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      I stare at the girl with the dark blue eyes in the mirror and frown. My eyes used to sparkle with vibrancy, but they now look dull. Lifeless. It doesn’t matter what I’ve done physically over the last fifteen months to begin building a life— everything has been done without any heart behind it. I’ve looked at my face for the last year and noticed the change, but for some reason, tonight I’m saddened by the dark circles just barely covered by make-up and the tiredness which surrounds me.

      I tilt my head to one side and then the other, slowly, and narrow my eyes as if a change in the view will change what I see. I’m fooling myself. I still look just as sad and tired. Picking up my mascara, I hope a few coats of ultra-lengthening black will help and re-examine.

      It changes nothing.

      I set my tube of mascara down a little too forcefully and exhale loudly at myself in the mirror.

      “I’m so tired of this,” I say with a sigh, to no one but the stranger in the mirror.

      The girl in front of me with the pouty red lips and chocolate brown hair is a blurred image of the girl I used to be, and I’m so tired of seeing her every day. I hate this girl—an outer shell of who I was, wearing her despair all over her face. It’s written all over the sunken cheekbones and sad smile I’ve been wearing like a badge of honor.

      I’m sick of it.

      I don’t even know how it all started, but I’ve counted every day since the accident, checking off the days on a calendar, mentally reminding myself that I’ve survived one more day in hell.

      Twenty-eight days ago I decided to stop counting and actually try living again. At the very least I need to do something different. I’ve only managed to make a few pathetic attempts at moving forward. But as I stand here getting ready for my weekly dinner with my best friend, Mia, I’ve had enough.

      It’s time to move forward… to live again.

      I don’t know what it means, but I can feel something rise up in me from the depths of my soul, planting seeds of growth and hope that are dying to burst forth into something more alive than the shell it currently lives in.

      Before I can think twice, I grab my phone and send a text message to Mia.

      Change of plans. We’re going to Jack’s Bar tonight.

      I can practically visualize Mia staring at the text with raised eyebrows, her light blue eyes as big as saucers, and a slack jaw. She’s probably thinking I’ve lost my mind. I’m in for a really long explanation when she picks me up tonight, but I’m determined to do this.

      Mia: You sure?

      Me: Get here before I lose my nerve.

      She responds almost immediately.

      Mia: Welcome back, girl. It’s about freaking time.

      I don’t know if I’m back… I don’t think I can ever go back to who I used to be. But for tonight, at least, I want to fan whatever fire has been lit inside of me.

      I look back at the girl in the mirror and see a small glimmer of hope.

      Leaving the bathroom, I shut the door quickly behind me, hoping the girl doesn’t come with me. For just one night, I want me back. The old me who loves music and dancing and smiling and—heaven forbid, actually having fun.
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      I stumble over my feet as Mia and I walk into our old-time favorite restaurant and bar. The first thing I see is the stage. It sits empty right now, but it’s Wednesday and it’s early. It won’t be too long before a local band takes the stage. I briefly hope we’ll be done with our dinner by the time the music starts so I can head out before then, but then I shake my head at myself.

      This is what I came here for. To take one step toward doing things I used to love instead of hiding and running from them. I feel the longing deep in my soul begin to stir as I remember how many nights I’ve played on this exact stage. I’ve denied this part of me for the last fifteen months. I cut it out with a dull spoon and threw it into the casket the moment they were buried because I refused to have anything to do with anything that brought me happiness. It seemed like a betrayal to them at the time. It didn’t seem right for me to continue living the way I used to, enjoying my hobbies and passions, while they were gone.

      But tonight, however it came about, I wonder if I’ve been wrong. In order to know for sure, I have to take this step. I have to do this. It’s just for one night, I remind myself as I follow Mia to a small bar height table. It’s right in the middle of the bar area, against a railing over-looking the small dance floor, and in the direct line of sight of the stage.

      It’s our table.

      I smile sheepishly at her as I sit down. She’s been patient enough for the last twenty minutes, regaling me with tales of her last trip out to Los Angeles for her position as a buyer with an up-and-coming, trendy department store, Callie’s, ever since she picked me up. Now, my time for stalling is running out and soon she’s going to want an explanation.

      Mia and I have been friends since middle school when my family moved in next door to hers. As movers were unloading our truck, she came running across our front lawn screaming as her brother, Elijah, chased her with a garter snake. She grabbed my arm and pulled me with her and we’ve been best friends ever since.

      Tonight, my hands are sweating and I’m uncomfortable as I sit across from her at the same place where I worked in college, and the same bar where we came at least once a month ever since graduation. Jack’s Bar holds a million memories for me, and while most of them are good, it also feels like the life of my past might come crashing down on me at any second.

      I can do this. I have to do this. It’s just one night.

      I repeat it over and over as a mantra to bring me peace and calmness, but it doesn’t work. I’m five seconds away from bolting out the door and never coming back, and I would… except if I can’t face Jack’s, I’m not sure I can face anything.

      Mia continues to shoot me questioning glances as we order our food and first round of drinks while my eyes dart around the dark and dingy bar that used to be our home away from home. Absolutely nothing has changed except the names of band posters lining the wall by the pool tables and the faces of the waitresses.

      Once our beers arrive, I know I’ve run out of time. I set my drink on the table and take a deep breath.

      “I’m really tired of being sad all the time. I wanted to come here tonight to try to remember and maybe, for one night, have some fun for a change.”

      Mia looks at me with a grin the size of Canada. She’s been trying to push me in this direction for months. I’ve stomped my foot and thrown my adult sized tantrums every step of the way. Heck, she’s the one who started forcing me to come out for these Wednesday night dinners in the first place. She walked into my old house and declared I’d spent enough time wallowing in yoga pants and old, threadbare t-shirts.

