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            Lindsay

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t live like this anymore.

      “Lindsay? Did you hear me?” Shay, my best friend and roommate, yells over the electro-pop song that blares from The Rift’s speakers. My gaze bounces to her as she peers over her shoulder to see what caught my attention, but from where she sits, I doubt she can see much past our booth.

      “Sorry, what?” I ask as the song fades, giving my ears a reprieve when a softer one follows.

      “I asked if you wanted a ride home,” she explains. Light brown curls cascade down her back when she reaches for her purse. “Dustin’s outside.”

      “You’re leaving?” I ask dumbly, and my eyes flit back to where Zavannah Montgomery glowers at me over the rim of her martini glass. When our eyes lock across the bar, she leans into her friend’s side and utters something with a condescending smirk.

      Shay slings her purse over her shoulder with a sigh. “Yeah, I told you earlier, remember? He had to finish the song he was working on, and then he was⁠—”

      “Going to pick you up for a movie night,” I recite, recalling the conversation now. I glance around the bar then down at my untouched Bacardi and Coke. “I’ll stick around to finish my drink, but thanks.”

      “Are you sure? Because Dustin and I get really bored with each other, so you’d be a welcome third wheel if you wanted to join,” she offers with a smirk. She’s the worst liar I’ve ever met. Those two could have a romantic evening watching grass grow and be thoroughly entertained.

      “Screw your flattery.” I crumple up a napkin and toss it at her, but she swats it away with a laugh. “We both know your boyfriend is a bigger priority than me, or you wouldn’t be leaving.” I pout, and she laughs again.

      She has no idea I halfway mean it, if only because I don’t want her to go.

      “I’m not crashing your date,” I maintain. Though I wish I could, at the very least, swallow my pride and accept the ride home.

      I risk a glance toward the bar to find Zav talking animatedly as she and her friends sip their cocktails.

      “Well, if you change your mind and don’t want to pay for a cab, we’ll come get you,” Shay says, drawing my attention back to our booth—our soon-to-be empty booth. My stomach churns at the prospect.

      Shay and I grew up together before I fled our dead-end town in Oklahoma seven years ago. With nowhere else to go, I moved in with my other childhood friend, Ray, and his band here in Georgia to pursue a career in modeling. Then, last year, Shay scored a leading role in a blockbuster movie that was filmed in the city, and she needed a place to stay. As it happened, we’d had a few spare bedrooms.

      I’ll admit, when she first moved in, I mourned the solitude I’d become accustomed to. The biggest perk of living with all men is that they don’t pry the way a woman who has known me my entire life would. But now, the mere thought of her leaving me in this bar is unsettling.

      Shay watches me like she often does, trying to disentangle the web in my mind solely based on my expression. “While I’m gone, maybe you⁠—”

      “No,” I interrupt with a smile.

      Her honey-brown eyes narrow. “You have no idea what I was going to say.”

      “I don’t,” I confess. “But your tone is warning enough.”

      “Just think about what I said the other day,” she relents, glancing at Parker, one of our roommates, whose arms are currently occupied by two gorgeous brunettes with more skin visible than clothing. One of them is clad in what resembles a lace bralette with high-waisted jean shorts that cut so far up her ass they look like underwear. The other wears a pair of leather pants and a bodysuit that ties up the front. The strings are fairly loose and leave little to the imagination, providing a partial view of her cleavage down to her belly button.

      I bite my lip in mock consideration, peering at my olive-green halter top and white pants. I could name a thousand differences between those girls and me, the least of which includes our sense of fashion. “I don’t think I’m his type.”

      “Parker doesn’t have a type,” Shay argues, and I’m tempted to remind her that Dustin is patiently waiting outside just to dodge this conversation.

      But then dread forms a ball in the pit of my stomach at the idea of her leaving, so I opt to entertain her for a bit longer. The headache is worth the few extra moments of bliss.

      “He absolutely does.” I gesture to the half-dressed women, likely groupies from the band’s glory days. “Bare skin. Shayla Tanner, are you insinuating I should take my shirt off to appeal to the male sex? You, of all people⁠—”

      “Oh, please.” She throws her head back in exasperation. “You are remarkably stubborn. You know very well that Parker is, at most, going to make out with one of them, get bored, and then ride home with you.”

      I blink. He does usually leave when I do, but not because he’s bored with the evening’s prospects. He’s too much of a gentleman to let me leave alone, no matter how many times I tell him I can manage a cab on my own.

      Shay smirks when I don’t have a comeback, under the assumption that she won this round. “See? He’s not that guy. If he were, he’d leave you high and dry like Ray.” She gestures to Parker again because our other roommate, the owner of this esteemed drinkery, is currently MIA—typical when we go out with him. Ray Pierce is better accustomed to the drink menu than running his business.

      Parker bends to talk in Groupie Number Two’s ear, and she laughs with a brilliant smile, slaps his chest, and presses her body into his side as she rises on her tiptoes to respond. I grapple with the urge to roll my eyes and lose. “He looks like that guy.”

      I don’t know where Shay gathered that I should date one of our roommates—maybe because she does?—or why the roommate she picked was Parker, but I’m not interested. There’s no need to muddy the waters of our friendship. I have a good thing going, and I’m not about to screw it up because Shay decided I need a love life. I’m perfectly fine on my own.

