart from Jude that does that.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing, though, since he’s going to be gone so much?”

      “Beautiful Natalia, he’s here now. Do not let Benjamin get inside your head. I told you that boy was troubled a long time ago.”

      “And you said Jude was trouble.”

      He booped my nose. “I stand by both assessments.”

      I booped his nose back. “What’s your assessment of you?”

      He rubbed his chin. “I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe. Are you nervous about your boy coming over?”

      Tino had met Juan online in a chatroom for LGBTQ University of Maryland students. Because Tino was now a student—I had convinced him to enroll, to give him a direction instead of just sitting around his giant house, collecting rent checks.

      A blush crept up his cheeks. “I’m nervous about you people acting a fool.”

      “Well, if Juan wants to be your lover, he’s got to get with your friends.”

      His lip curled with disgust and he took a big step back. “Did you really just quote Spice Girls to me?”

      I giggled at his extreme reaction. This man really did light up my life. “They had a point. Their message was truly underappreciated. They were ahead of their time.”

      He shook his head. “Girl, one day you’re going to be someone big in the music industry, and some reporter is going to come sniffing around yours truly for details about your past. I’ll be forced to recount this conversation in exhausting detail. Do you really want that?”

      Arms crossed over my chest, I gave him a very serious look. “As I cannot currently travel back in time and undo this conversation, I will have to accept my fate. One day, the public will know about my endless admiration for the Spice Girls.”

      We laughed until Ben returned to the kitchen, wanting to know what was so funny, and then laughed even harder. Tino kept singing Spice Girls songs under his breath while I got dinner ready, and each time, I’d dissolve into another fit of giggles.

      By the time Jude and the Never Again boys arrived, I was a glass of wine in, and flushed with happiness. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me breathless as soon he strode in the door.

      “Hey, Stripes.”

      “Hey, Jude.”

      Rough fingers grazed my cheeks. “You’re pink.”

      “Tino keeps making me laugh.”

      He smiled, and my heart beat wildly. Jude’s smiles always did that to me. “I like seeing you like this, all happy and rosy-cheeked.” He took a step back, still gripping my waist, and scanned me from head to toe. “This apron is fucking ridiculous.”

      “In a good way?”

      “I never knew I had fifties housewife fantasies, but goddamn, apparently I do.”

      “We’re even, since you’ve fulfilled every rock star fantasy I never wanted to have.”

      Heather and Nina arrived a few minutes later. I hugged Nina and attempted a smile at Heather. Jude still had no idea about what went down over the summer, so he was friendly to them both.

      Juan arrived last, and when Tino pulled him into the living room, he took a retreating step. None of us had any chill. We were all staring at him excitedly, but it couldn’t have been an easy room to walk into.

      He waved timidly, his grip tight on Tino’s hand. He wasn’t anything like I would have pictured Tino going for, but he was adorable. Juan was shorter than Tino, with a slighter build. He wore horn-rimmed glasses and his hair was sleeked into a pompadour. He had a rockabilly vibe going, with cuffed jeans and a short-sleeve collared shirt.

      I was the first to go to him, introducing myself and giving him a tight hug. By the time we sat down to dinner, everyone had followed suit.

      I served dinner family style, and once everything was on the table, Jude pulled me into his lap, kissing my neck.

      “I can’t eat dinner in your lap.”

      His arms held firm around my waist. “Need you here.”

      I turned my head, kissing his cheek. “I’ll be right next to you, you needy man.”

      He finally let me go, but not far. He kept my knee firmly grasped in his hand and his shoulder pressed against mine. He’d been pretty much like this since he got back from the tour, like he was making up for lost time. I didn’t mind at all. I soaked up Jude’s affection like it was a finite resource.

      “Damn, Tali-bear, this shit is delicious,” Jin announced, stuffing pasta into his mouth.

      “Good job, Tals. Those cooking lessons paid for themselves,” Nina said.

      I scoffed. “My mom would be mortally offended if she heard you say I learned how to make sauce at cooking lessons. But thank you.”

      Tino leaned close to Juan, explaining the joke. “I nearly burned the place down and Nina almost gave everyone salmonella.”

      Juan smiled. “I’ll have to cook for you.”

      “What’s your specialty?” I asked.

      “I’m a southern boy. Grew up in Georgia. It’ll always be soul food,” he replied.

      Jeremy banged his hand on the table. “I love Tali’s cooking, but I’m all in for soul food. Especially if there are hush puppies.”

      Juan laughed. “I can do hush puppies.”

      Jeremy raised his beer bottle. “I’m in. Name the date.”

      “It’ll have to be soon, since we won’t be in town too much longer,” Seven said.

      Jude’s fingers tightened on my knee. “That hasn’t been decided.”

      Seven rolled his eyes and groaned. “Fuck, Jude. Use your brain, not your dick.”

      Jude shot up from his chair so fast, it toppled backward. “Don’t you dare, Sev. We’re not doing this right now.”

      Seven leaned back in his chair languidly, his eyes on me instead of Jude. “A year ago, you’d have jumped at the chance to record in New York. Now you have to think about it? I know you think you hold all the cards, being the pretty face of the band, but the rest of us get a say too.”

      Jin smacked the back of Seven’s head. “Shut up, dude. This is a band matter. Don’t ruin Tali’s dinner.”

      Seven sneered at me. “You gonna tell your boy he’s gotta stick around here, or are you going to let him go?”

      Before I could even process his question to begin to formulate a response, Jude’s fist came hammering down on the table next to me, rattling silverware and sloshing drinks from glasses. His chest heaved as he stared Seven down.

      “Don’t talk to her. Don’t even look at her.” His voice had gone eerily quiet. The entire room was eerily quiet.

      Seven shrugged like he was completely unaffected by Jude’s anger. “I’m not the one who needs to talk to her. That’s your shit to work out. All I care about is the band.”

      “You’re stirring shit up, man,” Jeremy said. “Back off.”

      Jude’s fists pulsed. I was at a loss. Never Again had had a meeting with their new record label today, but Jude and I hadn’t had a chance to discuss what had gone down. Apparently, a hell of a lot had.

      “I’ll back off when Jude stops letting a cunt guide him,” Seven replied.

      I grabbed Jude’s arm out of instinct, but he wasn’t the one I should have been grabbing. In a flash, Ben was out of his chair, yanking Seven up by his shirt and slamming him into a wall. Nina screamed, a couple glasses tipped over, and a picture fell off the wall, shattering on the hardwood floor.

      Ben got in Seven’s face, nose to nose. “You, motherfucker, must have a death wish. You don’t come into this house disrespecting Tali. You keep her name out of your mouth.”

      Seven tried to push Ben off him, but the bigger, taller, slightly crazier man held tight.

      “Get off me. You have nothing to do with this.”

      Ben poked his chest hard. “Hell yes I do. Those are my two best friends in the world. You’ve been talking shit for a long ass time, but you just stepped so far over the line right now.”

      Seven scoffed. “She’s your friend, right. Fuck you, Benny.”

      Tino got up, laying a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “You gotta leave, Sev. I can’t have you here, saying that kind of stuff.”

      Jude’s arm shook under my hand. Tearing my eyes from the three men across from me, I looked at my man, and found his shaking wasn’t confined to his hand. His entire body vibrated. I had to get him out of there.

      I got up from my seat, wrapping myself around Jude’s trembling form. “Come with me,” I whispered. “Come to my room. I want to hold you.”

      It took coaxing, but eventually, Jude followed, leaving everyone else to figure out what to do about Seven.

      We went into my darkened bedroom, only switching on the small lamp on my bedside table. I pushed Jude’s shirt off before yanking off my own, then laid with him on the bed. We were skin-on-skin from the waist up. His flesh burned with his roiling emotions. I tried to cool him by taking some of it into my own skin.

      Carefully, I stroked his hair, which he’d let grow longer, shaggier, since the summer. He squeezed his eyes shut, his entire body shuddering when I pressed soft kisses to his cheeks and neck and the corner of his mouth.

      “I would have killed him if Ben hadn’t gotten there first,” he said, barely audible.

      I pressed my cheek to his. “You wouldn’t have. He didn’t say anything unforgivable.”

      “I can’t let anyone talk shit about you, Stripes. I won’t have it.”

      He brought his fingers to my wrist, rubbing each bead of the bracelet he gave me over a year ago between the pads. I’d done the same thing many, many times when I needed to think or soothe a racing brain.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I said softly.

      He continued to rub the beads methodically, the heaving of his chest gradually slowing.

      “The label wants us in New York to record. I want to do it in D.C. They have a smaller studio down here, there’s no reason we should have to go up there.”

      My heart broke in two. It felt like he’d only gotten back. I’d known the day was coming when he’d have to leave again, I just hadn’t known it would be so soon.

      “What do Jeremy and Jin say?” I asked.

      “They’re just going along for the ride. Neither have strong opinions. Not like Sev.”

      “If it weren’t for me, you’d be all in for New York, right? Because we both know that’s where the best producers and equipment are. And you’ll have more attention from your label, and possibly more press.”

      Jude sat up quickly, dropping my wrist and moving away from me. “Fuck, Tali, you sound more like my manager than my girlfriend. I’m breaking apart here, and you’re using logic.”

      I sat up next to him, curling my arms around his waist. “Do I need to show you my broken heart for you to understand how hard it is for me to tell you to go to New York? It’s cleaved in two right now.”

      His breathing stuttered at my words, and he pulled me into his arms. “The thing is, I don’t want to go. We’re just getting started, and it’s already feeling like too much sacrifice.”

      “Jude...music is your life.”

      “Wrong,” he said gruffly. “You’re my life.”

      He might think that. He might believe it down to his marrow. I might want to believe it to the depths of my soul. But I knew, sure as the sun would rise, if he didn’t give this chance his all, he’d regret it forever. He’d always wonder “what if,” and so would I. I was twenty years old; I wasn’t capable of being someone else’s world, not when I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted my world to look like yet.

      “I love you, Jude. I love you so very much. But you have to take me out of the equation. You and I will make this work.”

      “I’m never taking you out of the equation,” he said firmly.

      “Okay, then my part of the equation is telling you to go to New York. That I’ll come up on weekends. We’ll get phones that can text. We’ll have phone sex. We’ll do everything we can to make it work, and between now and when you leave, we’ll spend every spare second together.”

      He was quiet for a long time, breathing heavily and holding me so tight, I could barely breathe. I held him as best as I could, stroking his hair, pressing my skin against his. I hated this for him. If I were stronger, or slightly less in love, I’d give him up entirely so all of this would be easier. So he could walk away without leaving anything behind.

      But that wasn’t an option…for either of us.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to look Sev in the face again,” he murmured.

      “Forget him,” I said. “He can’t hurt me, and he doesn’t know anything about what goes on between us. I’m sure Ben and Tino set him straight.”

      Jude shuddered, pulling back a little to meet my eyes. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Stripes.” His pretty hazel eyes were a swirl of colors and emotions. “Before you walked into that elevator, I was so uninspired. Not just with music, but with life. You brought it all back.”

      “Jude…” I was suddenly shaky too. “We’re going to be okay. We’ve got love and music and honestly. As long as we keep that, we’ll make it.”

      I said it, because it sounded true. But I was twenty years old, what did I know?
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      I spent Christmas with the DiPietros. Teresa bought a menorah so we could light the candles and potatoes so she could make me latkes for Hanukkah. My sorry ass almost cried, since my own mother hadn’t bothered making them since I was a kid.

      Tali said I’d become something of her mom’s favorite. At Thanksgiving, she’d moved Gio a spot over so I could sit next to her. I was pretty sure she liked me for my never-ending appetite. She could pile my plate high, and I’d eat every bit of it. Home cooking was still a novelty to me, so I tended to go a bit overboard when I had the chance.

      I damn well didn’t deserve people like Tali and her family taking care of me like this, but it was who they were.

      After Teresa had shown me the menorah, Tali had let me pull her into childhood bedroom. She’d tried to kiss me, but I’d covered her mouth with my fingers. “You realize I can never fuck you in this house again, right?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Why not?” she asked from behind my hand.

      “Maybe when we’re married. Until then, I am beholden to Teresa DiPietro. She now owns me.”

      She’d pulled my hand from her mouth, holding it between us. “I know for a fact every single one of my family members has had sex in this house.”

      “The fact that you know that leads me to believe the walls in this house are paper thin and sound carries, which is even more reason to abstain.”

      Her eyebrow arched. “You didn’t have any objections at Thanksgiving.”

      “I was delirious from the turkey.”

      Tali laughed, falling against me. “Fine, but I’m not sleeping alone. There are some promises that can’t be broken.”

      We’d kept our promise, sharing a bed every night since I got home from Busted. I’d had to go up to New York to sign contracts and go to meetings, but I always came back in time to sleep with Tali. I was physically dreading being separated when we went to record the album. Both of us had pushed it aside, only talking about it when necessary, but I thought we both heard the ticking clock counting down our time together.

      “Don’t know if I can sleep without you, Stripes.”

      She hadn’t settled for a soft kiss. With both hands on the sides of my head, she’d pulled me down for a longer, deeper kiss. My resistance faded with the first touch of her tongue.

      Her dad walking by the room with heavy feet, singing a Ramones song, got us to pull away from each other. Tali grinned with shiny lips.

      “He’s never had to chase a boy out of my room. I think he’s making up for lost time,” she said, like it was amusing her dad thought we were in here messing around.

      “Or, he plans on killing the guy who’s manhandling his daughter under his roof.”

      She bunched my shirt with both fists. “Oh my god, Jude. My parents love you. Isn’t that clear?”

      Letting out a heavy breath, I brought my forehead down to hers. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      

      This year, I knew Tali well enough to buy her a present she’d like. When she opened the custom-made backpack, with patches and logos from all her favorite bands embroidered on it, the look on her face told me I’d been right. She’d clutched it to her chest and said she’d keep it forever.

      She gave me a set of leather bracelets, since my first gift to her had been a bracelet. I put them right on, and said I’d be keeping them forever too.

      Her dad had blown my mind. He’d found a record player at a thrift store, fixed it up, and gave it to me, along with a few of his favorite albums. After dinner, we took that puppy to the garage and sat there listening to music for hours.

      They’d accepted me—the uneducated, barely scraping by musician—when they didn’t have to. When they had every damn reason not to. When we left their house to go home, I felt this unfamiliar wave of sadness. I’d never gotten that feeling when I left my mom’s house. But then, she lived in a cold castle, and they lived in a warm cottage.

      Time slipped by. I worked, and Tali did too, and before we blinked, it was New Year’s Eve, only a few days before I was leaving for New York. We were keeping it lowkey. Tino had set up a firepit and invited maybe twenty people over for pizza and champagne.

      Tali was in my lap snuggled under a thick blanket while we waited for midnight.

      The contrast to last New Year’s was pretty stark. I’d spent it performing while high as a kite, then sharing a midnight kiss with a bottle of tequila, missing a girl I didn’t quite yet have.

      I had the girl now. I’d get the kiss. I couldn’t say I minded hanging out with friends instead of performing on stage.

      Tino jerked his chin at Ben. “What’s your resolution, Benny boy?”

      Ben sat to my left, a girl I’d never seen before pressed to his side. “If I tell you, it won’t come true.”

      “No, that’s a birthday wish,” Tali said.

      He gave her a sidelong glance before breaking into a smile. “Ah, fuck. I always mess those two up.” The girl sharing the Adirondack chair with him giggled. “Resolutions...hmmm...I guess I resolve to let go of things I can’t have and push harder for things I want.”

      Tino snorted. “That was unnecessarily vague. How about you Judy Jude? What will you be resolute about in the upcoming year?”