      “Also…” I clear my throat, unable to stop the nerves assaulting my stomach. “I’m thinking… I don’t know. It’s time. It’s time to try really start living or moving on. Or something.”

      I cringe at my own awkwardness.

      Mia regards me thoughtfully. She gazes at me, full of compassion, but I know she’s trying to understand what I’m trying to say since I obviously didn’t say it clearly enough. “It’s been over a year. You’ve moved into your own place and you have your own business now.”

      This is all true. And makes it sound like I have been moving on. It’s not what I mean, though.

      “I mean…socially.” I hate the timidity in my voice and want to crawl under the table and hide. Or just run home and throw myself into my photography work. But that would still be hiding, which is exactly what I want to stop doing.

      Dating wasn’t on my mind earlier tonight as I was getting ready and thinking about the shell of a life I’ve been living, but I’d be lying if I say the thought hasn’t crossed my mind a few times recently. Mia’s a great friend, and my parents are close enough that I can see them whenever, but besides them, I’ve been lonely.

      Mia’s mouth turns into a perfect “O” shape. “Like dating?”

      I nod and run my fingers through my hair, feeling especially vulnerable. “I mean, like… not tomorrow. But I miss…” I stop mid-sentence, trying to find the right words. The truth is, I miss Mark and Andrew. I miss them every single second of every single day, but over the last few months I’ve finally accepted they’re gone. One that happened, I realized how much I miss a relationship—the closeness and intimacy with someone. I miss sharing my day and laughing over dinner and knowing there’s another person on the planet who cares about me in a way that’s above and beyond friendship and family. I want to feel that again.

      I at least want to know it’s possible to feel that again.

      I don’t need to finish my sentence for Mia to understand. Like always, she knows what I’m thinking without words, and I’m sure the dreamy look in my eyes as I even contemplate a relationship with someone else makes it clear.

      “I think that I’m really happy you want this.” She speaks softly, but I don’t miss the way her face lights up. Her smile mirrors the way Andrew’s would shine with joy on Christmas morning when he came downstairs and saw the presents bursting out from underneath the tree. I know by even considering this I’ve made her really happy.

      I also know I’ve made her really dangerous. More than her love of all things fashionable and fancy, her two favorite things in the world are dating and setting people up on dates. She loves men—all types of them. By suggesting this idea, I know she’s now mentally flipping through her rolodex of guys she could, and will, set me up with. I can’t begrudge her too much, though. She’s really quite good at playing matchmaker.

      Watching her excitement blows me away. It is amazing that somehow we’ve been friends for so long. Our personalities are so different, but perhaps complimentary in so many ways. Mia takes every opportunity life throws her way full of gusto, like she can take on the world. She’ll take risks head-on, whereas I’ll take them on when dared. In all the years we’ve been friends, she’s planned the adventures. I went along reluctantly only after her three favorite words were issued: I dare you. But I was always thankful I followed her lead afterwards. Like the time we toilet-papered all the cheerleaders’ houses in high school or traded her sorority house’s composite photo with her fling-at-the time frat house’s photo. My favorites are the time she decided she had to go sky-diving, and of course, the night she dared me to meet Mark.

      Her light blue eyes dance with excitement while planning my future hook-up. I can practically see her plans for me taking shape.

      “You’re really serious about all this, aren’t you?”

      I nod. “I need this tonight.”

      “All right, then.” She claps her hands together as if we’ve just made a deal—on what, I’m not entirely certain—but I have a feeling she’ll be talking me into doing something wild and stupid before the night’s over.

      I smile at the thought. It doesn’t sound nearly as scary as I thought it would.

      I eye her speculatively, wondering what she’s planning, but I’m saved when our food arrives, and I dig into my burger like it’s my job. My nerves are running a stampede inside my stomach, and I want to avoid her plan for as long as possible.

      Eventually she loses the mischievous gleam in her eyes and we fall into an easy banter as I tell her about some of the families’ photographs I’ve taken over the week. Photography has always been one of my passions. It was at Mia’s insistence I find something to do with all the time on my hands that caused me to start my own business in the first place. It was an easy choice and I originally began taking friend’s photos from my old neighborhood. They were more than willing to be my guinea pigs, and eventually, they sent referrals my way and my business grew from there.

      “So,” she begins, and I know I’m in trouble. “I want you to flirt with someone tonight.”

      I choke on my sip of beer and watch, embarrassed, as my spit flies across the table. Mortified, I cover my mouth with my hand at the same time Mia fights back her laughter.

      I shake my head, seeing the dare in her eyes.

      I glare at her, and it’s as if we’re having an argument without saying any words. None are needed.  She’s totally daring me to do this. I can see them being silently spoken in the glare of her eyes. It’s been almost two years since I’ve seen that look—the last time being when she dared me to go skinny-dipping at my parent’s lake house. It was the middle of the day on a lake filled with jet-ski’s and water skiers. This is the very first dare she’s issued me since the accident, and something about knowing that, coupled with my recent desire to start actually living again, lights a small spark within me.

      “No way. I just wanted to come tonight and listen to music. I don’t think I can…”

      My voice trails off. It’s been so long since I’ve had to flirt, I don’t even know if I remember how.

      I know better than to argue as I watch her eyes sparkling with glee. Her gaze travels across everyone in the bar and a rock begins to form in the pit of my stomach. She’s actually going to make me do this.

      “Mia…” I start to argue with her, but she stops me with a raised hand and narrows her eyes.

      “I. Dare. You.”

      Damn it. I haven’t backed out on a dare or a bet since I was thirteen years old and it pains every fiber of my physical being to consider backing out tonight. I keep my eyes on my perky best friend as she flounces her long blonde hair, grinning like she’s just won a million bucks. And she has, because as much as it worries me that I’ll fail miserably, I can’t say no.

      “Fine. What do I need to do?”