      In fact, I prefer it.

      As though Parker can sense me staring, he looks up, raising an eyebrow while Groupie Number Two talks his ear off, cozy under his arm.

      Groupie Number One must have cut her losses.

      He wears a fitted, dark T-shirt that hugs his biceps like it was made exclusively for them, and he has a distinctive jawline and blue eyes that, even when obscured by the bar’s neon smoke, slice through the room when they zero in on me. A near shade of indigo.

      The only reason I don’t immediately look away is because then it would appear as though I was caught watching them. Which I wasn’t. So, I give him a small smile before diverting my attention back to Shay, who is currently listing off all the reasons Parker isn’t “that guy.”

      Truthfully, I know he’s not. He’s one of the best men I know. But if she’s ever going to abandon this stupid notion, I have to plant seeds of doubt in her mind.

      “You’re getting annoyed,” she finishes, checking the time on her phone. Tonight’s groupies aren’t the only ones with attributes I lack. I may be a model, but Shay has been the prettiest girl I’ve known since we were seven years old.

      “Getting isn’t the word I’d use,” I sass, picking up my Bacardi and Coke. My lips close around two cocktail straws, and I gulp the cocktail. If this weren’t my third drink of the evening, I probably would have snapped at her for pursuing the subject already.

      I hear Zav squeal and cackle across the bar, and the sound resembles a storm warning, forecasting what’s to come. I know if I look up, I’ll find her staring directly at me again.

      Shay sighs and takes my hand across the table. “It’s just… you’re always alone. You close yourself off to everyone.”

      “Not you,” I argue, drawing a straw out of my drink and pointing it at her. “Not our roommates.”

      Her thumb taps absently on the back of my hand. “That’s exactly what I mean. You don’t trust many people, and I get it, I really, really do. That’s why you should give Parker a chance.”

      “Shay—”

      “I’m not saying you should go over there, shove the brunettes aside, and lay one on him, but keep your mind open to the possibility.”

      “The possibility of… going over there, shoving the brunettes aside, and laying one on him…?” I snark, forever my favored defense mechanism. I learned the art of deflection from the King of Sarcasm himself: Chandler Bing from Friends.

      Shay gives me a derisive look. “You know what I mean.”

      As much as I want to argue with her, she’s right. She also knows me better than anyone, male roommates included. Shay was by my side in Oklahoma before she was old enough to understand the depth of my trauma. She encouraged me when my aunt enrolled me in a theater program to keep me out of my parents’ house, where I met Ray. She was there when Ray moved five states away for his mom’s job. Shay watched firsthand as I quite literally stumbled through the halls of elementary, middle, and high school, tormented and ridiculed every day for the better part of a decade. And she knows that the only time I ever let myself relax is around our friends.

      They took me in, let me go on tour with them so I wouldn’t be home alone for long periods, and in the meantime, I finished high school online, worked hard to establish a presence in the modeling industry, and built a life for myself that was entirely my own. Where I am now is so far from where I started that one might call me unrecognizable. And the best part is no one knows. Only Shay is privy to what I endured in the near-condemned house next door to hers. And I’ve done everything possible to keep it that way.

      “My mind isn’t what’s closed,” I say finally, deciding that, for all the well-meaning effort she has put into this scheme, she deserves an honest explanation as to why I won’t open myself up to the possibility of a relationship with anyone—much less Parker McClaren.

      My heart is the problem.

      It has been put through the wringer, stomped on, exploited, and ripped open by those who gleaned pleasure from watching me bleed. No one wants it, and just the same, I don’t want to give it away.

      My mind is always open to new possibilities, but my heart is closed for business.

      “I wasn’t… I didn’t think—” Shay curses remorsefully. I don’t have to explain myself further. She knows how protective I am of this life I’ve procured.

      “I know,” I respond as she moves to my side of the booth and wraps me in a hug. I don’t hug her back, but I don’t fight her off either.

      “Just forget it. All of it. I won’t bring it up again, okay?”

      There’s a slight burn behind my eyes. A tingle in my nose. But that’s the extent of my emotion. I’ve gotten good at withholding tears—I’ve had a lifetime of practice, after all. I mask my hurt with anger and irritation as opposed to letting anyone know how I feel. Some days, I can’t help but wonder if I’m not dead inside.

      “You hate me so much right now, don’t you?” she mutters into my hair.

      I give in and return her hug. “No. Your logic makes sense, but I just… I don’t feel that way about him. Plus, nothing is worth how much I have to lose.”

      Parker is everything I’d want if I were capable, but I’m not. So why should I entertain a fantasy? Besides, it’s not like he has feelings for me—this is Shay’s hopeless romantic side weaving a happily ever after that I’ll never attain.

      “Yeah, you’re right.” She releases me, looking so guilt-ridden that I think she might offer to blow off date night with Dustin to stay here with me, but I can’t use her as a shield forever. I relied on her far too much when we were kids to keep her from living her life now.

      I will the pressure in my chest to subside. “Dustin’s waiting. You should go.”

      She hesitates. “Are you sure? Because⁠—”

      “Go. That’s an order. And to make up for the anguish you’ve caused me, I expect a beer to be sent to my booth on your way out.” I smirk, reminiscing on the first fight we had after she moved in, though I can’t remember what about. All I know is I was in the wrong, so I bought her a ridiculously expensive bottle of perfume in apology, only for her to tell me she would have settled for a simple beer.