      Tali shifted to face me. I met her eyes, the reflection of the fire lighting them, even in the dark.

      “My resolution is to be the man my girl needs me to be, from a distance or up close.”

      I got plenty of groans, but I didn’t give a shit about what any of them thought. Tali melted against me, arms circling my middle.

      “That is a sweet resolution, Judy Jude. You know about the curse you acquire if you don’t keep your resolution? Seven years of bad sex,” Tino said with an evil grin.

      “Won’t be a problem,” I said.

      Juan nudged him. “I thought that was for breaking a mirror, honey.”

      “That’s bad luck,” Nina supplied.

      Juan nodded. “Oh, right. Can’t keep my superstitions straight. What about you, Nina? Any resolutions?”

      She sighed, leaning into her girlfriend. They were a weird couple. The vibes I got from Heather weren’t great, and she was constantly surveying the room, like she was looking for better company. Nina seemed into her—if not happy—so I kept my opinions to myself.

      “How about working out more, babe? Didn’t we talk about tightening up your ass?” Heather asked.

      The collective wince could almost be heard. Every single one of us fell silent. Except Tali. She stiffened immediately and leaned forward.

      “That was really bitchy and uncalled for,” Tali said across the fire.

      Heather shrugged. “How about you worry about your relationship, I’ll worry about mine. Nina knows her ass is getting a little chubby.”

      “It’s fine, babe,” Nina said in a shaky voice. “So, my resolution is to work out more.”

      “Should be to grow a damn spine,” Tino muttered.

      “Then my resolution is to call bullshit out when I see it,” Tali said, staring right at Heather. “I guess that won’t start until tomorrow, though. That’s too bad.”

      Heather arched a brow at her. “I’m not here to fight with you, Tali. All I want is to get a buzz from this champagne and enjoy my girlfriend.” She held her champagne flute up before taking a long sip.

      Tali fell back against me, letting out a frustrated groan. My arms circled her waist, holding her close. “I’m sorry, baby. That’s gotta be hard to watch.”

      “It’s like I’m in bizarro world. The real-world Nina would have kicked that bitch to the curb a year ago. But she’s just sitting there, letting Heather humiliate her. Is it as first love thing? Is she clinging to her because she doesn’t know there will be someone else, eons better, down the line?”

      I ran my nose up and down the side of her neck, and she relaxed into me even more, tension melting from her muscles. “Nothing wrong with first loves.”

      She reached up to clasp the back of my neck. “No, nothing wrong with first loves at all when they’re you.”

      Tino turned on music to cover up the awkward silence.

      Tali turned her head so her lips brushed my jaw. “Sing to me.”

      “All you had to do was ask.” Bending my head, I sang along with Death Cab for Cutie, for only Tali to hear. “I would follow you into the dark…”

      She pressed kisses along my jaw and made happy humming sounds while she listened. After a while, we both seemed to forget we weren’t alone. The night became about us, finishing one year and entering a new one together.

      We were pulled out of our bubble at the sound of counting down. It was almost midnight and we nearly missed it.

      Tali and I joined in the counting. “...five, four, three, two, one! Happy New Year!”

      Somewhere in the distance, fireworks cracked and fizzed in the night sky. My chest had its own fireworks fizzing. I held Tali’s face in my hands and kissed her smiling mouth.

      “I haven’t felt you inside me since last year,” she whispered.

      “That’s a damn shame,” I rasped. I’d been half-hard all night, with her ass parked on my dick, but all the blood flooded below my waist at her words. “Let’s fix that.”

      Without saying goodnight to anyone, I lifted her in my arms and carried her inside. We’d been kissing and touching all night. I needed more.

      We stumbled up the stairs. Tali had wrapped her legs around my waist and shoved her hands in my hair. Our mouths were fused together, refusing to separate even as we knocked pictures off walls and bruised ourselves on sharp corners.

      Once we made it to her room, I kicked her door shut behind us, not bothering with the lock. If someone was stupid enough to come in, they deserved to see my ass on full display.

      I tossed Tali on the bed and yanked her pants off in one swoop. Kneeling on the floor, I hooked my fingers in her panties and rid her of those too. Wrapping my fingers around her thighs, I pulled her to the edge of the bed, and without any preamble or warm up, began to eat her like a starving man. She was my favorite taste. If I had to choose one sound to hear for the rest of my life, it would have been the sweet moans she made when I dragged my tongue through her folds and sucked her clit.

      Tali tangled her hands in my hair and pushed her pussy into my waiting mouth. Her hips rose and fell with the rhythm of my tongue, and each time I circled her swollen clit, her legs trembled around my head.

      She came in minutes, but I couldn’t stop tasting her. I kept lapping at her, absorbing her flavor. When I plunged two fingers inside her, her back bowed and my name echoed through her room. My cock throbbed behind my zipper, aching for relief. Aching for this beautiful girl whose body I couldn’t get enough of. Whose lips I’d never be done kissing. Whose heart I craved to own.

      After her second orgasm, she tugged at my hair, pulling my mouth away from her pussy and onto hers. I fumbled with my jeans at the same time I kissed her hard. She sucked her taste from my tongue and used her feet to help me push my jeans down. I got them around my knees before I pushed inside her, not stopping until I was completely buried.

      I groaned like a wild animal. There was nothing, nothing like sinking into her wet heat.

      Tali’s long legs locked around my waist. She was still at the edge of the bed, and I stood between her thighs, leaning forward to push her shirt up and latch onto her taut nipples.

      Something between a laugh and moan escaped Tali, and she cradled my head to her chest. “How is this so good? Every time.” Her hips rose with frantic need, pulling me deeper.

      “It’s us. It’s just us, baby,” I gritted out. “This is the way we love each other.”

      “Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, Jude.”

      Her nails dug into my forearms, her body writhing each time I plunged.

      There was an urge inside me to go deeper, deeper, deeper. Each thrust frustrated me. I couldn’t get enough of her, feel enough of her skin. I went harder, and she met me. Skin slapped skin. Her tits bounced with the strength of my thrusts. She was gorgeous and mine, but it wasn’t enough.

      I needed more. Arms sliding under her back, I pulled her torso upright and sat on the edge of the bed so she was in my lap, her chest pressed to mine. I buried my face in her neck, now less desperate for her flesh, but no less needy to stay inside her as long as I could.

      Tali circled her hips, rising and falling in a languid rhythm. She cupped my jaw, pulling me out of my hiding place in her neck. Her eyes were glazed, but focused.

      “Look at me, Jude. I’m so crazy for you.”

      “Nothing about this is crazy, Tali. This is sanity in action.”

      My fingers curled around her hips, helping her press down, then drag back up my throbbing cock. We went like this, steady, but slow, until slow became impossible.

      My grip on her tightened, fingertips digging into the flesh of her hips. Her muscles quivered, little shaky cries spilled from her parted lips, and we clung—to each other, to the moment, to what little bit of self-control we had left.

      Tali’s hands slid from my jaw to my hair, tugging my face back so she could steal a kiss. But my mouth was hers. There was no stealing. I gave and gave, kissing her and fucking her until we were sweaty, breathless shapes, moving relentlessly in the moonlight.

      With a cry, Tali tossed her head back as her pussy clenched around my cock. The noises she made were beautiful and uninhibited. And that was what took me over—Tali’s announcement of her pleasure to the world.

      I pressed her down on my cock, rooting myself to the hilt as I spilled inside the only woman I’d ever loved. The only woman I would ever love. My heart shuddered with that knowledge, and my hold on her tightened to bruising.

      When we stopped shaking, we shifted, laying side by side. I was still inside her, hard and wanting, always wanting, but content to be motionless.

      She smiled, and I smiled back. Both slightly delirious, but so damn happy.

      “I’m not sure if I’ve said this since last year, but I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you too, Stripes. Always.”

      Her fingertips traced my bottom lip. “I’m worried.”

      “Me too. I think we’d be crazy not to be.”

      “I don’t doubt you, Jude. It’s the world I don’t trust. Circumstances we won’t be able to avoid or control. All the things that come along with being a rock star and being the one who’s left behind.”

      I hated this. I hated that she had to voice those worries, but this was reality. Knowing you’ll love someone forever didn’t mean it was always be easy or perfect. It didn’t mean we’d always agree or even like the other very much.

      Of course, it’d be Tali not liking me. There was no possible circumstance where I wouldn’t like her.

      “We just have to keep talking. I think that’s how we make it, you know? Keep talking, keep telling each other everything,” I said.

      Her hands flattened on my chest. “Are we ever going to talk about you saying ‘when’ we get married when we were at my parents’ house?”

      “What’s there to talk about? I’ve been upfront about my intentions with you. You’re my forever.”

      “You’re my forever too, Jude.” She said it on a whisper, but I caught it, clutching it in my fist. Tali wasn’t one for big talk like that. She thought about every decision from all possible angles.

      “I’m not forgetting you said that.”

      “I don’t want you to. Just…you know, don’t officially ask me to marry you until I graduate college, okay?”

      I laughed, pulling her closer. “I hadn’t planned on it, but now I sort of want to, just to see what you’d do.”

      “I’d flip you off, then take your ring and shove it on my finger.”

      My chest filled and burst, filled and burst. I rocked my hips, nestling deeper, and she sighed. “Again?”

      My cock flexed inside her. “Again.”
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        Tali: Studying for a statistics exam, miss you. Xoxo

        Jude: In the studio for twelve hours. Wish I was studying with you.

        Tali: You’d distract me.

        Jude: Exactly. What are you wearing?

        Tali: You know each of these texts costs ten cents, right?

        Jude: Worth it…if you tell me you’re naked.

        Tali: You really think I’m studying naked? Do you know me at all?

        Jude: I bet you’re wearing sweatpants and a band T-shirt.

        Tali: Too bad you didn’t wager any cash, you would have won. Where are you?

        Jude: Taking a break. Sitting on the sidewalk. Someone tossed a quarter at me.

        Tali: Lol. You can pay for two and a half of these texts now. Everything okay?

        Jude: Too many opinions, not enough good ones. Sev and the label being pains.

        Tali: Call me!

        Jude: Can’t. Gotta get back in. Just needed to know what you were doing.

        Tali: Call me later?

        Jude: Can’t. Gotta go to some shitty event.

        Tali: I’ll see you next weekend. I love you.

        Jude: Jesus Christ, do I love you. I need to see your face so fucking bad.

        Tali: Here you go!

        *Download Attachment*

        Jude: You are the most adorable, gorgeous woman alive. Love you, Stripes.

        Tali: Love you, Jude.

      

      

      The studio was a warzone.

      I was still pissed as hell at Seven, and he was walking around, acting like his shit didn’t stink.

      Our producer didn’t really get our sound. I was open to change and suggestions, but his particular ones blew. The label seemed to want to refine us to the point where our entire personalities were whittled away. I didn’t come to New York and give up my girl to become a mannequin for them to drape their auto-tuned sound on.

      Jeremy and Jin were just happy to be there, imbibing all the free drugs they could stuff up their noses and down their throats.

      Tali was the only thing good in my life right now. We’d been holding steady, talking every day, even if it was a few minutes. She’d already been up twice to visit, and I pretty much lived for those moments with her.

      We were out tonight again. Some event at a club that would never be my scene. Everyone was too sleek, too polished. The music consisted of remixes of Top 40 pop bullshit. But our new manager, Ari, informed us we had to be seen. We had to make a name for ourselves, even before our first album hit the shelves. Fans would be buying our image as much as our sound.

      I’d parked myself at the bar, nursing a beer and putting on the happy musician act whenever Ari brought someone over for me to meet.

      “God, you’re depressing,” Seven shouted over the booming bass as he took the stool next to mine.

      I held up my bottle in a toast. “Fuck you too.”

      His eyes narrowed. “When did we become enemies?”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Really? You’re asking me that?”

      “I know I got out of line about Tali. I apologized my ass off. But, like, we don’t have to be at odds. I get that you don’t like what’s going down in the studio. I don’t like it either. We gotta present a united front. Get on the same page. Jeremy and Jin will go along with whatever.”

      He had apologized, but not until I made the decision to go to New York. Then he’d basically kissed Tali’s feet. I didn’t even have to say me agreeing to New York was all on her. My boys were well aware.

      “I’m all for a united front. I didn’t sign a record deal to become some lame-ass boy band.”

      He cackled maniacally, alerting me to how high he was. I was no saint, not by a long shot, but the amount of readily available drugs here had been a surprise. However, I was nobody’s mom. As long as they were functional in the studio, I had other things to worry about.

      Besides, like I said, I was no saint.

      “Never Again is no boy band. We’ll get this shit figured out,” he said.

      I was still skeptical, but damn if I couldn’t use a friend. Ben had all but disappeared from my life, despite living in the same house as Tali. I’d always considered him more of a brother than just a friend, so I didn’t doubt we’d get back to normal once things settled down.

      Sev opened his hand, showing me a vial half-full of white powder. My eyes flicked to his, and he gave me a devious smile.

      I palmed the vial. “We’ll get it figured out,” I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Hey Stripes,

      

        

      
        I’m getting tired of only being able to text a sentence at a time. The secretary at the studio is letting me use her computer while she’s at lunch. I’m answering the phone for her, and I have no idea how to transfer calls or anything. It’s kind of hilarious.

      

        

      
        Guess what we started recording today? Your song, Tali. It’s gonna be immortalized. People in China are gonna hear my voice, singing about the most together, gorgeous woman in the world.

      

        

      
        I can’t wait to see you this weekend. We’re gonna be NYC tourists and see it all. You can probably guide my ass around. I’ve barely seen any of the city since I got here.

      

        

      
        Things are going better, thank Christ. Sev’s back to his normal asshole self instead of the supreme asshole he’s been lately. We got a new producer working with us who gets our sound a lot better.

      

        

      
        I’m feeling optimistic. Like maybe this is gonna be great.

        I’ll call you tonight but email me anyway.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Jude

      

      

      

      
        
        Hey Jude,

      

        

      
        When your email came through, I’d just started nodding off while I was supposed to be studying statistics. So thank you :) I have a test tomorrow I am utterly unprepared for.

      

        

      
        I love that you’re playing secretary, although I feel sorry for anyone who’s calling while you’re on duty. And don’t get the real secretary fired!

      

        

      
        Want to know what I did this morning? Ben and I played a Gamelan instrument for the class he’s interning in. We showed 25 first graders how to play. My god, Jude, it was the cutest thing in the world. And those kids worship the ground Benny walks on. He’s going to be such a fantastic teacher.

      

        

      
        I’m definitely going to be your tour guide. We can do whatever you want, as long as some of it involves pizza. And I promised Tino I would bring him NYC bagels.

      

        

      
        Of course it’s going to be great. I never doubted it. You met some obstacles, but you held fast and got around them. You are a brilliant musician, and that’s why you landed this record deal.

      

        

      
        I love you so very much. I can’t wait to hear your voice later, although your emails make me smile. I’ve saved them all, and one day, I’m going to put them in a scrapbook.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Tali Stripes
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        * * *

      

      Tali’s first visit, we never left my bedroom. It was pretty much the same on her second and third visit. It hurt to want her this badly. The way I wanted her was constant and drove me to distraction. And when she left, there was an emptiness in me I couldn’t seem to fill anymore.

      Dazed, exhausted, unsure what to do with myself after she left the fourth time, I tapped on Seven’s bedroom door before cracking it open.

      He glanced up from his computer. “What’s up? The girl leave?”

      “Yeah. Tali’s gone.”

      He stared at me with an expectant smirk. “Need something?”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I sucked in a breath. “Got anything to take the edge off?”

      “Hell yeah I do.” He swung around in his deck chair and opened the drawer of his bedside table. He picked up an orange container, rattling the pills inside. “Come on in, we’ll get you fixed right up.”