      She scans the crowd while she starts talking, my anxiety climbing with every second. I can’t believe I’m doing this. All I wanted to do tonight was visit my favorite place in the world and enjoy a few drinks while listening to live music for the first time in fifteen months. It’s amazing how quickly I can get suckered into insanity.

      “Simple. I dare you to flirt with whoever I choose and I’ll even entice you a little bit…” She smiles and I raise my eyebrows, curiosity blossoming within me. “You get someone to buy you a drink, and I’ll buy you a pair of Manolo’s.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. And I’ll make it even easier on you.” She points the tip of her beer toward the back of the bar where two guys are standing. One is tall and blonde and he’s gesturing with wild arm motions to his friend. From the little I can see, they’re both about our age if not a little bit older. Attractive doesn’t even begin to describe the blonde, but the other guy is shaded by the shadows of the bar and hidden by a baseball hat pulled down low over his eyes.

      I turn back to Mia and groan.

      “They’re in the corner of the bar. That’s the classic leave-me-the-hell-alone spot and you know it.”

      “Yeah, but there’s two of them and only one has to buy the beer. I’m sure you can sweet talk your way into getting one of them to pay up. Now, roll up your skirt a little bit to show off your amazing legs and go get your shoes.”

      I snort and look down on my black skirt, which already hits several inches above my knees, and back at Mia. My legs are amazing? Toned, yes, and long, but Mia’s the one who has the body of a dancer without ever having to work for it. If anyone has amazing legs, it’s her.

      A part of me wants to run, the other part—the part I’m starting to remember—really wants a new pair of expensive and fabulous shoes. “Fine.”

      My legs feel like they’ve been replaced with Jell-O as I walk nervously to the bar. My entire body buzzes with a mixture of fear, nerves, excitement, and a small dash of what-the-hell-am-I-thinking. As I reach the bar, the tall blonde guy gives me a brief smile and turns to his friend. I feel defeated and my attempts at flirting haven’t even started yet.

      I look back at Mia who flashes me a smile and waves her hand in an encouraging fashion. Setting the beers on top of the bar, I lift my hand to get the bartender’s attention. When I see the bartender, all of my nerves and thoughts of flirting disappear.
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      “Pete!” I exclaim with excitement at seeing my absolute favorite bartender, bar owner, and former boss. Why he named his bar Jack’s Bar instead of Pete’s is a mystery he has never explained. My mouth opens into a wide grin and all nervousness about hitting on the hot guys next to me fades away. Pete is more than a boss. He’s a friend—and one I’ve ignored for a long time—but it truly is so good to see him.

      His mouth drops open when he turns. His eyes widen and I smile even bigger as he blinks his eyes once, then twice, slowly, as if wondering whether I’m real or not.

      I nod, answering his silent questions.

      “Nicole! Long time no see, baby girl!” Before I know it, his thick arms are on my hands, pulling me up and almost halfway over the bar, and he’s got me wrapped up in the largest and most uncomfortable bear hug of my life. The edge of the bar digs into my hips, and all I want to do is make sure my skirt hasn’t ridden up any higher on my legs.

      He hugs and rocks me back and forth, and I realize I have tears in my eyes by the time he’s done with me. I’ve missed him.

      His gaze lowers and his eyes flicker around us, as if he’s checking to see if anyone is paying attention—or needs him. He puts a hand on mine and holds it firmly, his eyes not letting me look away. “How have you been?”

      I wipe away the one tear that escapes with a sad smile on my face. “I’m okay… it’s been tough. But, I think I’m getting better.” I wave my hand in the air, gesturing to the bar. “It feels really good to be back here.”

      He nods solemnly. “It should. It’s your home, Nic.” A customer down at the end of the bar calls his name, and he starts to walk away, but doesn’t look away from me. “And don’t you ever forget it. You hear me?”

      “So I take it you come here often?” I turn to my left to see the tall blonde guy smiling at me in a disarmingly friendly way. It doesn’t feel like he’s hitting on me, but how would I know? I don’t think I’ve ever actually been hit on in a bar before. I always had Mark.

      I smile politely, knowing that Mia is watching every second of this interaction, and I resist the urge to look back at her.

      “I used to work here in college. A long time ago,” I say, and take in the stranger more closely. He’s tall, really tall, and thin, but muscular at the same time. His hair makes him seem a bit out of place, though. His long blonde hair makes him look like he’d be more at home on a surfboard on the Californian coast; certainly not in a grungy bar in the Midwest.

      He nods like it’s an acceptable answer, and I stand there awkwardly because I’m not sure what else I’m supposed to say.

      I offer my hand to him and he shakes it. “I’m Nicole.”

      “Jake. And this is my friend, Zack.”

      I turn my eyes and bite back a gasp at the guy with the baseball cap. He has the lightest green I’ve ever seen, so light they’re almost completely clear. It’s mesmerizing and I’m so shocked I can be affected by just the color of his eyes, it takes me a second to remember why I’m standing here in front of him.

      Zack smiles lazily and gives me a small nod. “Nice to meet you.”

      I want to take my eyes off of him, but I can’t. It doesn’t sound like it’s nice to meet me at all. He sounds a little bit wary that I’m talking to them, and I watch his eyes roam slowly around the bar, like he doesn’t want to be caught talking to me at all. I frown as I remember that these are the guys in the corner and probably want to be left alone.

      Jake chuckles softly next to me and it breaks my wanderings. I have to start flirting with these guys or I’ll never get my new shoes. Screw that. I can’t flirt to save my life right now. Maybe a bit of honesty will work—pathetic as the thought is.

      I smile and brush my hair over my shoulder as I look at Jake. He still looks amused as he glances back and forth between me and Zack.

      “I was wondering if you guys could help me out with a favor.”

      Jake’s eyes light up and Zack tenses.

      “What is it?” Zack asks warily.