      She rolls her eyes, then rises from the booth. “Miller, Coors, or⁠—”

      “Stella,” we say in unison, and some of the tension eases from my shoulders. Our roommates are my family, but Shay is my anchor. Without her, I’m pretty sure I’d be lost in a sea of insecurities and ill-intending peers.

      She walks away, drawing the eyes of half the men in the vicinity, hips swaying in her flared leather pants.

      “Who’s your friend?” some guy inquires over the music, loitering by the booth. He looks familiar—an actor, maybe. We get a lot of those here.

      I take a sip of my drink and smile as I prepare to shatter his hopes and dreams. “Dustin Shaw’s girlfriend.”

      “Ahh.” He nods once. Enough said. Dustin has no problem letting everyone know Shay is with him.

      “And what about you?” The guy rests his forearm atop my seat, breath stale with alcohol.

      I bite my lip and turn to give him a once-over, if for nothing else than my own entertainment. Sloppy drunk, lazy smirk, eyes that say things I hope never leave his mouth. He’s probably a C-list actor who was recently dumped by the girl of his dreams because he cheated on her at a bar similar to this one—his attempt to feel like more of a man in the face of his suffering career. I cross my legs and clink my glass to his. “Don’t bother, I’d eat you alive. Now run along.”

      His jaw slackens before he recovers, nods goodbye, and falls in line with a group of dancing women. His ego will survive.

      I fold my arms over my chest, seeking Parker in the thickening crowd. Part of me hoped he’d gotten bored with Groupie Number Two so I’d have someone to talk to, but judging by his absence, that’s doubtful. I might see Ray by the door, but he’s busy entertaining several women I don’t recognize. I’d rather take my chances alone than interrupt his flirting.

      A waitress appears with not one, but two ice-cold beers and sets them in front of me.

      “From the girl across the bar,” she says, and I look past her to find Shay waiting to catch my eye. She blows me a kiss before heading out the door. I laugh and thank the waitress, and the moment I’m alone, five girls slide into either side of the booth, tucking me into the corner.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PARKER

      

      

      “And what about you?” Ginger asks, adjusting the top of what can only be described as a reverse corset. I’m not sure whether she forgot to tie the strings, or if its disheveled nature is a fashion statement.

      A statement either way, I suppose.

      “What about me?” I switch my beer to the arm she’s hanging on to now that her friend is gone. Maybe if I take enough consecutive sips, she’ll take the hint and release her grip. I’m getting tired of talking in nonsensical circles, and short of saying, Get the fuck off of me, I don’t know how to tell her I’m not interested without sounding like a dick.

      I wasn’t interested when she and her friend walked up to me, but I was bored, and there are worse things than getting hit on by two attractive women. My eyes dip to the barely tied strings of her top.

      Okay, I was semi-interested. Like I said: statement. But then I caught Lindsay’s gaze, and the modicum of attraction I’d felt toward them vanished along with my attention span.

      When my eyes travel back to our usual booth, Shay’s standing, laughing as she says something to Lindsay before retreating from the table. Her purse is over her shoulder, but she’s not headed toward the bathroom. She must be leaving.

      “How far is your place?” Ginger asks or repeats; I don’t know which. I’m still distracted.

      She slides a hand over my chest to get my attention, and I grab it before she reaches my face. “Far,” I lie, tipping the longneck bottle to my lips. The house is twenty minutes from here in Solus Ridge, just outside Atlanta, Georgia. Fifteen if you speed.

      “That’s no fun.” She pouts. Then she whispers something so obscene in my ear that I choke on the sip of beer I’ve just taken. It damn near shoots out of my nose.

      Even still, my eyes are darting between Lindsay’s lone booth and searching the crowd for Shay.

      “Uh…” I clear my throat and set my now-empty beer on a table to my right. “Maybe some other time?” It comes out as a question, even though the concept makes my insides recoil. “Anyway, I should… yeah.”

      I pry her fingers from my forearm.

      “Nice to meet you, though,” I add, as though that makes me any less of an asshole for leading her on for half an hour.

      “Shay,” I call as I burst onto the sidewalk. She spins around, halfway to Dustin’s BMW. I lift two fingers in acknowledgment, then jog to meet her.

      She has the grace to look curious about why I followed her out here. “Is everything okay?”

      “Are you leaving?” I ask, then wince. Obviously, she’s not staying.

      She glances around the parking lot. At her patient boyfriend. “I was thinking about it. What do you need?”

      God, she really makes a man work for it. I sigh and run a hand through my hair. Now that I’ve caught up to her, I don’t know what my question was going to be, so I stand here like the idiot I am. Like I need her permission to hit on her best friend.

      “Parker, if you want Lindsay to notice you, make her notice you.” Shay pats my face, then places a kiss on my cheek. “But be warned… she doesn’t make it easy.”

      With that said, Shay drives off with Dustin, and I take a beat before reentering the bar, nodding to the bouncers as they hold the doors open for me.

      Lindsay has always been closed off, but I thought that was part of her charm until Shay alluded to her undesirable upbringing a while back. Whatever that means.

      Of all the girls in the world, I’m drawn to the smoking-hot, emotionally unavailable vixen I’ve known for so long that it might be impossible to escape the friend zone.