      I knew the pill he gave me wouldn’t fix a damn thing, but the lies it whispered convinced me I didn’t care.
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      I shouldn’t have been surprised that the process of recording an album with the backing of a major label didn’t look anything like the indie label where I interned. We were stripped down, bare bones, getting tracks laid down for as little money as possible, while still maintaining quality and artistic integrity.

      It seemed to me Jude’s record label had money to burn—literally. They might as well have piled up a bunch of Benjamins and lit those babies on fire for as efficient as the recording process was.

      There were so many cooks in the kitchen. Everyone had an opinion, and from my perspective, none were right.

      “You’re looking lonely over here.” Jin sat next to me on the leather loveseat I’d been camped out on all day with my school books piled around me. He sighed and laid his head on my shoulder. “This shit is not as glamorous as I imagined.”

      I snorted. “Hopefully you guys will be done soon, then you’ll get to tour.”

      “Never gonna be done. They’re asking for Jude to write more songs, like they just flow out of him. One guy suggested hiring a songwriter, and I swear to god, your boy’s head almost exploded.”

      I frowned, watching Jude argue with a producer behind soundproof glass. It seemed like he’d been doing that all day.

      “There’s nothing wrong with bringing in a songwriter,” I said.

      Jin nestled in closer. “Tell Jude that. Or don’t. He’ll get pissed.”

      Jeremy came and flopped down on my other side. “College bars and Tino’s parties are looking better and better.”

      “See if you’re still saying that when you get paid,” I said.

      He slouched down, drumming his fingers on his stomach. “Money is the root of all evil.”

      “And pays the bills.”

      Jin held his finger up. “And supplies me with pills. Although...can’t say I’ve had to pay lately.”

      “Be careful,” I said.

      Jin snickered. “Yes, Mom.”

      “I seem to remember you not minding pills,” Jeremy said.

      “On occasion. But I really hate for it to become a ‘thing’ for either of you. You’re far too cool to end up a cliché.”

      Jin leaned forward, talking to Jeremy around me. “Did you hear that? Tali thinks we’re cool.”

      Jeremy high-fived him. “Fuck yes. Dreams have come true today.”

      “Also, I hope you’re having this chat with your boyfriend, because…” Jin swiped a finger under his nose and sniffed.

      It wasn’t that I was unaware Jude partied from time to time, but coke? I’d never seen that. I’d never even imagined that was something he’d dabble in.

      Before I could ask the five thousand questions swirling in my mind, Seven stormed out of the sound booth, looking like he was on a warpath. “That fucking kid.” He slammed his fist into the wall before throwing open the door and walking out of the room.

      Jude came out behind him, his eyes laser focused on mine. His hand shot out, open and waiting for me to slip mine in it. “Need you for a minute, Stripes.”

      I let him pull me up and tug me out of the room. We marched down the hall in silence until we came to an empty office. Jude guided me inside and shut the door behind him. His hands went to my face, and without a word, he pulled me in for a hard kiss. His tongue pushed into my mouth, claiming me in the way he never failed to do.

      It didn’t go further than a kiss, but he left me weak-kneed and foggy-minded.

      Breathing heavy, he backed away, fisting his hair with a frustrated growl. “I can’t take it, Tals. I can’t do this.”

      “What, Jude? Tell me what you can’t do.”

      He threw his hands out to the side. “I can’t listen to fifty different opinions, all of which I don’t agree with. I can’t let some slick, corporate songwriter come in and package up our music with a pretty bow.”

      I felt helpless. If I told him the truth, that he was being obstinate and getting in his own way, he’d hate me for it. I’d become one of them: the enemy. But if I didn’t speak up, he might sabotage this really huge chance.

      “Jin said they’d suggested a songwriter to help you write a couple more songs. I didn’t realize they wanted someone to come in and take over.” There. That was as diplomatic as I could get while still attempting to rationalize with him.

      Jude stopped moving to stare at me. His eyes narrowed as he licked his top lip. “Don’t treat me like I’m delicate. I want you to tell me what you really think.” He moved toward me, placing his hands on my crossed forearms. “If I’m being stupid, tell me.”

      “You’re not being stupid, but I think you’re letting your emotions get away from you. This is your first album, Jude. Yes, your artistic integrity is worth a lot, but at some point, you’ll have to bend. If you compromise on the songwriter, maybe you’ll get to have a say in who that songwriter is, you know?”

      His eyebrows pulled into a tight line. “You think I can’t write my own music?”

      I shook out of his hold and put my hands on my hips. “Is that really what you heard? Do you honestly believe I’m saying that?”

      Some of the fight left him on a heavy sigh. He reached out, wrapping his arms around me. “No, baby. No, I don’t believe you’d say that. I’m just more frustrated than I’ve ever been in my life and I don’t know how it’s going to get better.”

      I curled into him, silently willing some of my patience to seep into his body. “I don’t think you can keep fighting them, Jude.”

      He laid his head down on my shoulder, like his load was too heavy to keep upright anymore. I hated this for him. Hated that the goal he’d been working toward was making him miserable.

      “You think I should...compro—what was the word?” he asked.

      Snorting a laugh, my arms tightened around him. “Compromise. It’s when you don’t get your way entirely.”

      I felt his lips curve into a smile against my shoulder. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “I know, it’s gross, but you gotta do what you gotta do, right?”

      He lifted his head, pulling back to lock eyes with me. “You’re scary, you know that?”

      I tilted my head, unsure what was so scary about me. “I wasn’t aware of that, no.”

      His hand slid up my side to cradle my cheek. “You just handled me like a boss. I was all set to rip up my contract and destroy my career, and here you are, cooling my temperamental artist jets. You sure you can’t be my manager?”

      Smiling, I wrapped my fingers around his wrist. “Never,” I whispered.

      He nodded, finally smiling back at me. “Probably for the best. I don’t really want you to see me acting like an asshole all the time.”

      “How about not acting like an asshole then?”

      “That is definitely something I could try.”

      Holding hands, we went back to the studio where things had calmed down. Jin and Jeremy were still on the couch, sharing a joint, and one of the producers was playing back the music they’d worked on this morning.

      I liked it.

      Jude cringed at the sound of it.

      It had to be hard to let go. He’d worked on his music for years, and now it was being changed by people who had no emotional attachment to it. That was why they could change it, and in this case, make it better. They were able to see beyond the emotion and look at the product.

      I couldn’t say that to Jude, though. He’d probably punch a hole in a wall if I called his art a product.

      Instead of getting involved and stating my opinions, I picked up my marketing book and pretended to study. I did that until it was time for me to catch my train home. As much as I loved Jude, I wasn’t sorry to be leaving. His stress was eating away on my own calm. By the time I’d packed up my backpack and we stood in the hall to say goodbye, my stomach was in knots.

      He pulled me against him, kissing me soundly. It would have to last for three weeks. That knowledge made the knots in my stomach tighten to the point of pain, twisting the breath right out of me.

      I broke the kiss, panting, but not from desire. “I have to go.”

      He nodded, but his grip on the back of my neck didn’t loosen. “I know. Just let me look at you for another minute. We’re going to be here all night, and I need something good to get me through.”

      He always said the things I needed to hear. And he didn’t say them because I needed to hear them, which made it even better.

      “You’re going to be okay, Jude.”

      His thumb rubbed along my jaw while he held my gaze steady. “Why do I believe it when you say it?”

      “Because I would tell you if you were making shit.” I brought my hands up and pushed at his chest. “Now, unhand me so I can get out of this stressful environment and back to my boring life.”

      His eyes darted between mine. “I know my behavior was subpar today, but you’re coming back, right?”

      “What? Of course.”

      Jude drew me in for another deep kiss—too deep for a somewhat busy corridor, but let them watch if they wanted. I loved this man, and we both needed this right now.

      I finally ripped myself away, taking an elevator down to the lobby. Before I went outside to hail a cab, I stopped in the bathroom. When I was washing my hands, it occurred to me I’d left my notebook filled with my class notes in the studio. It had slipped onto the floor at some point while I was studying, and I’d never bothered picking it up.

      I rode the elevator up, buzzing with anticipation at getting to see Jude one more time before I left.

      When I got to the studio, I cracked the door open carefully, trying to be quiet, in case they were recording. Jin and Jeremy were still in the same spot, mellow and relaxed. Seven and Jude were on the couch opposite them, both leaning forward over the small coffee table. My eyes darted down, and it took me a second to register what I saw.

      No, that wasn’t right—I knew what I saw right away. There was no mistaking my boyfriend snorting a line of coke off the coffee table. It was just that my brain didn’t really want to believe it.

      I thought about abandoning my notes and pretending this had never happened, but that wasn’t me. It wasn’t us. Jude wanted honesty between us, and he’d get it.

      I pushed into the room and went straight for my notes. I held them up, making direct eye contact with my boyfriend. “Forgot these.”

      He stood, closing the distance between us in two strides. Already, his pupils were dilated twice their normal size. That must not have been his first line.

      “Stripes, baby…”

      I pushed his chest. “Just...be careful. I’m not going to talk to you like this.”

      His fingers dug into my waist as he held me. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Jude. I’ll call you when I get home.”

      His hands fell away, and he let me walk out. In the hallway, I wiped a tear from my eye before shaking myself out and holding my head high.

      This was okay.

      It didn’t have to be a big deal.

      We’d done drugs together. Not coke, but it wasn’t like E was candy.

      I told myself that the entire way home, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of betrayal. He’d waited until I’d left to do it. He hadn’t wanted me to see. That, coupled with Jin’s comment, and maybe even Jude’s irrational behavior, had me wondering.

      Worrying.

      
        
        Me: I just got home. I’m so wrecked. We’ll talk tomorrow.

        Jude: I love you, Stripes.

        Me: Love you too, Jude. Be safe.

        Jude: Don’t stop loving me cuz I’m a fuck up.

        Me: Stop fucking up.

        Me: I won’t.

        Jude: I’m trying, Tali. I’ll call you in the morning. Love you.

        Me: Good night.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was mid-afternoon before Jude called me. I was in class, but I wanted to talk to him enough that I packed up and slinked off through the back door.

      “Hey,” I said once I was outside.

      “Tali, sorry I didn’t call earlier. I was aiming for between classes, but I guess I got it wrong.”

      “It’s fine. I was falling asleep anyway.”

      Silence filled the distance between us. I didn’t know what I wanted Jude to say, but he needed to say something.

      “Are you done with me?” he asked finally.

      His question startled me so much, I nearly dropped my phone. I had to sit down on a bench to gather my breath. “Why would you think that?”

      “The way you looked at me…”

      “Jude, come on. I was surprised. Wouldn’t you be surprised to be gone from the room for ten minutes and walk back in to see me snorting coke?”

      He stayed silent for a long moment again before replying. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I would.”

      “Is that something you do all the time?”

      He sighed. “Sometimes. Not every day. More since I’ve been up here, if I’m being honest.”

      “Are you...do you think you’re addicted?”

      Another long pause. My heart caught in my throat, waiting.

      “No. It’s circumstantial. Like people who only smoke when they’re drinking.”

      “Cocaine is hardly the same thing as smoking a cigarette.”

      He sniffled and cleared his throat. “I know, baby. I’m just so damn stressed, and the shit is everywhere.”

      “Does it help?” I asked. I needed to understand the why. What was he filling with white powder?

      “Not really. It’s a Band Aid. Everything’s okay for a while, then it’s the same stuff all over again.”

      I didn’t know what the right thing to say was. Should this be my line in the sand? It certainly felt like a time to put my foot down, but this was so foreign to me. Jude and I were so solid, despite the distance. Could I really utter the words “I’ll leave you if you don’t stop”? And even if I could say those words, could I follow through?

      I couldn’t picture my world without Jude in it. I didn’t want to.

      “I feel out of my league here, Jude. I want to be the cool, rock star’s girlfriend, but I can’t. Not about this. I don’t want you doing that anymore. You were hiding it from me, and we don’t do that. We don’t hide. We made that promise to each other.”

      A sob cracked through the phone lines. “I won’t, Stripes. I won’t do it. God, I thought you were going to walk away for good. I really thought it.”

      “If you thought that, then why aren’t you here, stopping me?”

      “I would’ve. If you tried, I would’ve been down there as fast as I could fly to stop you.”

      “We’re forever, right?” I asked.

      Another sob, followed by a thick laugh. “Yeah. We’re forever. And I’m so damn sorry. You’re right, I was hiding it. I knew you wouldn’t like it, so I waited for you to leave. It was a sneaky, shitty thing to do.”

      “I forgive you. I only want you to be safe, Jude. I don’t want our forever to end when you’re twenty-three and drop dead of a heart attack. I need you old and gray with me.”

      I drew my knees up under my quivering chin. It was early spring, and although sometimes that could mean snow, today was beautiful. Sunny and warm enough to be out in a light jacket. My shaking wasn’t from the weather. It was from the fear I’d just put into words.

      “Tali…” My name sounded like a lament. Like he was in pain. Like I’d been the one to hurt him. “Jesus Christ, baby. You don’t know what hearing you say shit like that does to me. I’ll do anything to have that with you.”

      “We’ll get there. Although, you’re going to look distinguished with your grey hair, while I’ll look like a witch.”

      He sang the chorus to “Witchy Woman,” warming me down to my toes.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “At the apartment. We were at the studio until three in the morning, and then back again at ten. The boys looked like the walking dead, so I threw in the towel. We’re all catching up on sleep the rest of the day.”

      “Not going out?”

      “Even if I wanted to, I can’t summon the energy. I’d rather sit my ass at home and talk to my girl.”

      I wished I was there so I could look him in the eye and believe every word he said. I wanted that more than anything.

      “Will you talk to me while I walk to Gamelan ensemble?”

      “Of course. I love that you’re still doing that.”

      Jude’s voice had softened. The thickness had cleared. He sounded like my Jude again. Not agitated or angry. It was then that I believed we’d really be okay. He was still himself—not the sum of a few bad decisions.

      “I love it. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been able to play. Sadly, I don’t think I’ll ever be asked to join a rock band playing my Gamelan instruments, but a girl can dream.”

      We talked for my entire mile-long walk across campus to the music building. Not about anything important or big. We made each other laugh, and by the time I saw Ben leaning by the door, waiting for me, I longed for Jude, but not in a way that made me sad. My mood and heart were lighter than they’d been in a while.

      I smiled at Ben and held out the phone. “Say hi to Jude.”

      He smiled back at me and leaned toward the proffered phone. “Hi, Jude.”

      I held the phone to my ear again. “Did you hear that?”

      He chuckled. “I did. Hi back to Benny. Guess you have to go?”

      “I do. Call me tonight?”

      “I will. I love you so fucking much, Tali. You know that, right?”

      Flushed with emotion, I turned away from Ben, cupping my hand over my mouth and the phone. “I know. I love you too.”

      We said our goodbyes, then I turned back to Ben.

      “Everything good?” he asked.

      Taking a long breath, I nodded. “Yes. Everything’s perfect.”
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      Slamming the door behind me, I threw my overnight bag down and collapsed on the couch. Alerted by my heavy sighs and the attention-seeking noise, Ben stuck his head out of the kitchen doorway.

      “Hey, you’re back,” he said.

      “I’m back.”

      I’d spent another weekend in New York, and I was exhausted. Visiting Jude was always a whirlwind. He kept me in bed for hours on end, until I was too sore to take him one more time. Then we were out, partying, staying up all night, or we spent hours and hours in the recording studio. And in the few spare minutes I had, I’d study and try to get my schoolwork done.