      He is clearly not going to help me, so I take a deep breath and turn toward the happy guy. “My friend dared me to flirt with someone tonight, and if I can get someone to buy me a beer, she’ll buy me a new pair of shoes. And I sort of suck at the whole flirting thing…” I’m rambling, and I get more and more nervous every second as both of their faces look completely serious. “But… if you just wave Pete over and order a drink for me, he probably won’t even charge you, so it won’t cost you anything.”

      I bite my tongue and smile. Mostly I just want to smack my head against the bar. I have to sound incredibly stupid and lame. This will never work.

      For a second, both of them are quiet, but then Jake bursts out laughing. Zack leans backward and I watch his eyes roam down my legs and stop at my red high-heeled shoes. The sudden warmth I feel makes my knees shake a little bit. It’s been almost a year and a half since someone has looked at me like this. It’s unnerving.

      I try to pull my eyes away and back to Jake, because he feels much safer, but Zack’s eyes return to mine. His lips turn up a bit, and then slowly, spread into a full smile.

      He’s hot. And I can’t believe I even realize it, but he is totally sexy. He probably gets hit on all the time with a smile like that.

      And I’m the moron standing in front of him rambling on about sucking at flirting and needing new shoes. Awesome.

      “You don’t look like you need to new shoes,” he says to me in a slow drawl that sends shivers down my spine. What in the hell is wrong with me?

      I look down at the bar because I have to stop looking at him. Then I realize his statement is really more of a question and he’s waiting for me to answer.

      “I’m a girl. We always need more shoes.”

      Jake looks at me like he’s trying to choke back a laugh, and I instantly wonder if this guy is always so happy. “So, let me get this straight. You flirt with us, we buy you a drink—which won’t cost us anything—and you get new shoes. And you don’t want anything else from us? From Zack?”

      I cock my head to the right and look between the both of them, confused. “Is there something else I should want?”

      Jake doubles over in laughter and smacks Zack on the back. A furious heat fills my cheeks as I realize how that could possibly sound. I really don’t want to look at Zack, but I can’t help it.

      He smiles and shakes his head back and forth like he can’t believe I just said that, and I can’t either, but I have a feeling he’s thinking something completely different than I am.

      “Not at all,” he finally says. “I’ll get your drink, if you’ll answer one question.” I raise my eyebrows and wait until he continues. “Why did your friend pick us? And why is she daring you to flirt with someone?”

      His grin makes me feel things I haven’t felt in years. It confuses me more than his question.

      “That’s two questions,” I say, and run my hands through my hair hoping he won’t see them trembling..

      He arches one eyebrow and takes a pull from his beer. I catch myself watching his grey button down shirt flex across his chest and his Adam’s apple bob slowly. I swallow, feeling all sorts of things that can’t actually mean anything, and I blink my eyes quickly to snap myself back to reality. There must be something seriously wrong with me because I cannot take my eyes off him, and tonight is supposed to be about having fun, not drooling over the first hot guy I meet.

      “So it is.” He shrugs nonchalantly and leans one elbow against the bar and just… watches me.

      I lick my lips and peek a glance at Pete, wondering if he’ll see me with an empty drink and I can just get it from him. Screw the shoes. I can go buy my own pair. Something about Zack makes me feel all sorts of funny things, and it might just be safer to get away from him completely.

      But I can’t because I haven’t finished Mia’s dare and my pride won’t allow me to slink back to our table without a drink in hand.

      “Because Mia hates me,” I mutter, and hope it’s enough. I look back at Zack and he nods, like this answers everything. Except it really answers nothing at all.

      Whatever the case, he looks at Jake and winks. They understand whatever just wasn’t said and I feel all sorts of confused.

      “Your friend is Mia?” Jake asks, and I nod. “Why don’t you have her join us for a drink?” My eyes widen in relief, and I turn to Mia with a completely fake victorious smile.

      I catch Mia’s eye across the bar and wave her over. Her smile widens, obviously proud of me. Except really, I didn’t flirt, so I wonder if she’ll still buy me the shoes. Oh well. If anything, I’m proud of myself for talking to a couple of guys, and I’m having fun—which is all I want for tonight anyway.

      I feel more like the me I used to be than I have in the last fifteen months, and somehow I know that girl I saw in the mirror earlier tonight is slowly disappearing. It feels good and scary all at the same time.

      “Here’s your drink,” Zack says, and slides two beers over to me. I grab both of them and turn to hand one to Mia.

      She’s about five feet away from us when she smiles at me, and then her eyes move to Zack and Jake. Suddenly, her eyes widen and she stumbles over her shoes. Her arms flail to catch herself right before she crashes into me, spilling a bit of her drink down the front of my shirt.

      “What the hell?” I shriek as she turns to Zack. His genuine smile has disappeared behind a clenched jaw and Jake looks around the bar. A few people turn their heads at the spectacle but slowly go back to whatever they were doing before and Jake relaxes.

      “Oh my holy hell!” Mia exclaims. Her fingers fly to her mouth and she reaches out, steadying herself against the bar. Her eyes sparkle like the Fourth of July and she’s practically bouncing up and down.  “You’re Zack Walters!”

      I watch Zack’s jaw unclench and his smile turns into something more… I don’t know what exactly, but it looks arrogant and fake and all sorts of cocky.

      “You know him?” I ask dumbfounded, and look back and forth between the two of them. This brings another round of soft laughter from Jake and I can’t figure out what in the world is so funny or why Zack suddenly seems unhappy. Or why on earth my cool and always collected friend looks like she’s about three seconds away from peeing her pants with excitement.

      Mia’s jaw drops and she turns to me. She shakes her head like I’ve asked the dumbest question in the entire world.

      “Zack Wal-ters.” She speaks slowly, enunciating every single syllable as if speaking to me like I’m a toddler will help me understand.