      That should be a major deterrent, but it only spurs my infatuation with her.

      “Hey, you.” Ginger hooks her arm around mine, tan skin glistening with sweat. It’s like she emerged from the smoke. “Change your mind?”

      I detach her from my arm in the least offensive way possible. “Sorry, no.”

      There’s only one woman in this bar that I want, and she’s currently pushed into the far corner of our booth by several girls, gripping two beer bottles like she might bash them over someone’s head at any second.

      Ginger sighs, then leaves with her friend while I search for Ray. Last I saw him, he was talking with some music executives, but if I know him, he has already moved on to more interesting company. My suspicions are confirmed when I spot him.

      “Yo.” I slap Ray on the arm, and he turns away from the blonde woman he’s been toying with all night. Because Ray doesn’t flirt, and he doesn’t initiate—he acts the most disinterested a guy can be and somehow ends up landing the girl every single time.

      If only that tactic worked for me. I fear that if I played hard to get with Lindsay, she’d forget I exist.

      “Problem?” Ray’s half-raised eyebrow makes it clear I’m interrupting something.

      I jerk my chin toward our booth. “Eventually.”

      I could have dealt with this myself, but in addition to owning the bar and having the authority to remove someone, Ray is persuasive with women in ways I’ll never comprehend. He has a significantly higher chance of diffusing the situation without causing a scene.

      “Ah, shit,” he grumbles, tipping his head back to guzzle a shot before he bops the blonde on the nose. “Sorry, Missy. Duty calls. Find you later, though?”

      She gives him a coy smile. “We’ll see.”

      I grab his arm and force him away before he forgets why I bothered him in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LINDSAY

      

      

      Zav settles across from me as two models I vaguely recognize take up the remaining space on my side of the booth. Serena and Jannette something-or-other are beside her, smiling innocently as though we’re all friends enjoying a fun night out.

      “You know,” Zav begins, dark green eyes settling on me, “it’s pretty tactless to sit in such a large booth when you’re alone.”

      I puff out my bottom lip in consideration. Zav and I have been stalking in circles for three years. Since the day she signed with my modeling agency and decided to turn every last person against me. For what purpose, I may never know. She hates me—she makes that clear any time we’re in the same room—but like hell will I let her know it hurts, even if every encounter chisels off another sliver of my soul.

      “Perks of being the bar owner’s best friend, I suppose,” I remark.

      Zav smirks with clenched teeth, peering down her pointed nose. “At least you have that going for you—hot friends.”

      The other women snicker, and Zav dazzles them with a smile.

      I hate that she’s pretty. I don’t know that the alternative would make a difference, but I’d feel better if she weren’t built like every man’s dream. Zav is curvy in all the right places, and because she has the world’s depiction of the perfect body type, she degrades everyone else with her judgmental stare alone. Never mind when she opens her mouth.

      But they’re only words. They can’t hurt me if I don’t let them.

      Oh, but I do. I always do.

      “What do you want, Zav?” I drone, but my heart is racing.

      She presses her lips into a pout, then runs a finger around the rim of my beer bottle. “I thought I made my intentions clear, or are you stupid? This is our booth now. Get lost.”

      I finish off my Bacardi and Coke, then pull both beers out of her reach, knowing if I don’t, they’ll end up in my lap.

      When I don’t attempt to leave, Zav scrunches her nose and laughs, looking at her friends as though they’re all in on the same joke. “She must think I’m kidding.”

      “No, I just couldn’t care less about what you want.” I tip one of my beers back, then lean into my seat—the drunker I am for this, the better.

      Ray’s Rockin’ Rift has a mile-long waitlist every night and caters to public figures’ privacy, meaning everyone who attends has to be preapproved. Everyone except for his roommates, who have a reserved booth any night of the week.

      So, Zav doesn’t want to kick me out of a random seat I acquired amidst the packed bar crowd. She wants to humiliate me by forcing me out of a booth reserved for me.

      “Then I’ll make this simple for you. Do you like ultimatums?” She sucks on her teeth, lacing her fingers on the table and sliding forward in her seat. “Give us your booth or wear our drinks for the rest of the night, until your boyfriends are done getting laid by girls that aren’t you because they probably can’t stand the sight of your anorexic body.”

      Heat flares in my chest. “How about you get the hell out of my booth, or I’ll yank those hair extensions right out of your⁠—”

      A shadow falls across the table, and we crane our necks to find Parker and Ray standing above us with unamused expressions. Ray bends, resting his forearms on the table and giving each of the girls a long look.

      Zav eyes both men, twirling a strand of red hair around her index finger. She lingers on Ray, soaking in his ripped arms and the way his black muscle shirt clings to his torso. He must have ditched his signature leather vest at some point. There’s a five o’clock shadow on his face that darkens his hooded hazel eyes, and if I didn’t know him so well, one glance might melt my brain, too.

      “We were just talking about you boys,” she says silkily.

      “Were you now?” Amusement twinkles in Ray’s eyes. He knows the two of us don’t get along, but he doesn’t know the extent of our feud. If he hits on her…

      I squeeze my eyes shut and force the thought from my brain. I don’t want to imagine the torture I’d have to endure if he gave her any amount of attention.