      I loved him, but holy shit, I could not keep doing this. We were three months into his absence and my liver couldn’t handle the amount of drinking and partying, and my heart couldn’t handle the constant goodbyes. I was nearing a breaking point, and I didn’t know what that meant.

      Ben disappeared into the kitchen before emerging a minute later with a bowl of popcorn and bottles of water, which I happily snagged from him.

      “Ah, detox. My liver thanks you,” I said as he settled beside me.

      “Rough weekend?”

      “Sort of. When I go up there, it’s like we cram two weeks into two days. I love seeing him, but it’s so intense, when I step into my normal life again, I need a day or two to recover.”

      He hummed, head dropping back on the cushion. “When’s he coming back?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question. Have you spoken to him lately?”

      “Nah,” he drawled. “He’s living the rock star life, no time for a lowly mortal like me.”

      I threw a piece of popcorn at him. “That’s untrue. Life is crazy at the moment, things have changed, but that doesn’t erase who you are to each other. I’m certain Jude would be thrilled if you checked in.”

      He gave a lazy shrug. “We’ll see.”

      Tucking my legs beneath me, I turned to my side to face Ben. Purple shadowed his eyes, and his lips were dry and cracked. He looked almost as bad as I felt.

      “Did you have a fun weekend?”

      “Not really. Mostly stayed home,” he said.

      “I’m surprised Tino and Juan didn’t drag you somewhere.”

      He shrugged again. “They tried. I wasn’t interested.”

      He hadn’t been interested in much lately. As consumed as I was with school and Jude, I hadn’t failed to notice the change in Ben. He was tired often, and disinterested in most things, besides hanging out with me and sometimes Tino.

      “Benny...you worry me.”

      His lips curved up, while his eyes remained trained on the ceiling. “You’re sweet as sugar, Elevator Girl, but there’s nothing to worry about. I’m about ready to get out of here.”

      “Where do you think you’ll go after this?” I asked.

      “Not sure. It’s gotta be better than this place.”

      “I think I’m offended by that. Has living here been so hellacious?”

      He turned to me, his eyes sliding over my face. “Nope. Living in this house with you and Tino has been the best part of the last couple years. It can’t keep going on forever, though. I see the end.”

      Sighing, we held each other’s gazes for a moment. “Have you been having nightmares again?”

      A few times over the last year of living together, I’d woken up to sounds of Ben crying out, yelling the name “Christina” over and over. He’d never tell me what they were about, and I thought he was embarrassed I’d heard them. He started taking sleeping pills to ward them off, and as far as I knew, they’d faded away.

      “No, I’m just tired,” he said.

      He leaned forward and brushed his fingers along my cheek. “You look tired too.”

      I laughed, moving away from his touch. “Thanks, Benny. That’s just what a girl likes to hear.”

      Just as I was about to ask him more about the way he’d been feeling lately, Tino burst into the door with the same flourish he always had. Juan trailed behind him, amused by his over-the-top boyfriend.

      “Good evening, kiddies,” Tino said.

      “Hello, my love,” I answered. “Come join us. We have popcorn and water. Enticing, right?”

      He and Juan took seats on the sectional, cuddled up together, as adorable and sappily in love as ever.

      “How was your weekend away, Natalia?” Tino asked.

      “Good. Too fast, though. We actually left the apartment during the day this time and rode the Staten Island ferry.”

      “Did you freeze your asses off?” Juan asked.

      “Yep, but then we went home, and Jude warmed me right up.” Flashes of him pressing me against the wall of his bedroom and fucking me hard while he held my throat made me shudder.

      Tino waggled his eyebrows. “I bet he did.”

      Ben groaned. “I’m gonna go if this is going to be the topic of conversation.”

      I grabbed his hand. “Stay. We’ll talk about anything else.” Truthfully, I needed to talk about something other than my eternally absent boyfriend.

      Juan stole the popcorn bowl from me, grabbing a fistful. “When we were in the car, the DJ on the radio asked people to call in with their desert island songs. What’s yours?”

      I didn’t even have to think. “Easy. ‘Hurt’ by Nine Inch Nails.”

      “Dark choice,” Tino said.

      “I’m trapped on a desert island, going to die alone, I’m going full-on emo.”

      He held his hand out, palms up. “Well, okay. I can’t argue with that.”

      “Ugh, I’d take something peppy,” Juan said. “There’s nobody around to judge my musical tastes on my island, so I’ll go all Jimmy Buffett and waste away in Margaritaville all by myself.”

      Tino pressed his hands to his cheeks, resembling Edvard Munch’s “The Scream.” “I am aghast. I don’t even know my own boyfriend.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t judge. What would you choose?”

      “Something that would motivate me to get my ass off the island. If Oasis was blasting on repeat, pretty sure I’d swim across the ocean to get away from it,” Tino said.

      A lot had changed, but not Tino’s hatred for all things Oasis. That was comforting in an extremely strange way.

      “What about you, Benny?” I nudged his knee with my foot. “What’s the one song you’d listen to for the rest of your life while you’re stuck on a desert island?”

      “I’m alone on an island forever? I’m going to be super depressed, right? Do I lean into my depression, or go the opposite way?” He clicked his fingers. “‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’ That shit is timeless, and like four different songs in one.”

      “Respectable answer.” Some of the light had turned back on in his eyes, and it made me happy. Hopeful. Maybe he was having a rough patch, but he’d be okay.

      We talked music for a while longer before I had to throw in the towel. Upstairs in my room, I was unpacking my bag when Tino tapped on my open door.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?” His voice was soft and gentle, which immediately put me on alert.

      “Of course. Come in.”

      He sat on the edge of my bed, watching me put things in their rightful places.

      “Did Jude tell you when he’s coming back?”

      I paused, a T-shirt wrapped around my hand. “No, he doesn’t know.”

      “He is coming back, though, right?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      Tino heaved a long sigh. “The guys aren’t renewing their lease on their house. It ends in May, but they already let me know they’re moving out. I wanted to make sure he told you that.”

      “He didn’t,” I whispered. “When did they let you know?”

      “Before you left for New York. I didn’t want to bring it up in case he planned to tell you in person. It might not mean anything, and he’s always welcome to stay here, you know that. I just...I thought you should know.”

      A vise cranked inside my chest, squeezing my heart. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He waited a minute, to see if I had anything else to say, but I had been stunned mute. After he left, I finished unpacking, willing my lungs to allow me to breathe.

      I took out my phone to call Jude. It was late, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I talked to him.

      “Stripes,” he answered, slurring a little. “Hang on, gotta get somewhere quiet.” Music and voices filtered through the phone, as well as rustling fabric, and finally, a door clicking shut. “All right. Didn’t expect to hear from you tonight.”

      “Jude, Tino just told me you’re not renewing your lease on your house. Is that true?”

      “Hmmm…? Yeah, fuck, Sev did that. Said it didn’t make sense to keep paying for a house we weren’t living in.”

      I knew the sound of his voice better than my own, so I recognized when he was stoned. I should’ve waited to have this conversation when he was sober, but I couldn’t.

      “Were you not going to tell me you don’t live here anymore?” I sank down on my bed, so very weary from all this.

      “Yeah, of course. It’s weird, ’cause I guess I feel like I don’t live anywhere anymore. This isn’t home, and that shitty rental wasn’t really home either.”

      “I’m sorry you’re feeling that way, but I’m feeling like you kept something big from me—again.”

      “No, Tali, baby. No, no. After the record, we’ve got Swerve, then I’ll be back, and we’ll get a place together. My home is wherever you are.”

      Months. He was talking months of this back and forth. I was worn down just from the thought of it.

      “I’ve been so understanding, but you can’t do this to me, Jude. We tell the truth or we’re nothing.”

      “You’ve been amazing. Love of my life, best girlfriend ever. I didn’t think about how it’d make you feel to find out about the lease. I guess, in my mind, I was always coming back to your bed, so it didn’t matter if I had an official address down there.”

      “I hate talking to you when you’re high.” I hated that he was high. As far as I knew, he only smoked weed anymore, which, in the grand scheme of things, wasn’t a big deal to me, but after the cocaine incident, I was wary.

      “I know, but I love you. No one else. Remember, you’re my home. Bricks and drywall mean shit.”

      “Okay.” What else could I say? The part of me clinging hard and fast to our love was chipping away. “I love you too. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

      “Wish I could hold you.”

      “Me too.”

      We were silent for a minute, breathing, listening. I broke first. “Bye, Jude.”

      “Goodnight, Stripes.”

      Hanging up the phone, I pounded my fists into the mattress, frustrated and sad…and also resigned. We would make it through this. We had to.
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      Tali’s arms stretched over her head as she smiled up at me. Sweaty sheets tangled beneath her, wild hair like a halo around her. The sun shone through the cracks in her blinds, creating stripes of shadow and light on the T-shirt that covered her torso and the bare skin of her mile-long legs.

      My heart lurched.

      My head filled with the question I asked myself every time I saw her: how was I going to walk away tomorrow when we both had to get back to our responsibilities?

      Each time was harder.

      Each time she left, it felt like a portion of my soul went with her in her pocket.

      As soon as we’d finished in the studio last night, I’d borrowed a car and driven down to Maryland. Tali hadn’t been expecting me, but when I slid into bed with her, she welcomed me with her entire body. It had only been a week since she’d come up to New York, but it felt like years.

      “Why are you up there and not next to me?” she asked.

      My knuckles brushed her cheeks. “I can look at you better from this angle.”

      Her smile grew. She sat up and draped her legs over mine. “There. Now I can look at you too.” She skimmed my scruff with her fingertips. “What should we do for the rest of the day?”

      “I have one day with you, Stripes. I have no desire to leave this room and share you with anyone else.”

      “Then we won’t leave this room. I don’t want to share you either.” Her hand flattened on my cheek. “Tell me what got you here. Did something happen?”

      “Nothing. Things are working in the studio. We had a good day, and I got to thinking that the last way I wanted to end it was alone. I begged one of the interns to let me borrow his car, and here I am.” I pulled her closer onto my lap and buried my face in her hair. Each and every time I held her, she filled my senses with home. “I liked slipping into bed with you and seeing your reaction. You didn’t get scared.”

      Her fingers raked through my hair, tugging gently at the too-long ends. “You surprised me, but I knew it was you the second you touched me.”

      When she hadn’t been startled by my presence last night, I’d wondered if she was used to a man who was not me slipping into her bed. But when she opened her eyes and sighed my name, I banished that evil thought straight to hell.

      That wasn’t Tali.

      That was my tired mind. My jealous heart.

      “I have an idea of what we can do with our day.”

      She laughed, tugging a little harder on my hair. “Oh, I bet you do.”

      I brought my head up, smiling wide. “That too. But it’s something else.” I moved her off me so I could go to my small overnight bag and pull out a notebook. When I flipped to the page I wanted, I brought it to her. “I started a song. I want you to help me write it. It won’t go on this album, but maybe the next one.”

      She wrapped her knuckles on her headboard. “Knock on wood, and I’d love to, but as you know, I’m not a songwriter.”

      I reclaimed my spot next to her, leaning my back against her headboard. “What I know is you’ve never attempted to write a song. What I know is you love music and lyrics. What I know is I’ll love any words that come from you.”

      Her head fell against my shoulder. “Just wait until I’m trying to find a rhyme for zebra.”

      “Why is there a zebra in our song?” I asked.

      “Because I’m a terrible songwriter, obviously.”

      I pushed the notebook into her hands. “See what I’ve got. See if you can add to it.”

      I’d written a verse a couple days ago after we’d gotten off the phone. She’d been telling me about the indie singer who she’d watched record her first album over the course of a week. Her excitement was tangible and infectious. But in the telling of her story, I heard the underlying questions. Why the hell have you been in New York for months? Will your album ever be finished? Will it measure up to the album that took a week to complete? Will it be worth giving up all our time together?

      I had no good answers to those questions, so I wrote her a song instead.

      
        
        You’re always miles away

        When you should be closer than ever

        Will we make it another day

        Or will I give in to this ache?

      

      

      Tali traced her fingers over the lyrics. “Jude...this makes me sad.”

      Capturing her hand, I brought it to my lips. “Then flip it. Make it happier.”

      She chewed on the corner of her lip, eyes moving back to the notebook, studying it while I studied her. Before Tali, I’d never been with a girl longer than a couple months. I hadn’t known what it was like to be so completely familiar with someone else’s face, but also desperately in awe. As she wrote in my notebook, I got caught up in the details of her. The arch of her dark eyebrows and the rounded curve of her jaw. The faint scar above her lip from a roller-skating fall. The subtle point of her ears. Her lips—holy shit, her lips. They were worthy of sonnets, not lowly rock songs.

      She passed the notebook back to me. “Don’t laugh.”

      
        
        The distance between us

        Is only space and time

        As long as I have my compass

        And the way back to her clear in my mind

      

      

      I wasn’t even slightly surprised Tali could write a song. I’d yet to find something she couldn’t do. It was what I loved about her, and it got my dick hard. Turned out, a capable woman who smashed obstacles was a giant fucking turn on.

      I cupped the nape of her neck and pulled her against me, kissing her hard and fast. Wanting to take it farther, but wanting to write this song even more. For now.

      “Give me the pencil, Stripes. I have words.”

      She handed it over, and I scribbled beneath her lyrics.

      
        
        Lost so long, I didn’t know how to be found

        Wandering in circles, going ‘round and ‘round

        I’ve seen the light, it’s in her eyes

        She pulls me in, she’s become my guide

        We’re tripping and sliding into forever

        The road is long, the end is never

      

      

      We kept writing, erasing lines, replacing them with better ones. Passing the notebook back and forth, laughing and kissing. It took us a couple hours, but we had a song. An entire song created by the two of us.

      “When this wins a Grammy, I want my own statue,” she said.

      “You joke, but this is solid gold, baby. When I get back to New York, I’m going to sit down with Seven and crank out a melody.”

      She clasped her hands under her chin. “You have to Skype with me so I can watch.”

      I grinned. “And hold veto power?”

      She tipped her chin. “Obviously.”

      “You hungry?”

      Her hands went to her stomach, which had been growling for a while now. “Now that you mention it…but I thought we weren’t leaving the room?”

      “Can’t have you keeling over from starvation. Gotta feed you.”

      After throwing on some clothes, we wandered downstairs to the kitchen. The house was quieter than I was used to, but Ben was in Virginia visiting his family, and Tino had texted that he would be at Juan’s place, so he didn’t interrupt our “filthy, hot lovemaking.”

      Tali threw together sandwiches for us both, and we ate them at the kitchen island.

      “You know, it’s funny. When I used to come to Tino’s parties, I never imagined I’d be sitting in his almost-empty house, eating a sandwich with my girl.” I spread my hand over the island. “People used to get up here and dance. I kinda got the idea Tino hated it.”

      “He did. He wanted the noise, though. He didn’t want to be alone.”

      I swiveled on my stool to face her. “Do you want to do it?”

      Her lips quirked. “You could be talking about sex, but I feel like you’re not.”

      Instead of answering, I climbed up on my stool, then onto the island, sliding around in my bare feet. “Come up here and dance with me, Stripes.”

      “Can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      She stood, moving to the radio on the counter. “We need music for dancing.” She flicked it on and a Green Day song playing on the local rock station poured out. Her eyes glittered with mischief when I pulled her on top of the granite. “Tino’s going to kill us.”

      I cuffed her chin with my knuckle. “What he doesn’t know won’t kill him.” Hauling her against me, we slow danced to a fast song. This was as happy as I’d been in a long time. That I’d have to leave her again killed me. It really killed me. Neither of us had signed up for this a year and a half ago. Sometimes I wondered if we’d have still chosen to be together if we could have caught a glimpse of our future.