      Strangely enough, it totally works.

      Zack Walters. Mia’s totally famous fantasy rock star boyfriend. I am a total fool.

      I want to focus on Mia right now because my friend, who works with supermodels and sees famous people all the time, is totally freaking out and I love it. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen her so unhinged.

      But yet, I can’t stop from noticing that Zack seems uncomfortable with the attention. I look at him and realize Mia is right. However, since I don’t stalk the gossip blogs like she does, even without the baseball cap on, I probably never would have recognized him.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Zack says, and extends a hand across the bar. He says it in the same way he spoke to me earlier, like it’s really not nice at all, but now I get it. He’s probably just  here to grab a drink and didn’t want to be recognized.

      I watch Jake smile politely at Mia and then I introduce the two of them.

      Zack looks at me and cocks his head to the left. “You really didn’t know?”

      I shake my head in answer to his question but also to clear it from all the funny things his voice does to me.

      “I had no idea.” I feel a heated blush rise on my cheeks. I must be the only girl in America who wouldn’t recognize a super star like Zack Walters. According to one of Mia’s magazines, he’s been rated America’s Hottest Bachelor, and I know his music rocks. I just haven’t listened to much since the accident and I’ve avoided his completely. “I’m sorry.”

      Zack laughs and shakes his head again. “Don’t be. That was all… flattering.”

      “Why?” It sounds more rude than I intended, and I hear Mia snort next to me.

      He shrugs and I can see Jake’s shoulders shaking from laughter. He must be the happiest guy on the planet. “It’s just… I don’t think anyone has ever tried to get a drink from me for the sake of getting shoes.”

      Mia gasps. “You told them?! That so doesn’t count!”

      I bite my lip and look at her apologetically. “Sorry,” I say, but then I wonder. “Did you know it was him when you sent me over here?”

      Mia blushes. She actually blushes. I choke down my laughter. She shakes her head and smiles sheepishly at Zack, clearly still dumbfounded in his presence. “I couldn’t tell from so far away with the hat and everything.”

      I point to Mia with my thumb and look back at Zack, wanting to break the earlier tension. Why? I have no clue. “She has a full size poster of you on her ceiling above her bed.”

      Jake laughs and Mia glares at me as she mutters, “Shut up. It’s an eight by ten on my dresser.” Zack blushes, but Jake leans forward a little closer, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “So you’ve seen it, then?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not on my back on her bed very often.” My cheeks burn and I close my eyes. I hope they let it go.

      He doesn’t.

      “So you like the top.”

      I choke on my drink.

      Zack hits him upside the head and it makes me laugh. “Don’t be a douche.”

      “God no… I…” I stop myself from continuing. I’m stuttering and it’s embarrassing and everyone around me is laughing their asses off. But I admit, this is the most fun I’ve had since I can remember. It almost feels like old times and the thought makes me happy that I can actually do this again. Yet at the same time, I realize I am sad too because in a sense I feel like I’m betraying Mark.

      I sigh and look away to the stage. Whatever band is going to play later has started setting up. Tonight is a really big step, and admittedly, I’m having fun, but I don’t know if I’ll ever truly be able to go back and enjoy the things I used to without my biggest supporters and encouragers. I feel like Mark would want this for me, but I don’t know if I can do it without him or if I even want to. I’m stuck in some human pinball arcade game being tossed back and forth between wanting to have my old life back, wanting to move on, wanting to be happy again, and wanting to hold on to everything I used to have even though it’s not possible.

      “Nic?” I jump when Mia’s arm nudges my side, and I snap my head toward her.

      “Where’d you go?” she asks,.

      I shake my head in answer. I went to another life, but I feel too silly to say it in front of everyone. I look at Zack and Jake, who are both watching me curiously.

      “Nowhere,” I say, and shake my head to clear the thoughts. “What’d I miss?”

      “Mia was telling us about her job at Callie’s… I asked where you worked?”

      “I’m a photographer.” Zack’s easy smile turns to a frown instantly.

      A photographer who just so happens to be randomly at the restaurant where he’s hanging out and slyly introduces herself? I’m sure it’s not the first time it’s happened to him. I wave my hand dismissively in an attempt to ease the tension I feel rolling off of him in waves.

      “I’m not that kind of photographer.” I feel the need to clarify my job, although why I suddenly feel like making Zack feel more comfortable is something I don’t want to think about. “I take family photographs.”

      “How did you get involved in photography?” His tone is cautious, and I can’t figure out why I want to ease it and make him trust me.

      I shrug, tying to be nonchalant. I fail miserably when I can’t look him in the eye. “I know the importance of capturing family memories.” It doesn’t specifically answer his question, and I know based on the questioning look he gives, he knows I’m hiding more than I’m sharing.

      “I feel like there’s a story there.” He says it with a more lighthearted tone. I relax knowing he isn’t thinking I’m going to be spreading his photograph across the blogosphere before morning.

      “Are you a journalist, too?” I smirk at him teasingly, and then take a sip of my drink, thinking of the correct way to explain.

      “There’s a look a parent gives their child, and vice versa, that when caught in exactly the right moment, tells the other ‘you hold my entire heart and are my entire world.’ I can spend hours with a client looking for that look or glance. Sometimes it comes while they roll in leaves or walk across a bridge looking at the fish in a pond below. Sometimes it happens when the child is thrown high into the air or has a temper tantrum because their shoes are too tight, or too pink, or too whatever. I never end a session until I’ve got that look captured from everyone in the session. I want them to be able to hold onto it forever.”

      “That sounds incredibly fulfilling.”

      “It is.” I smile meekly.

      He doesn’t press me for more, and I feel the tightness in my chest recede. He doesn’t need to know all my baggage, and I certainly don’t want to bring it up. I learned shortly after Mark and Andrew's death that people won’t look me in eye after hearing I’m a twenty-six year old widow and the parent of a dead child.