      “Uh-huh,” she purrs, strategically glancing at his lips. “I asked Lindsay if she thought you might be interested in hanging out later…”

      Ray glances at me, arching an eyebrow as he captures a toothpick between his teeth. Normally, he’d have a cigarette in its place, but he’s been trying to quit smoking. He looks up at Parker, who leans against the side of the booth with crossed arms. “I don’t know, what do you think about that, Parks?” he asks, gaze trailing over Zav like she’s a snack, which earns him a smile.

      A muscle twitches in Parker’s jaw, and I notice he’s watching me, not Ray and Zav’s vomit-inducing exchange.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Ray continues when it’s clear his wingman is out of commission. A knowing smirk morphs his expression as he pushes off the table to give my archnemesis one last thorough inspection. “Tasteless isn’t my style.”

      I choke on a laugh, and Zav gapes at him, stunned to silence.

      Parker jerks his chin and speaks without gracing them with his attention. “Leave.”

      With a clutter of shocked expressions, cashmere, and glittering accessories, they exit the booth in indignation.

      “I need another drink after that.” Ray whistles, then nods at Parker before turning toward the bar. “Stay with her. I don’t want a catfight breaking out in my bar.”

      Parker does as he’s told, sliding into the seat beside me.

      “I don’t need a babysitter.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      He doesn’t argue, and a sanctimonious part of me wants to believe his silence is a result of knowing I’m right. As much as I appreciate their interference, I could have handled Zav on my own. If she starts to think I have a security detail, she’ll get more creative with the ways in which she corners me.

      “Seriously.” I sigh, swallowing two—no, four—long gulps of beer. “Go find that girl you were flirting with. Don’t waste your time on me. I’m fine.”

      I’m not fine—not in the slightest—but the last thing I want is to be a burden. Or worse: a buzzkill.

      Parker bumps our knees under the table with a smirk, then takes a swig from my untouched beer, biceps flexing against his sleeve with the movement. “She left.”

      “You’re kidding.” I furrow my brows, disbelieving. “She seemed so into you.”

      He snorts, resting his head against the booth and rolling it toward me. “Maybe a little too into me. She asked me to meet her in the men’s restroom.”

      My eyes widen, and I lift my beer in salute to Groupie Number Two. “Classy girl.”

      “She must have mistaken me for Ray,” he remarks, then picks at the label on his bottle, his smile faltering a bit. “Does she always say shit like that?”

      “About hooking up in bathroom stalls?” I ask lightly, bringing my beer back to my lips. “You’d know better than me.”

      He gives me a dark look.

      Okay, it would seem we’re no longer joking.

      “What’s that look for?” I play dumb. Judging by his expression, he witnessed more of my conversation with Zav than I thought.

      His jaw ticks, wild blue eyes trained on me. “I heard Zav, Lindsay. What the hell was that about?”

      “You caught her in an exceptionally rotten mood.” I wave my hand dismissively, sitting straighter as though to compensate for everything I lack.

      “Why are you lying?” Parker asks. Direct. Leaving no room for avoidance. The only other person who can back me into a corner like this is Shay.

      “I’m not,” I say evenly. Maybe too coldly.

      Parker rotates toward me with accusatory eyes. “I know you two have some dumb chick rivalry, but I had no idea she spoke to you like that. Is that why you can’t stand her? Are she and her friends always so rude?”

      I wince at his tone. “Of course not. Let it go, okay?”

      “No, I won’t let it go,” he argues, gripping the edge of the table with one hand while the other rests on the back of the booth, boxing me in. I stare at his clenched jaw and hardened eyes, surprised by the magnitude of anger radiating off him. “How often do they⁠—”

      “They don’t,” I interrupt. Mild panic settles in my gut, and every nerve in my body begs for me to flee. “We argue a lot—girl drama, like you said. Zav and her friends have known each other since their first Little Miss pageants, and I’ve never so much as attended one. Really, it’s nothing.”

      I scoot forward, motioning for him to get out of the booth, but he won’t budge. Short of crawling underneath the table, I’m trapped.

      “I need another drink,” I explain.

      He grabs the beer from my hand and swishes it around. “Feels pretty full to me.”

      I clench my jaw and wait for him to move anyway, but he doesn’t. “Would you just let me out?”

      “Not until you give me an honest answer.”

      “There was a question in there?” I ask, crossing my arms to feel more in control of the situation. “I thought you were just spewing bullshit.”

      “Don’t—”

      “Bottoms up.” Ray slides into the seat opposite ours with two rounds of shots tucked between his fingers.

      I scoot away from Parker and take a glass. The liquor burns my throat on the way down, causing my eyes to water as a fire settles in my chest. Tequila. Ray’s favorite. I personally prefer whiskey, but I’m too grateful for the interruption to complain.

      Ray assesses us with pensive eyes, and if he notices the tension, it must be bad. The man is as oblivious as a rock most days. “Did I miss something?”

      Parker sucks on his teeth, still glaring at me, then he shakes his head. “Nothing new.”

      He knocks back both of his shots, then absconds into the crowd of dancing bodies, probably to find someone new to occupy his time. Or maybe to track down Groupie Number Two in the men’s room. Who knows?

      It’s not like I care who he sets his blue-eyed sights on.

      “What crawled up his ass?” Ray wonders aloud, drinking both of his shots, as well.