      The DJ on the radio started hyping up a new song. I barely listened, but Tali stopped breathing. Her hands on my shoulders bunched.

      “Jude,” she whispered. “Your song.”

      Like some miracle, or fantastic illusion, Never Again’s first single started playing. Tali’s hands pressed to my cheeks, pulling my eyes to hers. My focus had shrunken down to her wide, shiny eyes, the flush of her face, and the parting of her lips.

      She laughed. A full, surprised, happy laugh.

      It dawned on me that this was real. My music, my song, was playing on the station I’d listened to growing up. Ben and I used to attach foil to the end of our radio antenna just to pick up the signal.

      “Holy shit,” I rasped.

      She nodded, laughing again. “We have to dance to the first time your music played on the radio.”

      We did. We had to. I picked up her hand and twirled her in a circle, then pulled her into my chest. With my hands on her hips, we rocked to the beat, and I sang along to my own voice. It was surreal, and if Tali hadn’t been there with me, I’d have thought I was tripping.

      When the song ended, the DJ came back on, singing part of the chorus. Then he said he’d been a fan for a couple years and we were a band to watch. I nearly swallowed my tongue, but Tali’s mouth covered mine, saving me from myself.

      If Tino didn’t like dancing on his island, he really wouldn’t appreciate what else we did on there, but like I’d said, he didn’t have to know. It couldn’t be helped. I was so fucking high on this woman, high on our love, I had to have her.

      I stayed with her for as long as I could. We cooked dinner and watched stupid movies. Tino and Juan eventually showed up and joined us in our stupid movie watching. It was well after two in the morning by the time we went our separate ways to bed, where Tali and I had the slowest, sweetest sex until we fell asleep, still tangled up in each other.

      

      The euphoria from being with my girl, hanging out with my friends, and hearing my music on the radio started seeping out of me like a slow leak with each mile I drove north. By the time I got back to New York, to the apartment that wasn’t mine, to friends who were rarely ever sober anymore, it had all disappeared.

      When I reached into my bedside table and pulled out my stash, a wave of guilt hit me. Enough for me to pause. Think about what I was doing. Remember my promises.

      Euphoria was fleeting. It couldn’t be maintained, neither chemically nor naturally. Lately, I felt like I was always chasing it. I’d get snippets of it from Tali, but it was never enough.

      I just needed a little more of it. One more hit to get me through the night.

      What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.
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      I leaned forward, getting closer to the mirror so I wouldn’t stab myself in the eye. Lines of symmetrical black circled my eyes. My tan from last summer had long since faded, so with my kohl-rimmed eyes and pale face, I was getting my goth on.

      “I don’t get why you wear all that.”

      Turning to where Ben had perched himself on the closed toilet to keep me company while I got ready, I rolled my eyes. “Because some of us have to make an effort. We can’t just roll out of bed looking beautifully disheveled.”

      He cocked his head. “I’ve been waking up in the same house as you for nearly a year. I happen to know you wake up beautifully disheveled.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Flattery will get you nothing. I’m much too evolved to fall for that,” I said with faux haughtiness. “Also, what would you like for me to do for you?”

      He waggled his eyebrows at me, giving me a lecherous look. I threw my eyeliner at him, pegging him right in the forehead.

      “Down boy.”

      He rubbed his forehead. “Damn, you’re mean, EG.”

      Turning back to the mirror, I examined the job I’d done on my eyes. Tonight was a huge deal, and butterflies flung themselves wildly against the lining of my stomach.

      Never Again was the opening act at the 9:30 Club, where Jude had worked as a bouncer, imagining himself up on that stage, but never believing he’d get there.

      His album was pretty much complete, but the label wanted him in New York. He’d been gone for four months, and while we’d worked hard at our relationship, I was ready to have him home. Even if it was for a couple weeks before he went on the Swerve tour, I wanted him with me.

      But tonight wasn’t about that. I had Jude all weekend. We’d talk tomorrow. Tonight, I got to go to the show of my favorite band, hang out with my friends, maybe have a few drinks, and go home with the lead singer. My groupie fantasy come to life.

      I held out my wrist to Ben, my friendship bracelet dangling from my other hand. “Would you tie this on me?”

      He stood, closing the little space between us, and took the bracelet from me. He palmed my hand, rubbing his thumb over my beaded bracelet I never took off, then my wrist before tying the threads of the friendship bracelet into a neat knot. His job was complete, but he didn’t let go.

      He slipped a finger under the beads circling my wrist. “I made this.”

      I started, jerking my hand away, but he held me tight. “What do you mean?”

      His eyes flicked to mine. They were as blue as the day we met—the day Jude gave me this bracelet—but some of his liveliness had faded. I wondered if he saw the same when he looked at me. Had I changed? Sometimes, I felt faded around the edges.

      “I mean, I made it at the camp I had worked at that summer. Did you really think Jude made it?”

      My gaze lowered, landing on the place where his finger was still hooked under the elastic band and glow-in-the-dark beads. “I’m not sure why, but it never occurred to me to wonder. How did Jude get it?”

      He lifted a lazy shoulder. “Don’t know. I had a dozen of these things I made with the kids. It never occurred to me it might be important to someone else one day. I would’ve guarded it more closely. Maybe I would’ve given it to you myself.”

      My gaze moved to meet his. “Things happened the way they were supposed to.”

      His head tilted to the side. “Come on, Tali. I know you don’t believe in that fate shit. Things could have worked out entirely differently if I’d been the one to give you the bracelet. Or maybe if I’d been the one to ride home with you that night.”

      “Maybe. But it doesn’t matter anymore, so there’s no use considering the what-ifs.”

      Before I knew what he was doing, my wrist was at his lips, and he pressed a kiss to the skin just below my two bracelets.

      “My life is a series of what-ifs,” he whispered against my wrist.

      My heart stuttered. This was Ben, my friend, my roommate. He shouldn’t have been touching me like this. He shouldn’t have been kissing me, and he certainly shouldn’t have been looking at me like I was an option.

      His hand moved up my arm to the back of my head, fingers weaving through my hair.

      “Ben, don’t.”

      “Haven’t you ever wondered? You can’t tell me you haven’t.”

      I brought my hands up to his chest to push him away, but I wasn’t fast enough. His mouth came down on mine in a soft, searching kiss. The connection between us was brief. As soon as my mind caught up and realized the lips kissing me didn’t belong to Jude, I shoved him away from me. He didn’t have to go. Ben was much bigger and a lot stronger. If he’d wanted to force the issue, he could have, but he let me push him away.

      “I knew it,” he murmured.

      “Why did you do that?” My heart beat in a frantic, desperate rhythm. “Why did you have to ruin things?”

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, never taking his eyes off me. “Are you going to tell him?”

      I had to, right? I couldn’t keep this from Jude. But the thought of telling him, uttering those words, admitting another man’s mouth had touched mine, made me physically ill. I had to swallow back bile.

      “Can we talk about this later?” I averted my gaze to the dust from my eyeshadow dotting the white porcelain sink. “I need to get ready.”

      Seconds ticked by before Ben answered. When he did, he didn’t sound like himself. He sounded resigned and sad. “Nah, Tals. No need to talk. What’s done is done.” He left me alone in the bathroom, reeling.

      Where had that come from? Why tell me about the bracelet now? My fingers flew to my lips. They felt the same, but not entirely my own anymore. Ben hadn’t hurt me, but he’d taken something I would have never offered freely.

      I’d been to plenty of shows where my ass had been grabbed or some dumb punk had pressed himself against me, but this was the first time I felt truly violated. It wasn’t the act; it was who had done it. My friend. Jude’s friend. How dare he put us in this position?

      I stood here, leaning against the sink, fingering my bracelets, wanting to erase the last few minutes. Tino walked by the open door, backing up when he saw me.

      “Natalia Marie, we’re leaving in five. You look spectacular in anything, but I’m thinking shorts aren’t your planned ensemble?” He gave me a pointed once over that sprung me into action.

      “No, they’re not. I’ll be ready in five, though, if you’d stop harassing me.”

      He snorted, waving me off. “Chop, chop, woman.”

      Once I’d changed into a much cuter outfit and white Docs, we piled into Juan’s SUV. Nina and Heather were meeting us at the club along with a few other friends.

      Ben stared out the window, not even acknowledging my presence.

      I attempted to have a normal conversation with Juan and Tino, but my heart was barely in it. Right then, I hated Ben for ruining this night for me. The fact that he chose this night, Jude’s big night, told me a lot.

      When we walked up to the 9:30 Club after parking, there was a line waiting to get in. We went straight to the door with our VIP passes. A mountain of a man with a shiny bald head, bushy beard, and septum piercing checked them before giving us a shockingly friendly and sweet smile…given his resting tough guy face.

      Once inside, Tino leaned close. “They call him OBMF.”

      I raised a questioning eyebrow. “OBMF?”

      He nodded. “One Big Motherfucker.”

      I huffed a short laugh. That was all I could manage. “I guess that’s an apt name.”

      We went upstairs to a reserved area on the balcony where our friends were waiting for us. Nina and Heather were in each other’s faces, bickering back and forth. It was a sight I’d gotten used to, which I hated for my cousin.

      A waitress came by with drinks, and I’d never wanted a beer more than I did then. As I basically chugged it down, Nina pulled herself away from Heather to lean against the railing next to me.

      “Hey, girl,” she said.

      “Hey.”

      Reaching out, she brushed my hair from my face. “What’s wrong?”

      I turned to her, taking in the tear tracks on her cheeks and hickey on her neck. “I think I should ask you the same.”

      She nodded, eyes meeting mine. “You know what’s wrong with me. Same story, different day. But you, you should be celebrating, so why do you look like your dog died?”

      I dreaded saying the words aloud, but maybe once I did, it would be easier next time. “Ben kissed me earlier.”

      She jerked back. “Holy shit. Did you kiss him back?”

      My entire being collapsed at the thought. “No. How could you ask me that?”

      “I know you love Jude, but he’s gone so often, and you do live with Benny. I thought maybe you’d caught feelings.”

      “No, I haven’t caught feelings. I’m...is Jude going to think that?”

      She wrapped her arm around my waist and leaned her head on my shoulder. “No, I’m sure he won’t. I’m a little bit drunk and a whole lot stupid. I’m sorry I asked that.”

      I pressed my fingertips into my eyes. “I hate this. I hate Ben for doing this.”

      “It’ll be fine, Tals.”

      The lights dimmed, cutting off our conversation, and for a time, my endless train of thought. When Jude took the stage, there was nowhere else, no one else. When the lights turned back on, he was in the center of the stage, head tilted up, eyes searching the balcony. And then he found me.

      My heart grew, filling me to the brim. He smiled, and it was full-on ecstatic. I blew a kiss at him, and he caught it. Nina whispered into my ear, “See? That man loves you like nothing else. It’ll be fine.”

      I wanted to believe that to be true. As I watched Jude give the performance of his life, I clung to that hope.

      The crowd went crazy for him…well, for them, since Jin, Jeremy, and Seven shared the stage, but Jude was the only one I saw.

      They played the newer, slicker versions of their music. They had become newer, slicker versions of themselves, at least on stage.

      As soon as their set was over, I was plowing through the crowd, finding my way backstage to see Jude. When I got to their dressing room, he wasn’t waiting for me by the door like he had been over a year ago. I hadn’t been expecting it, but I wouldn’t have objected to being swept off my feet and forgetting everything for a little while.

      Their dressing room was crowded, and at first, I couldn’t see Jude beyond the throngs of excited fans and staid reporters.

      An arm slipped around my shoulders. “Tali-bear! You’re here.”

      I laughed, giving Jin a hug. “You were awesome tonight.”

      He scrunched his nose. “Did you take your eyes off Jude long enough to notice me up there?”

      I squeezed his cheeks, smiling. “Maybe once or twice. But I know you were awesome anyway.”

      He kept his arm around me protectively as he led me through the crowd. “I shall take you to your man.”

      Jude was sitting on one of the couches in the center of the room. He had the biggest grin on his face, but it wasn’t for me. He was talking with great animation to the woman next to him, and she leaned in, lapping up what he had to say like he was revealing the secrets of the universe.

      Jin pulled me closer, but I dug my feet into the ground. “You coming, Tali-bear?”

      “I’ll hang back.”

      He glanced from me to Jude and shook his head. “You don’t need to test him.”

      I tore my eyes from Jude to meet Jin’s. “I’m not. But he seems busy.”

      “Nah, baby girl. He’s talking to someone who’s not you while he waits for you to show up. Trust. That boy is devoted as hell. No one has ever turned his head.”

      With that, he pulled me forward before I could stop him. When Jude finally spotted me, he was standing in one breath and taking me into his arms the next.

      “Stripes,” he murmured into my hair. It had been three weeks since he last held me, and the instant his arms closed around me, the rest of the world ceased. His embrace was a glass dome around us, keeping us in and the rest out.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      He brought his hands to my face, cupping my jaw. His lips found mine, coaxing them apart for his tongue to slip inside in a slow caress. We weren’t invisible to the crowd in the room, but I liked that. I wanted them to see. Jude was mine, and I was his. These people, his fans, the reporters eager for his words, they could have part of him. They could know his story and his songs and hear his voice when they closed their eyes. But this? The way he tasted after he’d performed for them? That was reserved for me. Only me.

      Guilt seeped in from a crack in our dome. My lips hadn’t been reserved for him. They’d been tasted by someone else, and I’d have to tell him.

      He pressed his forehead to mine. “I love you too.”

      He had to stay for a while, giving interviews and posing for pictures. Jin and Jeremy took turns keeping me company while Jude did his thing. Tino and Juan joined us after a while, and when Jude saw them, he came over again and squatted in front of me, hands on my thighs.

      “Hey, I have probably another half hour to go here. Why don’t you hitch a ride with your boys, and I’ll meet you there?” he said.

      His hair had gotten so long, he could tuck it behind his ears now. I missed the way it used to flop down in his eyes. I missed a lot about how things used to be.

      “All right. I’ll see you at home.”

      Tino hadn’t thrown a real party in over a year. Tonight, he felt like celebrating. It didn’t take long for word to get out that there was going to be a party at his place, and by the time we returned from D.C., there were already people hanging out on his porch and front yard with beer or Solo cups in hand.

      I jumped out of the SUV as soon as it stopped. The tension between Ben and me was so thick, it was hard to breathe when we were sharing the same space.

      He touched my shoulder, but I shrugged him off. “Don’t follow me, Ben. I can’t be near you right now.”

      Inside, I went straight for the kitchen, pouring myself a shot and downing it quickly. Even as I poured another one, music started blasting out of the speakers installed in Tino’s walls and partiers began wandering in.

      Two shots, combined with the two beers I’d had earlier, had me calming down, but also burrowing into my sadness. Nina found me sitting on the kitchen counter, watching the party going on around me.

      She cupped my cheeks. “Pull yourself together, Tals. The world isn’t falling apart.”

      Heather came up behind her, circling her arms around Nina’s waist. “Why’s Tali getting all your attention? I need some, babe.”

      “She just got here, Heather. I haven’t seen her in a week.” Nina patted her hand. “Give me a few minutes, babe.”

      Heather dropped her hands. “Fine. I’ll go entertain myself.”

      Nina turned to watch her stomp out of the kitchen, and when she turned back to me, I saw I’d lost my cousin for the night.

      “Go,” I said, and she didn’t hesitate to follow Heather.

      I sat there for a while, sipping a beer I didn’t really want, wondering if it had been a half hour yet. My head tipped back, resting on the cabinet behind me, and I closed my eyes.