      “So why are you guys in town?” I ask in hopes of changing the subject. The question is met with a round of laughter again.

      Mia shakes her head. “You’re hilarious, Nic. Seriously.” She waves her hand out to the guys. “They have a concert tomorrow.”

      Oh. That would explain it. At the risk of looking even more stupid, I look at Jake. “So I take it you play with Zack, too?”

      Jake bows his head and his body shakes with laughter. I should have known that would happen.

      Zack mutters something I barely catch about this being absolutely hilarious. I blush ten thousand shades of red knowing I’m the hilarious thing he’s talking about.

      He lifts a hand. “Don’t be embarrassed. This has been fun.”

      My ignorance is amusing to him. I’ve never felt so proud. “Why is that?” I ask, even though I’m not quite so sure I want to know the answer.

      He just shakes his head and smiles and then nods to Jake. “Jake plays the bass for me. And this is hilarious because I haven’t been hit on by a beautiful woman who knows absolutely nothing about me in way too long.”

      I clench my teeth together to keep my jaw from dropping to the floor. Did he seriously just say that? I must have misunderstood or he’s talking about Mia. She’s the hot one of the two of us. Me? I’ve always rocked the innocent girl next door look. Hell, I always have been the innocent girl next door. Beautiful? I’m not sure anyone besides Mark has ever called me that and it feels strange to hear it from someone else. I look at Mia wide-eyed, not sure what to say, but she looks pleased.

      How in the hell do I respond to that? Easy.

      I don’t. I get Pete’s attention for another drink. My mouth feels full of cotton balls and I can’t speak, let alone think, clearly.

      When I finally get the courage to look back at Zack, he just raises his eyebrows. “Surely that’s not the first time you’ve heard that.”

      I shake my head, still feeling too stupid to speak, and blush again as he laughs softly.

      Jake looks at his watch and sets down his beer. “I hate to break this up, but we gotta get going.”

      Zack frowns and looks at me and Mia, then to Jake. He nods once and set his drink down, too. He throws out some cash on the counter, smacks his hand on the bar top. He moves like he’s going to turn away, but then pauses and turns back.

      “We have to get to the Center for a last minute sound check. Would you two want to come with us?” He looks at Mia. “You could meet the rest of the band, and then I can get you some tickets to the concert tomorrow.

      "Yes!"

      “I can’t.”

      Zack glances back and forth between Mia's look of excitement and my completely opposite look of… fear, maybe?

      Mia's face softens with a loving smile as she turns to me. Coming to Jack’s Bar was one thing, but actually going to listen to Zack Walter’s play live? It’s too much.

      She leans in and whispers, “You remember what tonight is about?”

      Zack looks confused and rightfully so. I swear silently to myself as Mia pleads with her eyes for me to say yes. I can’t resist her.

      With a very small smile and equally quiet voice Mia just used with me, I nod my head and look at Zack.

      "Sure, Zack. That'd be really nice. Thank you."

      "Good.”  His eyes sparkle, just a bit, and he smacks Jake on the shoulder. “Our driver, Darren, is waiting for us, but pull up to the South Entrance at the Center in ten minutes and he’ll be outside waiting for you.”

      He takes a few steps toward me and I freeze. I cling tightly to my beer bottle when his hand reaches out and touches one of the curls in my hair. His eyes soften and I can’t stop from staring at the light green that has darkened. One side of his lips quirk up, leaving this sexy smirk. I have a feeling it’s the same one that causes girls all over the country to drop their panties at his concerts.

      At least that’s Mia claims, but I totally understand the feeling. I suddenly have butterflies flying like mad in my stomach as he gazes down on me. Screw that, it’s not butterflies, it feels more like monkeys jumping on a trampoline. And it scares the hell out of me, but not in a bad, I need to run away now, way. It feels more like a good, I want to lean closer and snuggle up to him, sort of way.

      “See you in ten minutes?” He asks so quietly, his voice a bit rougher, I almost don’t hear him over the noise in the bar. I’m stuck stupid and can’t say anything, so I just nod. At least I hope that’s what I do—I can’t really tell if I’m moving at all.

      He lets go of my hair and chuckles softly—more to himself than me—and flashes a wave and large smile to Mia. “See you soon.”

      I watch him walk away, still frozen.

      “Oh my shit,” Mia whispers. I turn to her, my mouth nearly on the ground. “That was hot.”

      My eyes widen, but she just laughs at me. “Don’t tell me you didn’t realize he was hitting on you just then. I mean I know it’s been awhile, but he just stared at you like a starving man needing dinner.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head, trying to clear my mind from whatever just happened.

      She links my arm with hers and I follow her out the door, still stunned that not only did Zack Walters just hit on me…did he, really? But even more stunned that a man touching me didn’t feel nearly as scary or as uncomfortable as I thought it would.

      I actually enjoyed it.
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      I feel the beat of a bass drum vibrating along the floor before we open the doors to the arena’s stage floor. Wiping my sweaty palms along the sides of my skirt, I press my fingers into the palm of my hands, hoping even the smallest amount of pain will take my focus off the overwhelming nerves flooding me. I clench my eyes shut tightly and exhale loudly.

      Mia’s hand takes my elbow firmly. I look at her and all I can think about is how terrified I am of potentially hearing one of the very last songs I heard over a year ago. At the same time, I’m sick and tired of being terrified all the time.

      I have to do this. If there’s even the smallest desire in me of wanting to live again and move past all of this, I have to walk through these doors.

      “You can do this,” she says to me, and squeezes my elbow as her free hand reaches the door.

      I nod once before she swings the door wide open.