      I run my finger along the rim of my empty glass, contemplating whether I want the second. I’m already stressed between my conversations with Shay, Zav, and now Parker. Too much liquor will only make dominating my emotions a more strenuous task. “Me, apparently.”

      Ray snickers. “What’d you do?”

      I merely shrug. There’s no way I’m broaching this subject with him—not if he didn’t overhear what Parker obviously did. Ray is protective, and his current demeanor conveys nothing of the sort. He would have Zav banned from The Rift for life if he knew.

      And as appealing as that concept is, she’s my problem. Not his. The last thing I need is for him to get involved, especially now that I have Parker on my back. Between him and Shay, I might need to invest in a saddle.

      I wish they could see that I don’t need their help. I don’t need anyone’s help. I am entirely capable of dealing with Zav on my own.

      Like I do with everything.

      “Are you going to drink that?” Ray taps my untouched shot, interrupting my rumination. I slide it toward him with a headshake, careful to keep my eyes on the table. Zav and her friends lost their seats when they tried to bully me out of mine, but I pretend not to notice their glares.

      “I’m calling it a night,” I tell Ray, gesturing to the remainder of my beer in case he wants it. “See you tomorrow.”

      He nods goodbye, but his eyes are already prowling the crowd for his next conquest, so I’m not entirely sure he heard me. With a sigh, I inch between customers and order a cab before Parker notices I’m gone and tries to accompany me.
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      “Night two, baby!” Ray hoots as he speeds through the kitchen. He drums on my shoulders as he passes where I sit on a stool at the island, nursing a reusable bottle of water after my run.

      Parker, Dustin, and Cody—my fourth and final male roommate, if I have anything to say about it—aren’t far behind him. They greet me as they set their things down and disperse through the kitchen in search of something to eat.

      They’ve been in the studio all day, adding the final touches to a track on their upcoming reunion album. Before their reconciliation, Fine Line broke up six years ago at the height of their careers because, to be blunt, they were young punks with too many creative and personal differences to be living under the same roof. Parker and Cody moved out, and the four of them didn’t speak for five years until Parker proposed a truce over a year ago. Not long after they released the first single from their next album, they decided it made more sense to live together, so Parker and Cody moved back in.

      I fold my arms on the counter and rest my head on them, closing my eyes for a minute.

      My limbs bear a heavy ache from my run. To stay in shape, I work out four to five days a week, skipping most weekends to let my muscles recuperate. I have a healthy diet and a good metabolism, so any more than that would add unnecessary strain on my muscles.

      Today was supposed to be a rest day, but with nothing to do but stew in the quiet, I decided to go for a run to get my mind off… well, my entire life.

      “I still think track five needs work,” I hear Dustin say from the refrigerator as a cabinet door snaps shut to my right. Someone moves past me and squeezes my shoulder in a brief but silent greeting. “The bridge is weak, and the chorus could be better.”

      Cody scoffs. “You wrote it.”

      “It’s not like you offered any feedback,” Dustin points out. “I think we should hit the brakes on this one until we come up with a better hook.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “For the record—” Ray interjects from what sounds like the breakfast nook across the room. “I don’t think it’s that bad.”

      “Not that bad means it could be better,” Parker offers, to which both Cody and Ray groan.

      “I agree with Parker,” Dustin announces.

      Cody grumbles something unintelligible as a stool scrapes across the floor.

      “Linz, do you want a sandwich before we go out?” Parker calls from inside the walk-in pantry.

      I nod, then realize he can’t see me. “Sure, but I might stay in.”

      The eerie feeling of being watched creeps up my spine, and the commotion that plagued the kitchen moments ago seems to have ceased. Slowly, I lift my head to find my roommates watching me with equal measures of confusion.

      “What?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      Then Ray’s behind me, pressing a palm to my forehead before placing two fingers on my neck and wrist to check for a pulse. I roll my eyes.

      “It’s as I feared,” he announces. “There’s nothing medically wrong with her. We have to assume the worst.”

      “Psychotic break?” Cody leans against the stove, blond hair flopping over his forehead.

      Using the same serious, concerned tone, Dustin counters, “Doppelgänger?”

      Only Parker, who rests against the pantry doorframe with a loaf of bread, doesn’t offer a suggestion.

      “Nope,” Ray disagrees. “Lindsay’s possessed.”

      “Would you stop it?” I swat his hands away. “Is it so hard to believe I might want to stay in tonight?”

      “Yes,” they say in unison.

      “Aren’t you the one usually begging me to go out?” Dustin asks in a disbelieving tone.

      I narrow my eyes and shoot him my favorite finger. He has me there. Before Shay came along, Dustin was a borderline recluse who refused to do anything but wallow over the band’s failures.

      “You have to come,” Ray argues. “Dustin and Cody are domesticated, thanks to their girlfriends.” He says it like a dirty word. “You can’t leave me and Parker to our vices. Besides, you’ll be bored by yourself all night.”

      Boredom is better than probable humiliation. I wish Zav’s likely presence at the bar wasn’t a huge factor in my desire to become a shut-in, but it is. Maybe that’s why I can’t bring myself to meet Parker’s inquisitive gaze.

      “I’m rather looking forward to the quiet, actually,” I say. If Shay was going, I might consider it, but since the premiere of the first Reese Wayne movie, she has been in high demand for roles. The second movie premiered early this year, so between the press tour and the minor role she accepted in an upcoming comedy that’s filming an hour away, she’s rarely home.