      They flew open when firm hands slid up the outsides of my thighs. “Baby, baby, baby, baby,” Jude chanted before bringing his mouth to my neck. He slid his lips along my throat and over my chin, finding my mouth and taking what he wanted. His hands were all over me, and his mouth was on a mission to devour mine.

      He pushed my shirt up, exposing my stomach, trailing fingers across my skin. Then he pushed it up higher, cupping my breasts through my bra.

      I broke from my mouth, tore myself away to grab his wrists. “Jude, no. Everyone will see.”

      His eyes opened, and my heart broke. Instead of the hazel I adored, the only color I saw was black, black, black.

      “Don’t care, baby. Let them see.”

      He moved back in, pressing his mouth to mine, but now I tasted was the wrongness of it all. I refused to open up to him, but he was determined, biting at my lips until I gasped, giving him an opening to shove his tongue deep inside.

      I did the only thing I could think of to get him to stop and regain some sense. Rearing back, I slapped his shoulder as hard as I could. He startled and pulled away to look at me with a confused frown.

      “What the fuck, Stripes?”

      “You’re high. You’re touching me in a way that is making me uncomfortable. I asked you to stop and you didn’t.” I shoved at him, and he backed off enough for me to hop down from the counter.

      He caught me around the waist before I could leave the room, his hot breath beside my ear. “I’m sorry, Stripes. I know you don’t like it, but it’s a party. No big deal. I shouldn’t have touched you like that, though.”

      He held me so tight, I couldn’t turn to face him. That was just as well, since I didn’t want to look at him. “You’re only sorry for manhandling me, not breaking your promise?”

      He sighed heavily, laying his forehead on my shoulder. “I’m sorry I made you unhappy, baby. It’s a big night for me. I performed at the fucking 9:30 Club. I just wanna celebrate with my girl, okay?”

      I nodded, even though it wasn’t. None of this was okay. But he was too high to talk right now, so I’d drop it. Besides, I wasn’t sure there was anything I could say when he was sober to make him get how he’d betrayed me.

      We moved outside, and Jude was happy, lively, talking to old friends, soaking up the praise being heaped upon him. Someone turned on Never Again’s old CD, pumping him up even more.

      Jude pulled me against him, rocking my hips with his hands, crooning in my ear. His enthusiasm swept me up. I danced with him, wrapping my arms around his neck. I loved this man. I loved him. I hated what he was doing to himself and us, but I loved him.

      “We have to get in the pool, baby.”

      “I don’t think so. No swimsuit and I’m not skinny dipping.”

      His eyebrows shot up. There was devious intent behind his wild eyes. I squealed and started to run away, but he caught me, hauling me over his shoulder and running straight for the water.

      We flew through the air, suspended for seconds before we crashed beneath the surface. My eyes closed, and I let go, falling, sinking, until my hand was grabbed, and I was being pulled up, up, up.

      Jude’s smiling, dripping face was there to greet me when I emerged as people splashed all around us. He’d started, and they’d followed.

      He swam us over to the corner. If he hadn’t been holding me, I would have been pulled under. My Docs were full of water, most likely ruined forever. My favorite shoes, gone because Jude had a whim.

      His mouth crashed into mine, kissing me with wild fervor. On instinct, I responded, kissing him with the same intensity. The same shared passion. But it only lasted until we were splashed by someone doing a cannonball. The waves of water brought me back to my senses. I tore my mouth from his and smacked at his chest, both for throwing me in when I said I didn’t want to and ruining my shoes.

      “I need to get out. My shoes are like cement blocks.”

      He took a deep breath and dove under water, yanking my shoes off my feet. When he resurfaced, he held them over his head like a prize, then tossed them into the dark yard.

      “No more excuses, Stripes.”

      He caged me in, but I twisted away from him. “No, Jude. I’m not kissing you in this pool with soaking wet clothes and your pupils as big as dimes. Not happening.”

      He caught my hand, pulling me close again. “I’m not going to hurt you, Stripes. You know me.” His voice had softened, and I nearly softened too.

      He moved in to kiss me again, but I just couldn’t. “No. Not now. I want to get out.”

      I twisted away from him, pulling myself along the wall to the stairs, but he caught me from behind.

      “Don’t fucking leave me, Tali.”

      His grip was a vise, and it panicked me. If we hadn’t been in the pool, I probably wouldn’t have gotten scared, but my clothes felt like they were pulling me under. More than anything, I wanted out of this water and into dry clothes.

      “Let go, Jude! Please, let me go.” My voice was forceful and loud. His hands loosened but didn’t entirely drop.

      “Tali, baby,” he pleaded.

      “She told you to let her go.”

      We both looked up to find Ben standing by the edge of the pool with Tino and Juan at his sides. I used Jude’s distraction to climb the stairs with Tinos’ help. Jude followed quickly behind me, but instead of grabbing me again, he pushed past me to Ben, getting in his face.

      “What the fuck, Benny? Mind your own business.”

      Ben smirked at him. “Tali’s my business.”

      “Like hell she is,” Jude bit out.

      “Oh, really. Guess who she hangs out with while you’re playing rock star? Guess who shares three meals a day with her? It sure as hell isn’t you.”

      Jude pulled in so much air through his nose, it felt like he sucked it right out of my lungs.

      “You motherfucker.” Jude shoved Ben back a step. “You’re nothing to her.”

      Ben reclaimed his ground, getting in his face. “She should have been mine. I saw her first. I told you I wanted her. You were fucking my sister and you still went after her.”

      “She didn’t want you, Benny. She’s never gonna want you.” Jude’s fists were clenched so tight, he had to be drawing blood. I’d never seen him like this. But then I remembered the night he’d come home from work with someone else’s blood splattered on him. Had he been hiding this side of himself this whole time? It scared me.

      “Tino, do something,” I said frantically. “They’re going to hurt each other.”

      “Let them work it out.” He curled an arm around my shoulder.

      Ben’s eyes met mine, and I saw it. His self-destruct button had been pressed.

      “Then why do I know what her lips taste like?” He said it so low, I barely heard him. Jude whipped around, fire in his eyes. There was no question he’d heard him too.

      “He kissed me, Jude. I pushed him away. I didn’t want it.” I reached for him, but he’d already launched himself at Ben.

      They crashed to the ground, Jude on top, his fist slamming into Ben’s jaw. “You touched my girl without her permission? You touched my girl?” he roared.

      “I love her. I fucking love her. She was supposed to be mine.” He sounded defeated. Just completely done in with it all. Not angry or bitter, but finished.

      Ben barely put up a defense to the punches Jude rained down on him. It couldn’t have lasted for more than a minute, but by the time Tino, Juan, Jin, and Seven dragged Jude off Ben, my throat was hoarse.

      That was when I realized I’d been screaming the entire time. And when I saw Ben lying on the grass, bloody and broken, the bile that I’d swallowed back earlier ripped through my body, landing on the ground in front of me.

      Jude had stopped trying to get to Ben and started trying to get to me. The four men holding him could barely contain him.

      “Stripes! Don’t you dare try to leave this house. Don’t you dare leave me!” He yanked at the arms holding him back. He thrashed and spit, more wild animal than the gentle man I’d fallen in love with.

      “Go, Tali,” Tino yelled over Jude’s cries. “Find Nina and go. He needs to calm down.”

      I ran into the house, sobbing hysterically. Nina ended up finding me and took me to my room. We laid in the middle of my bed, curled around each other, clinging to one another like rafts in a storm.

      “Heather and I broke up,” she whispered.

      “Good. Do you think Jude and I broke up?”

      “No. But maybe you should.”

      I nodded against her shoulder. It wasn’t what I wanted, but everything was dark, so grim, I couldn’t see my way out of this.

      “It’s too late, and everything is too crazy to think right now. Let’s go to sleep, okay?” Nina stroked my hair, soothing me when I should have been soothing her.

      “Okay. Let’s go to sleep.”
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      When my eyes opened, the first thing I saw was Nina sitting up on my bed, staring at her phone with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “What’s going on?”

      She handed me the phone wordlessly.

      There were a series of vulgar, hurtful texts from Heather, all from last night and early this morning.

      
        
        Heather: You’re such a cunt. You were never good enough.

        Heather: Do you know how many times I’ve cheated on you? So fucking many, babe.

        Heather: I’m about to fuck the biggest dick I’ve ever had.

        Heather: You might have put me off women forever.

        Heather: Want to see his dick? Sure you do.

        *Download Attachment*

      

      

      I didn’t know why I chose to open the picture. Maybe morbid curiosity. But, like Pandora’s Box, once I’d opened it, I wished like hell I hadn’t.

      She snapped a picture of Ben lying naked on her bed, his dick hard and ready. There was no mistaking the picture had been taken last night, with his black eye and bruised cheeks. His vacant eyes stared directly at the camera. Did he know who she was sending this to?

      I flung the phone across the bed, disgusted and hurt beyond measure, both for Nina and myself—for my dead friendship.

      “I’m so sorry, Neens.”

      She nodded. “In a way, I’m glad she sent this. At least I know it’s truly over. You can’t really come back from this.”

      I sat up and hugged her hard, letting her cry against my shoulder while crying my own tears too.

      A soft knock sounded on the door before it opened slowly and Jude peeked his head in. Nina’s arms tightened around me, keeping me safe from whatever storm might be coming.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered.

      “Are you sure?”

      I swiped the tears from her cheeks with my shirtsleeves. “Yeah. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      Jude stepped inside my room and closed the door behind Nina after she passed. He looked awful, and not just from last night. Now that my eyes were open, I saw him. He’d lost weight over the past few months. His cheekbones stood out in stark relief above his gaunt cheeks. His arms were all taut muscles and tattoos. His jeans hung low on his narrow hips. Dark rings circled his bloodshot eyes.

      He was my Jude, but he wasn’t. He’d taken on a dark passenger, who he’d kept hidden until it became impossible.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a voice that sounded foreign. Too raspy and forlorn to belong to the man I loved.

      “Me too.”

      With heavy feet, he moved closer to my bed. “You have nothing to be sorry about.” He scrubbed his mouth with his hand, knuckles swollen and bloody. “I’m the piece of shit who did this.”

      “I’m not sorry because I think I did anything wrong. I’m sorry we’re in this position.”

      His head hung low, long hair curtaining his face. “Yeah, I get that. I get that it’s entirely on me.”

      “I feel like I don’t know you.”

      He raised his head, alarm written across his tired face. “You do. I made a choice—I’ve been making choices—that are pretty fucking awful.” He slapped his hand against his chest. “But you know me here. I haven’t changed. I’m fucked up, but I haven’t changed. I love you with everything I am.”

      I pushed to the edge of the bed, planting my feet on the ground. “You scared the hell out of me last night, Jude. I can’t do that again.”

      He came forward, dropping to his knees in front of me so our eyes were level. “Tali, let me have a chance to make it right. Whatever ‘right’ looks like to you, I’ll do it. I’ll fix it.”

      My hand dropped down to the side of his head, combing through his shaggy hair. A powerful need to protect him, to take care of him, surged through me.

      I pushed it down.

      Jude should have been the one to take care of me, to protect me. Instead, he’d been the one to endanger me. He’d nearly drowned me, then beat the shit out of our friend, and betrayed me on a level I had not been prepared for.

      “I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t even know what’s wrong. I mean, do you need to go to rehab? You’ve hidden this from me so well, I don’t know the extent of your habit, and I’m not sure I’ll even believe you if you tell me now.”

      He leaned into my hand, eyes squeezed shut. “I’m not an addict, Stripes. I swear to god I’m not.”

      I brought my other hand up to touch his face as tenderly as my heart felt. “You couldn’t even get through one night without getting high. You knew I’d be able to tell, but you did it anyway. Baby, if that’s not an addict, then what is?”

      We were both crying, both leaning on each other. Jude’s arms wrapped around my middle in a desperate, sad embrace.

      “I feel so fucking weak right now. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      More tears trailed down my cheeks. “I don’t know either. You have everything, Jude. I’ve been here, waiting for you. All I want is to be with you. That’s all.”

      He straightened, his palms sliding up my arms to my face. “I’ll get help. I’ll go to rehab. Shit, I don’t know. All I want is you, baby. I hate the way I touched you last night. I fucking revere you, and I treated you like an object. I’m just so sorry, Tali.”

      I wanted to forgive him. If he got help, if he really committed to stopping the drugs, I would. I loved him too much for this to be the end of us. It couldn’t be.

      “I think we can be okay.”

      My mouth found his, and we kissed through tears, pushing last night away. In some ways, it felt like a goodbye, but in others, it felt like a new beginning.

      We shed our clothes like old skin. Our shape had changed too drastically to be confined by cotton and denim. We were something new, something shaky, but hopeful.

      Jude’s warm lips latched onto my breast, pulling me higher and higher. The same hands that had been so rough last night were now smooth and knowing, touching me with love and desire instead of madness and possession.

      He slid inside me while he held my hands above my head. His hazel eyes clung to mine as he moved. We were two battered ships, moored together in a storm. Rocking, drifting, pulling away only to be yanked back in.

      “I love you so damn much,” he rasped. “I’ll do anything for you.”

      Against his lips, I answered him. “I love you too, Jude. All I need is you.”

      He plunged deeper, making me throb and moan. We were so good together. How could he need some chemical fucking with his brain when he could have this? He gave me the highest of highs, and his love was the cushion that caught me when I came down.

      Jude made love to me until we were sweaty and limp, covered in each other. He stayed between my legs even after we both came. He stayed inside me, still hard, planted deep.

      “We should get up. I need to check on Nina.” I meant it, but I didn’t move. Didn’t want to. Not with Jude in my favorite place.

      He burrowed his face against my neck and slid his arms between my back and the mattress, holding me tight against his chest.

      “I should check on Ben.”

      I nodded next to his head. “Yeah.”

      He backed out of me, but stayed on top of me, hovering. “He can’t live here anymore. You know that, right?”

      I nodded again. “I know. I just...I hope you know he’s never once done anything like he did yesterday. He’s never touched me or hinted at wanting to. He’s been my friend for nearly two years, and I don’t know what happened or why he chose to act like that. I hate that he did.”

      He stroked my face with gentle fingers. “I hate that he did too. He’s been my brother since before I knew the meaning of the word. But I won’t stand for him touching you.”

      We dressed, and although it was hard to separate, even for a few minutes, at my door, Jude went in the direction of Ben’s room, and I went toward the stairs to find Nina.

      I got halfway down when I was stopped cold by a wail so pained, it imprinted on my soul. I would never forget that sound for as long as I lived.

      “Tali,” Jude shouted. “Call an ambulance. Call a fucking ambulance!”

      My phone was already in my hand. I’d already dialed 911 when I found Jude in Ben’s room, leaning over his bed.

      “Is he sick? What should I tell them?”

      Once I saw Ben’s still face and blue lips, it was clear he wasn’t sick. Shudders racked through Jude as he kneeled next to his oldest friend, pressing his hands to his chest.

      Tino came skidding into the room as I spoke to the emergency operator. Nina and Juan quickly followed.

      “Shit!” cried Tino. “What did you do, Benny? What did you do?”

      “He couldn’t have done this—” Nina’s words broke off, her focus on the bedside table. My phone fell from my hands at the sight of the dozens of empty pill bottles lining it in such an orderly fashion, it was obscene.

      “There’s a note,” Juan whispered.

      “No! No, no, no, there’s no note. This isn’t happening,” Jude rasped.

      Tino laid his hand on Jude’s shoulder, the other touching Ben’s face. “He’s cold, baby. He’s gone.”

      Painful sobs wrenched from Jude’s throat. Tino knelt next to him, holding him through each racking cry. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I knew I should have been the one in that position, but I couldn’t get my feet to move.