      My jaw drops once I walk through the doors. When Mark and I would go to concerts, I used to love the energy when you walk into a packed arena filled with thousands of people and anticipation for the show that’s sure to come. But there’s something about walking into the arena now, and seeing it completely empty that amazes me. I look around at the empty seats and rows of hundreds of chairs in front of us along with the activity of men moving heavy equipment on rollers, stringing power chords along the floor to the lighting booth near us. It sends shivers of excitement down my spine.

      I played the piano for years and majored in Music at the U of M. I’m no stranger to giving concerts or performing in front of a live audience, but my biggest audiences of five hundred people pales in comparison to venues like this.

      I try to imagine what it feels like to be a musician on this kind of stage, looking out into a room this large with all of this activity, knowing that in less than twenty-four hours it will be filled with thousands of fans screaming along to music you pour your heart and soul into. I fail miserably because as hard as I try, I can’t even begin to imagine. In this place, right now, I feel an excitement and energy in the cavernous room which pales my memories of previous concerts—the ones I gave and attended.

      Mia’s expression mirrors mine once I take my eyes off the thousands of empty seats and look at her.

      “This is amazing.” She whispers it reverently before pulling her gaze from mine, up to the front of the stage where almost a dozen men are standing, bending over instruments, tuning a handful of guitars, and banging out a beat on the drum set. I assume it’s a mixture of the band and roadies.

      “I owe you big time for this.”

      “Yeah…” My voice trails off as I wipe the sweat off my palms again.

      It is amazing. It’s also thrilling and nerve-wracking at the same time.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Zack clasps a man’s shoulder on the stage as we walk closer, while Mia’s high-heels click a rhythmic beat against the flooring. Even from his profile I see his brows furrowed as he shakes his head back and forth. He’s no longer wearing his baseball cap and I watch as he takes his hand off the man’s shoulder, rubs it through his hair, and exhales. When he’s done, his hair looks messy and perfect in a way that only a guy’s hair can. He turns away from the man and freezes when he sees us.

      I watch his lips twitch a little bit, and he offers up a small wave. “You made it.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it. Thanks for letting us come,” Mia says excitedly. I can feel her trying to contain her squealing.

      Zack turns and says something to a few of the men who look up at us and walk toward him on the stage. I can’t tear my eyes off Zack or the way his muscles on his arm move when he runs his fingers through his hair.

      Inhaling a fortifying breath, I suspect that not all of my fear is directly related to hearing his music, but simply him.

      Before I can begin to process what it all means, he hops off the stage and is flanked by Jake and two other guys. He waves his arm out in introduction. “Meet the rest of my band. Mia, Nicole…” He stops for a minute and smiles at me. “Chase and Garrett.  They play the drums and electric guitar.”

      Chase steps forward first. He’s enormous and intimidating with a chest larger than a football player and a shiny bald head partially covered by a bandana wrapped around his forehead. If I saw this guy on the street, I would probably cross to the other side to avoid him. I almost want to take a step back when he reaches his hand out, but his large, friendly smile relaxes me. “Chase. Nice to meet you.” He quirks an eyebrow at me. “Nicole, is it?”

      I nod and shake his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Heard a lot about you,” he says with a smug grin.

      “Shut up,” Zack mutters almost inaudibly, hitting Chase playfully on the shoulder.

      Next to me, Mia chortles. Awesome. I have a feeling all of her preconceived notions she mentioned on the way over here about Zack wanting me were just confirmed, and all I can do is stand in front of all these strangers feeling like a moron. I have no idea what to say as I hear Chase chuckle softly next to him.

      He turns and introduces himself to Mia, and I’m saved from having to say anything at all when Jake introduces us to Garrett. He’s friendly and casual as he smiles and shakes our hands.

      Zack clears his throat and glances to the stage. There’s one man left on stage, plugging in some chords on a keyboard. “That’s Ethan, our keyboarder.” He shouts up to him and I shudder when he glares down at all of us. His jet black hair falls over his forehead and almost into his eyes. It’s his eyes that scare me. Even from this distance they look black, almost feral. I resist the urge to scrunch my face up in disgust at the greasy way his glare makes me feel.

      “He’s… temperamental.” Zack doesn’t hide his scowl. His chest and arms tighten, alerting me to tension between the two of them. I reach out and place my hand on his forearm.

      I gasp and remove my hand from his arm, but that doesn’t stop Zack from turning his attention to me.

      “Is it okay you’re here?”

      I tuck a piece of hair behind and make a face.

      “It’s just that you said you couldn’t come at first.”

      I nod once. “I know.” I flip my hand out dismissively and look around the stage again. “This is hard for me.”

      His eyebrows wrinkle in confusion and his mouth opens, and then closes almost immediately. It clearly makes no sense to him. Which is fine—it doesn’t have to.

      “It's fine, really. Mia's having a blast and it was really nice of you to invite us. You've totally made her the happiest girl in the world tonight."

      "I am really glad I ran into you tonight, Nicole. It's not often that any of us feel like we can meet anyone and be ourselves for a while." With a flirtatious grin, he slowly reaches up and pushes a stray hair behind my ear, letting his thumb brush against my cheek. Goose bumps slide down my arms and my breath catches in my throat.

      I stare at him with my eyes wide. His eyes are sparkling, his lips pursed lightly together. I think I should maybe move closer, or take a step back, but I can’t decide which to choose before he slowly drops his hand and returns it to his front pocket. Where his thumb lightly brushed, my cheek now feels cold, like it’s missing something important. I frown, trying to figure out if that’s a good thing or a bad one, when we’re interrupted by a man dressed in all black.

      “We need to get to work. Scottie and Hoppy didn’t show tonight and we’ve got a dozen more guitars to check for you.”

      My eyes widen. A dozen more guitars? How many does he need?

      Zack nods at the man. “Nicole, this is Grey. He’s one of our roadies.”

      I smile and shake his hand before he walks away. Clearly he’s an all-business kind of guy.