      “Lindsay Birmingham,” Ray orders, pressing his palms together. “You are going to get off this stool, put on something fancy, and then bring your skinny ass back out here so we can go to the bar.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “You don’t have to come.” Parker drops the bread onto the counter and begins making our sandwiches. My relief is short-lived when he lifts his head, midway through slicing a tomato. “Just tell everyone why you want to stay in.”

      I grit my teeth and match his stare. There aren’t many lies these boys would accept, so short of telling the truth—never mind that Parker will know if I don’t—I have no excuse.

      “Look, I’m tired. And sweaty.” I pinch the damp fabric of my tank top and peel it away from my skin for emphasis. “I still have to shower, and like I said, I’m in the mood for a quiet night in.”

      Ray rests his forearms on my shoulders and clasps his hands in front of me, messy curls falling against my head when he leans forward. “Does this have something to do with why you were being prickly last night?” he asks.

      “Prickly?” I ask, indignant. “I was not prickly.”

      “When I asked Parker why you pissed him off, he said you were, and I quote, ‘being prickly as always.’”

      My cheeks burn, and I drop my gaze to my lap, wondering what else they discussed about me last night. “Gee, thank you, household gossip mill,” I snark, but my tone lacks its usual bite.

      “Oh, come on, Linz,” Ray exasperates, but I grab my phone and oversized water bottle off the counter, then duck beneath his arms to stand.

      Freaking prickly.

      Parker intercepts me before I hit the archway that leads into the living room. He reaches for my arm, but I lift a hand in warning. “Careful, Parker. I might stab you with all my prickly edges.”

      His head bobs with a chuckle. “I don’t think you’re prickly, pretty girl.”

      I scrunch my nose at the nickname. “Liar.”

      He extracts the phone and water from my hand, then sets them aside and pulls me into a hug. “Okay,” he admits, holding me firm against his chest so I can’t escape. “Maybe, sometimes, you’re quick to get a little… irritated…” he finishes, and the smile in his voice only further pisses me off. “But it’s part of your charm, right, boys?”

      “Exactly,” Ray says unhelpfully, and Cody and Dustin voice their agreement.

      Another set of arms wraps around me from behind, and I groan.

      “Group hug!” Ray pokes me in the ribs, and before I know it, I’m smothered to death by the stupid, affectionate idiots I don’t know why I choose to live with.

      “We love you, Linz.” Ray kisses the top of my head.

      “I hate you all,” I mutter, yet I allow myself to relax into Parker. It’s not like I can go anywhere until they decide to let me go. And despite what I said, I love them more than life, and Parker’s firm chest isn’t the worst place to rest my head.

      Ray gives me a final squeeze from behind, then releases me. “So… was that a yes for the bar or…?”

      My eyes bounce up to Parker, then to the floor, before my arms fall to my sides as I move away from him. “Fine. Whatever. But don’t rush me getting ready.”

      Ray places his hands together in prayer. “Never. I’ll schedule a cab.”
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        * * *

      

      When I step out of my bathroom, freshly showered with blow-dried hair and a towel tucked around my chest, there’s a turkey sandwich waiting for me on the corner of the dresser.

      My stomach grumbles in anticipation, so I tighten the towel and sit on the edge of my bed, smiling at the sticky note attached to the rim of the plate.

      
        
        Even prickly people need to eat. Enjoy. – P

      

      

      I snort, then sink my teeth into the fluffy bread with a sigh. Parker has always been the most attentive of my roommates, even when we were teenagers; it doesn’t surprise me that he remembered I needed to eat.

      Once I finish the sandwich, I turn the TV on to drown out my thoughts, then sift through my bursting closet. I was using Parker and Cody’s rooms to store my extra clothes before they moved back in. Now I’m forced to fit everything into my tiny walk-in closet.

      I shimmy into a black leather skirt and an off-the-shoulder lavender top, then quickly swipe some mascara onto my lashes, only half listening to Heart 2 Heart: Lyss & Ly, a popular YouTube podcast hosted by two sisters. They mostly discuss pop-culture trends and trivial celebrity gossip, but it proves a mindless distraction.

      Or so I thought.

      My ears perk at a shift in segments.

      “Speaking of sleeping around,” Lyla, one of the sisters, says. “I know this is a widely discussed topic, but we’ve never talked about it.”

      “Yes, and with photos from the Bloom Winter Fashion Show circulating, we thought it was time we did,” Lyssa continues as several photos display on the screen.

      Lyla nods, and they stop on a close-up of me on the runway. “Lindsay Birmingham is a well-known model who is signed with Mode Model Management, the renowned French modeling agency subsidiary. Now that her best friend, Shayla Tanner, was cast as Reese Wayne in the movie adaptation of the fiction series phenomenon, and Fine Line, a once widely known band that she lives with, got back together over a year ago, she’s more relevant than ever.”

      “I have to admit, it has always weirded me out that pre-Shay and band breakup, Lindsay lived alone with four guys when she was only seventeen. I can’t imagine what went on behind closed doors. Like, where were her parents?”

      “I agree that it’s odd,” Lyla admits. “Especially going along with our next point, which we’ll get to in a moment. Lindsay has been known to go for rock stars—take Jamie LeMont, for instance.”