      Nina picked up the paper between two fingers. “I’m not going to read it. But maybe someone should, before the ambulance gets here? Just in case there’s something in it his parents shouldn’t see?”

      She brought it to me, and I took it even though the last thing I wanted to do was read Ben’s last words.

      I did anyway. I had to know.

      
        
        Dear Tali, Tino, and Jude,

      

        

      
        I can’t do it anymore. I’m causing too much harm by being here. This isn’t a hasty decision. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. Please don’t think the events of last night led me to this. They were only the last nail in my coffin.

      

        

      
        I’ve been addicted to Oxy for over a year now. I’ve tried to kick it. I’ve tried and tried, but it’s got a hold on me. Claws sunken deep, and they won’t let go.

      

        

      
        The truth is, I should have died years ago. Jude saved me, but my time has been borrowed since then. I’ve known it down to my bones.

      

        

      
        I love all of you. Tino and Tali, living with you has kept me half-sane and alive this last year.

      

        

      
        Jude, you’ll always be my brother. You’re the boy with all the gifts, so take care of them. We left on bad terms last night, but that’s not what I’m remembering right now. It won’t be what I remember when I take my last breaths, I promise you.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry to put you in this position. I hate myself for it. But I’m ready. Taking another breath is too much. I can’t be here. You’ll see, it’ll be okay. You have each other, and that’s all you need.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Benny

      

      

      “There’s another note addressed to his family. This one is just for us,” Tino said.

      My voice had evaporated, but inside, I was screaming. How dare he? How could he leave us like this? We were already splintered, and he just broken us. His note might have been pretty, but his actions were ugly.

      He kissed me.

      Told Jude he loved me.

      Let Jude beat him to a pulp.

      Fucked Nina’s girlfriend.

      Killed himself in Tino’s house.

      He ruined us.

      I hated him. I was so fucking angry, I wanted to beat his dead body.

      I loved him. I was so fucking distraught, I wanted to curl around him and breathe him back to life.

      The ambulance came, followed by the police. Everything blurred after that. I was held, but I couldn’t say whose arms were around me. Maybe Nina, maybe Tino. What I knew was Jude held himself apart. He made the phone calls to Ben’s family. He cleaned up Ben’s room once his body was removed, taking anything out that would break his parents’ hearts. He kept moving, not speaking to any of us.

      If Jude slept that night, I didn’t know. When exhaustion overtook me, I climbed into Tino’s bed with Nina and Juan. It was a tight fit, but all of us needed to be touching. We needed the comfort of each other.

      Jude was gone in the morning. He’d texted me, saying he’d gone to be with Ben’s family. Later in the day, he texted again with funeral arrangements. Jewish custom was to bury the dead as soon as possible, so Ben’s funeral was the following day.

      All I could do was tell him I loved him and I’d be there.

      He never replied.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    







            Tali

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben was buried on a sunny day underneath a grand oak tree near his grandparents. His sister, Claudia, spoke through tears, telling stories about the antics she and Ben used to get into. Mourners laughed at her stories. When she spoke of him that way, it was impossible not to conjure an image of the carefree jokester he’d been in the beginning, not the sad, defeated man he’d been at the end.

      Jude sat with Ben’s family during the service. A woman I’d never met, but who was unmistakably Jude’s mother, sat behind him, periodically rubbing his tight shoulders. I sat with Tino, Juan, and Nina. We held hands, making a chain of friendship and comfort.

      We followed the family to their house, where they would sit shiva for the next week. I only knew this because Claudia had explained what sitting shiva was—the week-long mourning period where they would remain at home and mourners would come sit with them. Jude had barely looked at me.

      And I let him have his space.

      The house was packed with people I didn’t know, talking about topics other than Ben, as if this were any social gathering. Food filled every surface. I was overwhelmed and uncomfortable.

      Claudia grabbed my hand. “Come with me. All of Benny’s friends are going to hang out downstairs.”

      I followed her down to the finished basement, shocked to find it filled with the scent of weed and most people holding some kind of alcoholic beverage. We were at the funeral of a man whose substance abuse killed him, and his friends were getting high in his parents’ basement.

      I was even more uncomfortable than I’d been upstairs.

      Jude was in the middle of it all, a joint in his hand, and a vacant, detachment in his eyes. I went to him, squeezing myself into the small space at his side.

      “Hey, Jude.”

      His head turned, eyes meeting mine, but looking right through me. “Hey, Stripes.”

      He was there, but he wasn’t. When I forced my arms around him, hugging him for the first time since he left my bed to check on Ben, it felt like I was holding a ghost.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      Jude’s head dropped down on top of mine. “Love you too.”

      The absence of any feeling behind those words was a knife to my gut.

      I knew he loved me, but I needed him. He’d lost a best friend, but so had I. His pain might have been more profound, but I wasn’t interested in a competition in who hurt worse. I only wanted to hold each other through this, like we’d promised.

      This wasn’t the time to talk through our relationship struggles.

      Jude let me keep my arms around him while he smoked and talked to his old friends. Every once in a while, he’d lean his head on mine, or play with my hair, but that was the only dose of affection he gave me.

      When it was clear this reunion was going to go all night, Tino said they were going back to the hotel.

      “I’ll stay here.”

      “You should go,” Jude said.

      The knife in my gut twisted. “What?”

      “You should go. We’re just going to be talking about people you don’t know. No one’s going to be sleeping. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I could have slapped him. My hand burned with the desire, but I held back. If I slapped him once, I wouldn’t stop. Not until he woke up and saw me.

      Dismissed, I went back to the hotel with my friends and cried until I passed out.

      

      I left everyone at the hotel, driving to the house early in the morning. I should have waited for them, but Jude was my only focus.

      Ben’s mother, Aviva, let me in. We’d met several times over the last two years. I’d planned on sitting with his family at his graduation in two weeks, but that wouldn’t happen now. We hugged, long and hard, then she directed me down to the basement, where a lot of Ben’s friends had slept.

      Downstairs was still quiet, and trepidation filled me. Bodies were strewn haphazardly across the sectional couch and on the floor. It looked like everyone had just fallen where they had been standing.

      No Jude, though.

      Continuing deeper into the basement, I found a guest room and pushed open the cracked door. It felt like there was a bowling ball in my throat.

      I turned on the light. Before I let myself look at the bed, I took note of three sleeping figures on the floor, pillows wedged under their heads, blankets thrown over their shoulders. None were Jude, because he was on the bed and he wasn’t alone.

      He slept on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes, the other arm wrapped around Claudia, her head all snug and cozy on his chest. My spot. She was in my spot. That they were both fully clothed didn’t lessen the gut-wrenching betrayal.

      I must have gasped louder than I’d thought. Her head popped up at the sound. If I could have found anything funny at the moment, it would have been her face—wide eyes and fish mouth, gaping.

      Normally, I thought things through before I acted. This wasn’t one of those times. Claudia called my name, but I didn’t stay to hear what she had to say.

      Not wanting to make a spectacle in front of Ben’s mother, I walked calmly through her living room, stopping to give her another hug.

      She wiped a tear from beneath her blue eyes that matched her son’s so well, she was hard to look at. “He never stopped talking about you. You and Tino. I’m so glad he found you.”

      “We loved him,” I managed to croak out. “I loved him.”

      She patted my back. “I know, sweetheart. He knew too.”

      He ruined me, but maybe I had ruined him too.

      I let myself out and dug Tino’s keys from the bottom of my purse. I fumbled for a second, but finally found his car key and inserted it into the lock. I didn’t get the door open before a hand slammed against the window, shaking the whole car.

      “Don’t walk away from me,” Jude said low against my ear.

      I kept my back turned, the hairs on the base of my neck standing on end. “You walked away first.”

      With his hands on my shoulders, he spun me around. He wore last night’s clothes and at least two days of scruff on his jaw. His eyes were dull and cloudy, purple circles beneath. He looked like hell, which was only fitting, since that’s where we’d been living recently.

      “I didn’t sleep with her. You know that.”

      “Oh, really? Because it sure as hell looked like you were lying in a bed with another girl.” He started to touch my face, but I knocked his hands away. “You were supposed to cut me loose before you did that. Cut me loose, Jude!” My heart, oh my heart. He’d broken it a thousand times over.

      “Jesus Christ, Tali, her brother just died. She needed me.”

      I shook my head in utter disbelief we were having this conversation. “When do I get to need you? When do I get to be held? I didn’t lose my brother, but I lost my friend, and now I’ve lost my boyfriend.”

      He pulled me against his chest so hard, the air was knocked from my lungs. “Not ever happening, Stripes. We might be sick and limping right now, but we’re not dead. Don’t even try to throw us a fucking funeral. I’ve been to one too many of those lately.”

      “You made too many promises to me you didn’t keep. But seeing you holding Claudia, when you’ve refused to even look at me for three days? I can’t—” I shook so hard, my knees gave out and Jude had to lift me off my feet. He unlocked the car door and climbed into the backseat with me in his arms.

      “I’m a mess right now, Stripes, but if you think you can leave me, you don’t know me. You’re not leaving me. It won’t happen.”

      I pushed at him, but it was a weak attempt. His arms were too warm, and I’d wanted them around me for too long.

      “You left me. I would never begrudge Claudia comfort, but you cannot sit here, look me in the eye, and tell me it’s okay that you slept in the same bed with another woman, let alone your ex, with your arms around each other. That’s how we got started. If I did that with another man—”

      The muscles in his arms bunched, and the breath caught in his throat. “You’d never do that.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      He gripped the sides of my head, heaving a long, ragged breath. “Fuck, Tali. I’m so fucking sorry. I know I keep saying that, but I can’t...please, baby. You have to believe nothing happened. We just passed out, fully clothed, talking about her brother.”

      “In a different life, when you hadn’t just left me alone in the house where our best friend died, when you hadn’t gotten aggressive with me and scared the shit out of me, when you hadn’t already lied and betrayed me, I would let this pass. But this is our life. You’ve done all those things, and now, I’ve just added the image of you in bed with another woman to the list. I’ll never forget that as long as I live.”

      Tears welled in Jude’s eyes, and his shoulders slumped in defeat. He didn’t let go of me, though, and for just a second, I let myself lean in and feel him.

      “This can’t be it. I refuse.”

      My fingertips traced the edge of his jaw. “Give me a little time then. Allow me some distance to see if I can get over this. Or figure out if I even want to.”

      “Tali, please.” I hated my name then. Hated the way it sounded, laced in pain and desperation.

      I hardened my broken heart enough to look Jude square in the eye. “Go be with Ben’s family. I’m going to be with mine.”

      “I can’t do this if I don’t know you’ll be waiting at the end.”

      “That’s the thing, I was never at the end. I’ve been beside you, breaking in the same places, but you’ve refused to see me.”

      His eyes squeezed shut, and an agony-filled groan reverberated through the air. Jude’s arms curled around me again, pulling me in for a hug, and I didn’t fight it. I had no idea it would be the last one we’d ever share, and I ached from the possibility.

      “Let me go,” I whispered.

      “Never, Stripes.”

      But he did. We got out of the car, and he watched me get into the driver’s seat. His eyes never left me as I buckled my seatbelt and turned on the ignition. At the end of the driveway, I took one last look at him. We both held up our hands in the saddest goodbye I’d ever said.
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      The cruel thing about life is one person’s heartbreak doesn’t stop the world from turning. Deadlines still loomed. Bills still had to be paid. Responsibilities met.

      I was lost in the middle of a waking nightmare that had once upon a time been my dream. In many ways, I’d done this to myself.

      I’d definitely pushed my girl away. There was no question that had been all on me.

      I’d failed Ben in every way. Not just on his last night, when he’d been so clearly done in with life, even his worst enemy would have seen it and stepped in. I’d failed him by not speaking up all those times I saw him popping a pill or pausing for just a second and asking why he’d stopped doing a lot of the things he’d once loved. Maybe I’d been failing him for even longer. After our friends died in high school, why hadn’t I seen the guilt he wore like an albatross around his neck? He was the one who lived, but why hadn’t I seen he didn’t want that title?

      A month had gone by since he died. A month had passed without Tali in my life. It was hard to say at this point which absence made me ache more.

      My days were filled with press and scorching heat. We were on the Swerve tour, traveling all over the U.S. on a bus much nicer than the one we’d been crammed into last summer.

      Every day, I emailed Tali, telling her about where we were stopped, the shows I’d watched the night before, and just how fucking sorry I was. Sometimes I got a reply, but not always.

      It had taken two weeks for her to answer a phone call from me. I called her every day, but mostly, she didn’t answer.

      I was bent over my phone, checking my texts, when Seven walked down the bus aisle. He stopped in front of me, scoffing. “You gotta give it up, man. Girl’s done with you.”

      My hand balled into a fist. He’d been saying something similar since I got back from Virginia with my heart in shreds. He didn’t understand what forever meant. I wasn’t walking away from her. Not now, not ever.

      “Fuck you. I don’t need your opinion.”

      “She tears you up. I don’t like seeing it.”

      “I tore myself up. Tali’s the only thing that puts me back together.”

      He waved me off. “Sounds super healthy.”

      When he was off the bus, I dialed her number, not really believing she’d answer, but sure as shit hoping.

      “Hey, Jude.” She sounded tired and sad.

      “Hey, Stripes. I didn’t think you’d pick up.”

      “I guess I wanted to hear your voice today.”

      My heart fucking hammered, and my throat grew thick. “Jesus, baby, I always want to hear your voice.”

      She was quiet for a beat, then she changed the subject. “Where are you?”

      “Ah, pretty sure we’re in Nashville. It kind of all blends.”

      “How is it? I mean, performing at Swerve?”

      I swiped my hand across my mouth, wanting like hell for this conversation to sound normal instead of stilted. “The fans are great. I mean, god, we have fans, Stripes.”

      She let out a breath of a laugh. “I hear your song on the radio all the time. It’s no shock you have fans.”

      “Yeah, I guess it just feels surreal. How can this be going so well when the rest of my life has fallen apart?”

      She sighed. “My mom told me my moping days are numbered. She says I have to get a job.”

      “You think you’re staying in New York for the summer?”

      “Jude, I’m not going back to Maryland. I can’t live in that house. Besides, I think Tino’s going to sell it. He’s been staying with Juan this entire time.”

      At one time, she would have consulted me before making a huge decision like this. I’d lost that privilege, and it had never been more obvious.

      “You’re going to school in New York?”

      “I think I need to take a semester off, then transfer to NYU. Nina and I are going to get a place, if finances work out.”

      “Where do I fit into all these plans?”

      “I don’t know, Jude. I miss you, but I don’t know.”

      Her reply was so lukewarm, I could have crushed my phone in my bare hand from the frustration of it all.

      “Tali, you’re my life. I’ve been clean, baby. I haven’t even had a drop to drink.”

      And it had been damn near impossible to resist on tour, but I figured I had one shot with Tali. One chance to get it right. No high was worth blowing that.

      “I’m really glad, Jude. But when I close my eyes, I picture her face and hands on you.”

      My fingers dug into my scalp in frustration. “The only way we’re going to get better is to be together. I can’t wipe that image away if you won’t let me get close. Come to Swerve when we stop in New York. You can bring Nina or come alone. We could spend the day together, or you can just come to our show. I just need to see you.”

      “I want to…”

      “Then do it.”

      Getting hopeful was dangerous, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “I’ll think about it, okay?”

      That was all I was going to get from her, but it was more than I’d gotten in a long time.

      “I’ll leave your pass at Will Call, okay?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’m going to go.”

      “I love you, Stripes. You know that, right?”

      In a voice that was so soft and sad, it sounded foreign, she said, “I know. I love you too.”

      Hope. It was dangerous, but I’d always liked living on the edge.