      “Need any help with those?” I smile at Mia as she bounces up to us. Her fingers are practically twitching at the idea of getting her hands on one of Zack Walter’s guitars.

      He raises an eyebrow. “With what?”

      “Tuning your guitars.”

      “You know how?”

      I snort. I can’t help myself. “Mia’s played the guitar since she was nine.”

      Both eyebrows shoot up as he glances back and forth between us. “Really?”

      “Yeah, but if you think that’s impressive, you should hear Nic play…”

      “Mia.” I snap at her even though I know I totally walked right into it. Her eyes are dancing with excitement. If she thought he was interested in me before, she’s probably thinking his interest will only increase if he knows how well I can play.

      “You play…?” Zack looks at me with interest in his eyes. I know he wants me to finish what Mia started. I don’t. Instead, I shrug.

      “Nothing. It was a long time ago.” I reach out to take Mia’s arm. “Come on. I’ll help you out.”

      I look back at Zack and frown. “If that’s okay?”

      He takes one step closer to me, his eyes darkening as he looks me up and down. I start to wonder if someone increased the temperature because my body feels ten degrees warmer. It’s shocking he can do this to me. It’s even more shocking I’m not turning away and running out of here in fear. Yet.

      “Interesting.” His voice is deeper, huskier.

      I swallow, taking a minute to calm down and figure out why him looking at me like this causes my heart race in all sorts of ways that have nothing to do with the thought of music.

      “What is?”

      He gazes directly into my eyes and then frowns. I feel like he’s searching into me, trying to figure out all the half-truths and carefully worded responses tonight and unravel the woman before him. It works. I feel completely unraveled as he stares at me saying nothing.

      One side of his lips twitch.

      “You are.” And then he winks at me playfully. He waves toward the large crate of guitars sitting on the right side of the stage. There must be at least thirty acoustic and electric guitars hanging from the hooks inside, and my jaw drops in awe. I had no idea he would need all of those for a concert. “Knock yourselves out. We need to get practicing.”

      Mia tugs my arm gently in the direction of the guitars.

      “Close your mouth,” she whispers to me. I snap it shut, not even realizing I had it dropped, and scowl at her.

      “I can’t believe you did that to me.”

      “I told you he was interested. He totally wants you.” I cringe at her sing-song voice.

      “Shut up and tune the guitars,” I mutter, and walk over to the crate and peer at an entire row of Martin acoustics and Fender Stratocaster guitars. They’re all so beautiful; I hesitate to take one off its hook. Mia, on the other hand, doesn’t hesitate for a second. She peers along the row as if looking for something specific. With a sly grin, she sighs and removes a Martin OM decorated with black and blue bolts across the front.

      At my raised eyebrow, she holds it out to me and explains. “This is what he played on ‘The Morning Show’ a few months ago.”

      I roll my eyes. “How do you even know all this?”

      “Celeb gossip dot com.” I laugh at her ability to memorize the most inane facts about her favorite rock star, but somehow forget pay her parking tickets.

      We zone out, tuning guitars left and right, not even sure if he’ll need them all. But I admit, I’m lost in the moment and the atmosphere. It’s been years since I have sat with Mia and tuned a guitar, waiting for her to play me something so I can accompany her on the keyboard. I watch Zack out of my eye as he and his band practice the beginnings of a few songs for their sound check.

      But then a vaguely familiar guitar riff begins to play. I look at Zack and freeze. His eyes are down on his hands, mouth pressed close to the microphone.

      He croons into the microphone the same beginning verse that has haunted me for the last year. “Where were you then…”

      It takes a split second, and I see them.

      “Mommy, dance with us! Mommy.” Andrew’s soft hand presses against my clammy cheek.

      I sniff, my voice sounds scratchy and weak. “Mommy’s too sick today, honey.”

      I drop the guitar in my hands as if it just caught on fire and burned me. I look at my hands. They’re shaking and tingling. They feel like they’re being pricked by a thousand needles and I can’t stop the feeling as it travels up my arms. I clench my fists tightly and breathe.

      This will not break me. I can do this. I can listen to this without terror. I unclench my fists and rub them roughly against my thighs, trying to erase the tingling.

      It’s not working…

      I’m transported back to my living room of my old house with my family. I watch Mark in our living room swinging Andrew around while dancing to the radio. His hair swings around his face, his eyes shining while we laugh at Andrew and how he awkwardly wiggles his hips to try to keep the beat. His shaggy brown hair flies out, flopping around as Mark tosses him into the air.

      “…but I love you… it’s all for you…”

      Mark’s brown eyes dance with joy as he swings Andrew in his arms to the song. He stalks toward me and bends down so our eyes are level, singing all the words to his new favorite song.

      “…it’s all for you… forever and all of my days. Your soft skin…”

      I snort pathetically. “If I didn’t feel so sick right now I’d kiss you.”

      Mark’s lips touch mine, gently and lovingly. “Even sick you’re irresistible.”

      “Come on, Dad… dance!” Andrew tugs Mark’s arm as we look into each other’s eyes. It doesn’t matter how long we’ve been married, he still looks at me like he did after our very first kiss. I feel like the most special and treasured gift in the world.

      He leans in and kisses me again before turning and throwing Andrew so high into the air his head almost hits the ceiling. I lay on the couch, covered in a thick blanket, shaking and sweating from the fever. Having the flu in June is miserable. I shudder from the sickness but refuse to take my eyes off my boys dancing around to Mark’s favorite new song.

      When the song ends, Mark sends Andrew to get his baseball cleats on.

      He leans down for one last kiss. “Take a nap and I’ll bring you ice cream home later. Maybe that will help. I love you.” He winks at me, knowing my one weakness is a hot fudge sundae. He knows me perfectly and I love his thoughtfulness.
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