      

      That one answered phone call hadn’t been some kind of breakthrough. The week between Nashville and New York was filled with unanswered texts and sporadically answered emails. She never said whether she’d decided to see me, but I clung to the scrap of hope she’d thrown at me.

      I clung even as our day in New York wore on and I hadn’t heard from Tali. I paced the bus, outside the bus, the festival grounds. I stared at my phone, willing it to ring or send up a smoke signal.

      Only silence.

      “She’s not coming, huh?” Seven asked. He wasn’t in any way broken up about it.

      I stared at my phone. Stared at it and stared at it until it became my enemy, then I smashed it on the ground, pieces of plastic and delicate electronics scattered across the sizzling asphalt.

      “Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      He slung an arm around my shoulder. “We gotta get up on that stage, show ’em a good time, even if we’re not feeling it.”

      “The show must go on,” I said, bitterness dripping from every word.

      Before we went on stage, I grabbed a beer from a cooler, downing it in one long swig, then grabbed another to take with me.

      Being out there, in front of our audience, filled me with the high I got nowhere else these days. Our fans got my adrenaline pumping, helped me forget it all for a while.

      These people wanted the blood from my veins. They loved when I spilled it over them, giving them my all, and then some. They gave me back that elusive, short-lived euphoria I never stopped chasing.

      It didn’t take long for it to begin to ebb. Once the applause died down and our audience moved on to the next stage, the next band, I was crashing.

      We still had fan meet-and-greets to get through, but today, I couldn’t do it. Not on my own.

      I slapped Sev on the chest. “Got any?”

      His eyebrows shot up, and he swiped a finger under his nose. I nodded.

      “Hell yes, my man.”

      A few fans and some industry people were already in our dressing room, but no one gave a shit if we smoked or drank or did the harder shit. Someone might blink if I took out a spoon and cooked up some crack, but a little powder up the nose was an everyday occurrence.

      Sev cut me a line from his stash, and I didn’t even hesitate to snort it up. He snorted his own line, then I took two more hits for good measure.

      When I sat up and opened my eyes, I thought his coke had to have been laced with LSD, because I was hallucinating. Tali fucking Stripes stood on the other side of the coffee table, her stunning face awash in agony.

      “Tali-bear!” Jin called, coming toward her with a happy-ass smile.

      She looked at him for a second before her eyes found mine. Time stood still, but the drug streaming through my blood didn’t. My heart pumped wildly in my chest, and I would have leapt for her if Seven hadn’t held me back.

      She ran.

      She ran, and I was so fucking high, I couldn’t think straight enough to follow her.

      Jin shook his head. “That was you losing the girl.”

      “No big loss,” Seven said casually.

      My fist connected with his jaw as soon as what he’d said registered. He slumped over on the couch, but I was up and moving before I could see whether he was conscious or not.

      “You gotta get me to her, Jinny. I’m not losing the girl.” My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides. If he said no, I’d plow through him.

      Jeremy showed up next to him. “You have to calm down. We’ll take you to her, but you can’t show up like this.”

      I scoffed. “Seriously? The two biggest potheads are coming down on me for taking one hit? That’s real precious.”

      “Smoking weed isn’t in the same league as cocaine, and you fucking know it. You’ve been skating this edge for a long-ass time, Jude.” Jin crossed his arms, and I wanted to punch his stoner face.

      “I’m outta here. I’ll get to her without your help.”

      It took me a while, but some roadie let me borrow his car, and I drove out of the stadium parking lot like a bat out of hell, skidding around each curve.

      Finding Tali’s house proved to be a challenge, but after seventeen wrong turns, I pulled up in front of the place I’d found family. It looked the same. Tidy yard, square, brick house, American flag hanging from a pole by the front door. The difference was, I’d been welcomed here the last time I came; tonight, I wasn’t so sure. Didn’t matter, though—not when my girl was inside those brick walls.

      I’d huff and I’d puff and I’d blow that motherfucking house down if I had to.

      My brain was on fire. Sweat beaded on my forehead. Blood roared in my ears. My knuckles were bruised, and my fingers ached from how hard I’d gripped the steering wheel. All the lights were off in the house, but Tali was in there.

      I jammed my fist against the doorbell two or three times. When no one answered, I pounded and screamed her name.

      Lights flicked on. I looked up, and Tali’s face floated behind the curtain, then disappeared. The door opened, but she wasn’t the one to step outside. A stern-faced Roberto crossed his arms over his chest. I respected the hell out of him, but right now, all I saw was an obstacle.

      “I need to speak to Tali.”

      Roberto put his hand up. “She’s not going to be speaking to you, Jude. Not like this.”

      “You keeping my girl from me, Roberto? Is that how it’s going to be?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t even sound like yourself, son.”

      “Tali!” I roared. “Tali, get out here!”

      Dogs barked close by. Neighbors stuck their heads out of their front doors.

      Cupping my hands around my mouth, I yelled again. “Tali! I’m not fucking leaving until you come out here.”

      Roberto placed a hand on my chest. “Quiet down. You want to talk? I’ll go somewhere and talk to you. I’ll give a message to Tali for you. But you’re not getting near her, not in this state.”

      The door opened behind him, and my angel stepped out onto the porch. “It’s okay. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Tali,” I cried. “Tali, baby. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      She nodded, her lips pinched together. “I know you are, Jude. You always are.” Her pretty brown eyes met mine. “I came tonight. I watched you on stage, and I thought...I thought maybe I could try. I wanted to try. But you betrayed me once again, and this is not something I can keep doing. I’ve been slowly dying over the last month, and it’s because all my energy has gone into trying to find a way back to you. But you...you gave up on me. You gave up on me a long time ago.”

      I shook my head with vehemence. “No. No, baby. We’re for-fucking-ever. You don’t give up on that. You make mistakes and get better, but you don’t give up.”

      “I have to, Jude. I’m done. I can’t love you anymore.”

      I stepped toward her, but her dad stopped me with his arm. “Don’t touch her. Not when you’re under the influence.”

      “You say ‘can’t,’ but you didn’t say ‘don’t.’ You still love me. We’re not finished.”

      She shrunk back against the door. “We are, Jude. We were finished a long time ago.”

      When her hand went to the door, I panicked. I bellowed her name at the top of my lungs and attempted to charge past her dad. She screamed my name, screamed for me to stop, but I was a bull and she was my red flag. I’d get to her, even if I had to knock over some barrels and clowns in the process.

      Her dad wasn’t much of a match for my strength, but I didn’t want to hurt him. He held me back and yelled for Tali to go inside and lock the door. Another man came running over with a cordless phone in his hand. “The police are on their way.”

      Tali screamed again and collapsed against the front door. Seeing her like that had me battling even harder to get to her, but now I had two men in my way, keeping me from my girl.

      “Jude, stop!” she cried as I thrashed and fought.

      Another neighbor joined the fray, and I was taken to the ground, face-down in the grass. I didn’t stop fighting, not until a cop leaned on my back and snapped cuffs on my wrists. Getting my rights read to me had some of the fight fleeing my blood. Seeing Tali’s devastated face through the window of the police car sobered me almost instantly.

      Silently, I took in the scene. Neighbors spilling from houses to see the show. Tali’s dad with a split lip. Her mom, who had welcomed me with open arms, closing them around Tali. And Tali clinging to her mother like a child.

      Her eyes met mine one last time as I was driven away. I mouthed, “I’m sorry,” but what was one more apology from me worth? Not much.

      I could barely breathe. Panicked at what I’d done, what I’d lost. Rocking my body wildly in the back of the cruiser, I sobbed and raged against my handcuffs, not to get to Tali, but to escape what was happening.

      This can’t be happening.

      But by the time I was fingerprinted and book, I settled down, crashing into reality.

      I’d had everything. Everything. The girl I chased and caught for nearly two years. She’d loved me, waited for me, dreamed my dreams alongside me, and I never once deserved her.

      When we met, she’d been bright-eyed and ready to take on the world. And now, I was leaving her, torn up and hiding.

      A calm resolve took over me. Clarity let me see what I’d done and what I’d keep doing if I didn’t walk away and keep on walking. I had to let Tali go. I’d die from it, but she’d live, and that was all that mattered.

      If I let her go, removed the madness from her life, she’d be okay. She’d carry on with the plans I’d interrupted. She’d live her big life, chase her big dreams, probably marry a doctor and have beautiful brown-eyed babies.

      I’d thought losing Ben was the lowest point of my life, but I hadn’t been prepared for how much lower I could sink.

      I wouldn’t drag Tali down with me.

      In a holding cell in suburban New York, I did the least selfish thing I’d ever done. I let Tali go.
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      For the next six months, my life revolved around work, school, and headlines. I scoured for news on Jude each day. Some days, seeing his name in print was like a hit from the purest drug. Other days, it was a thousand shallow cuts across my skin.

      
        
        Never Again’s hit single, “Human Nature,” stays in Billboard’s Top 40 for ten weeks straight.

      

        

      
        Never Again front man, Jude Goldman, trashes hotel room.

      

      

      That first week I’d laid on my bed listening to “Hurt” on repeat. It was my desert island song, and I’d never felt more forlorn or deserted than I did then. On the seventh day, my dad had come into my room, taken the stereo remote from me, and told me if I wanted to continue torturing myself with that song, I’d have to get out of bed to replay it each time.

      I’d moved out of their house and into a tiny apartment with Nina two weeks later, so I could torture myself in the privacy of my own home.

      When their CD released, I’d been the first in line to buy it. Before I played it, I’d flipped through the liner notes, needing to know.

      We’d like to thank…

      Tali Stripes, for being such a great friend to the band…

      Reading that had cut deep. Jude had left me alone, but he hadn’t stopped hurting me. I couldn’t move on, not when I saw his face on TV, heard his voice on the radio, and read his name in headlines.

      
        
        Never Again front man punches photographer, arrested for assault.

      

        

      
        Jude Goldman seen out with newest Hollywood “it” girl.

      

      

      Nina had set me up on a blind date with a guy in her philosophy class. It had been five months since my breakup with Jude, and although I was nowhere near ready for another relationship, I’d gone on the date.

      Kyle had floppy hair and a wallet chain. He played guitar, but only for fun. His future was in teaching. He planned on becoming a high school English teacher, shaping young minds and all that.

      He was also a huge fan of Never Again.

      At the end of the night, he’d hugged me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. I went inside my apartment and vomited on my welcome mat. Then I yelled at Nina for setting me up with a guy who was a perfect blend of Jude and Ben. How had she not seen that? I’d played “Hurt” until I fell asleep.

      It had been almost exactly six months to the day when I saw the headline I couldn’t have prepared myself for. I stared at it for a long time, not understanding it at first. I turned my laptop toward Nina.

      “What does this mean?”

      She muted the TV and turned to look at the screen. She gasped. “No. He wouldn’t.”

      “Read it to me. My brain isn’t understanding what it says.”

      Her eyes were so full of sympathy, mine filled with tears. “Read it, Neens. Say the words.”

      She nodded, sucking in a deep breath. “It says ‘Never Again front man, Jude Goldman, marries childhood sweetheart in Las Vegas wedding chapel.’”

      “I thought that was what it said, but I had trouble believing it.”

      Beneath the headline was a picture of Jude and Claudia with Elvis behind them, holding up their hands to show off their wedding rings.

      Wedding rings.

      “I’m letting him go.”

      My laptop shut with a click.

      “You mean it?” Nina asked.

      “Yeah. I think...I think I have to.”

      I’d spent six months surviving only on the scraps of Jude I consumed from newspapers and websites. This wasn’t living and I refused to keep doing this to myself, not when this man who I’d promised forever to had given his forever away to someone else.

      Taking a deep breath, I was resolved. This was how it had to be.

      In a cramped, one-bedroom apartment in New York City, I did what I should have done a long time ago. I let Jude go.
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        Coming December 17

        Never Again

        Book Two in the Never Blue Duet

        Preorder Now
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        Sign up for my newsletter

        to receive a FREE novella, Blossoms and Bones.

      

        

      
        Meet rocker, Gabriel Sotero, and his sassy assistant, Jenna, before they appear in book two of the Never Blue duet!

        Subscribe Now

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

          Surprise!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Have you ever read lyrics and wished you could hear them? Would you like to hear the song Jude wrote for Tali? Check out “Compass” now.

      

        

      
        Watch it Now
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      Spotify Playlist

      
        
        “We’re Going to be Friends” The White Stripes

      

        

      
        “Human” The Killers

      

        

      
        “Hey There Delilah” Plain White T’s

      

        

      
        “Fake Plastic Trees” Radiohead

      

        

      
        “New Slang” The Shins

      

        

      
        “Dance, Dance” Fall Out Boy

      

        

      
        “Seven Nation Army” The White Stripes

      

        

      
        “Want You Bad” The Offspring

      

        

      
        “Fell in Love With A Girl” The White Stripes

      

        

      
        “When You Were Young” The Killers

      

        

      
        “Fall to Pieces” Velvet Revolver

      

        

      
        “Be Alright” Dean Lewis

      

        

      
        “Somebody Told Me” The Killers

      

        

      
        “We Are Young” fun.

      

        

      
        “Wonderwall” Ryan Adams

      

        

      
        “The Freshmen” The Verve Pipe

      

        

      
        “Ghost of a Good Thing” Dashboard Confessional

      

        

      
        “Both Hands” Ani DiFranco

      

        

      
        “Breathe Me” Sia

      

        

      
        “Young” The Chainsmokers

      

        

      
        “Hands Down” Dashboard Confessional

      

        

      
        “Colorblind” Counting Crows

      

        

      
        “Far Behind” Candlebox

      

        

      
        “when the party’s over” Billie Eilish

      

        

      
        “Golden Dandelions” Barns Courtney

      

        

      
        “Sadness is Taking Over” Flora Cash

      

        

      
        “Hurt” Nine Inch Nails
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        Join my reader group:

        Julia Wolf Readers
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        Before I say anything else, I need to share the National Suicide Prevention Hotline:

        Call 1-800-273-8255.

      

      

      This story was tough for me to write. So much was based on my real life, including University of Maryland, the bracelet and boy in the elevator, and Ben, oh Ben. When I got to the final page, I had the biggest knot in my chest. How could it end unhappily? I started writing romance because I craved and longed for that happy ending.

      You might hate me right now. I hated myself a little for what I did to Tali and Jude. But I hope you’ll read the second act of their love story. Their love is epic, but it does not run in a straight line. Trust that I’ll get them there.

      I have to thank Jennifer and Mandy for beta reading and giving me confidence in this story.

      Janet, my superstar beta reader. You tear each chapter apart, hold my feet to the fire and make me stick to timelines I created and get each detail correct. I’d be lost without you!

      Thank you, Laura Lee, my author friend, for taking hold of the first five chapters, shaking them up a bit, and giving them back to me even better. Oh, and did I mention reworking my blurb for me? I’d be a shoeless wanderer without you, dude.

      A huge shout out goes to my photographer, Lindee Robinson. I told her “angsty early 2000’s” and she put together a photoshoot that was more gorgeous than I could have hoped for. She even played Dashboard Confessional to get the models in the right mindset. Can you even?

      Monica Black, my editor, worked her freaking magic with this book. I hope she forgives me one day for the angst I put her through.

      To all the readers who have loved Blue is the Color and asked for Tali’s story. Now that you see where she came from, can you believe she let Nick survive tweeting the c-word?
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      Formerly a hair stylist, she spent years collecting stories her clients couldn’t wait to spill. And now that she’s writing full time, she’s putting those stories to use, although all identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the not-so-innocent!

      

      Julia lives in Maryland with her three crazy, beautiful kids and her patient husband who she’s slowly converting to a romance reader, one book at a time.
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