      The screen changes to a photo I’ll never live down. It’s of me making out with the drummer of a famous band in the front seat of his truck. It was not one of my finer moments, and thanks to the internet, the whole world got to witness it.

      “Yes!” Lyssa enthuses. “That was mere days before he was first seen with his now-wife, Victoria Green. Then there was that homeless⁠—”

      “She means grunge.”

      “—indie rocker from California⁠—”

      Lyla holds up a hand. “For the record, their relationship was never confirmed, but it’s clear Lindsay has a type. And now, these pictures from Bloom Winter have been going viral. At first, I was skeptical, but the closer you look…”

      They zoom in on my stomach, the angle making it look as though it sticks out farther than it did in the bodysuit I wore on the runway. My chest tightens. I should turn this off.

      “She looks pregnant, doesn’t she?”

      “A girl lives with that many guys at such a young age, all of whom get drunk every weekend at Ray’s Rockin’ Rift—a known celebrity cesspool? I’m sure she has spent considerable time in every one of their bedrooms.”

      “Like a community sex toy?”

      Lyssa chokes on her laugh. “You are terrible. But realistically, it was only a matter of time until someone knocked that girl up. I don’t know how anyone could find that shocking.”

      “Also, she has been MIA since the fashion show. How far along do you think she is here?” Lyla wiggles in her chair, giddy from gossip. “Ugh, I’m so curious whose it could be.”

      Lyssa opens her mouth as though she has something to say but doesn’t want to contradict her sister.

      Lyla rolls her eyes. “Spill.”

      Lyssa laughs. “Well, it’s just… this is fun and all, but have you seen her? Lindsay Birmingham is notoriously skinny. I mean, she probably starves herself and survives on a liquid diet to maintain her figure. Maybe she succumbed to her desires for a big, juicy cheeseburger right before she took the runway.”

      Both girls laugh, and my stomach churns with disgust. “Okay, okay, people—settle this for us: pregnant or—” Lyla chortles, hardly able to utter the words between fits of laughter. “Pregnant or food baby? Comment to let us know.”

      Lyla chimes in. “Also, let us know if you’ve seen her lately—the first person to prove she’s preggers gets to replace my sister on the show for a day.”

      “Hey, now⁠—”

      I shut off the TV.

      “Or maybe not every goddamn camera angle is flattering. Maybe someone’s life shouldn’t be inappropriately depicted by two high school dropouts,” I growl, throwing the remote behind me. It clatters against my headboard, and the back pops off, sending the batteries flying.

      People subscribe to this garbage. They tune in daily to listen to these two unqualified grown women speculate about people they’ve never met. And I’m ashamed to admit I was one of them until today.

      I should have stopped listening the second I knew they were talking about me, but a self-sabotaging part of me had to hear what they said.

      I’ll never outrun the slut allegations—I made peace with that years ago—but the pregnancy rumors are a new low. Showing off my body is part of my profession, and therefore, opens me up to judgment, so I’m used to being scrutinized. But this… on top of Zav’s constant remarks…

      I want to be left alone.

      There’s a knock on my door, and Parker peeks his head inside. “Ready? Cab’s here.”

      I train my eyes on my plush white carpet, taking a slow breath before I force a smile. “Yep. Let me grab my phone. It’s charging in the bathroom.”

      No, it’s not. It’s in my back pocket, so I pray he doesn’t look too closely at my ass when I cross the room. Avoiding my reflection in the mirror, I take several breaths, curling my trembling hands into fists. My chest aches from where their words struck, but I force down the pain, pull my shoulders back, suck my stomach in, and hold my head higher. When I feel composed enough to face another human, I exit the bathroom to find Parker waiting for me.

      “Got it.” I wave my phone, then return it to my pocket and stop in front of him since he’s blocking my exit.

      His gaze skates across my face, but it’s as though his eyes belong to someone else. To a stranger. To someone who probably thinks less of me now, knowing what other people see when they look at me. They belong to someone who thinks I’m prickly.

      Opinions don’t belong to individuals. They catch like wildfire, and the second someone views you in a certain light, you’re labeled. You’re that one person’s opinion in everyone’s eyes.

      I saw it firsthand with my fellow models when Zav came along and planted the idea that I’m not model material in their heads. Then came the downcast eyes, hushed snickers, and judgmental remarks.

      Opinions are a contagion to the brain, and I’m afraid that Parker’s new insight will spread and infect the rest of my friends—the only people in my life at all.

      Parker doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t move out of my way either. I feel an unwarranted sense of déjà vu coming.

      I clear my throat. “Are we done here? I thought the cab was waiting.”

      “It can keep waiting,” he says, expression morphing into one I can’t decipher. “What’s wrong?”

      Irritation flares, and I push past him before he can trap me like he did in our booth last night. “Nothing’s wrong, Parker. Mind your own business.”
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        * * *

      

      Ray is an enigma. I’ve never known a woman to resist him. Well, besides myself, but I’ve known him too well for too long to fall victim to his charms.

      The moment we get to The Rift and lock up our phones—a security measure so public figures can have fun without worrying about out-of-context videos surfacing online—Ray orders three rounds of tequila shots, then disappears with a short, curvy blonde who looks far too smart to be seduced by him.

      When he doesn’t return, Parker orders another round and, to his credit, doesn’t abandon me for the woman eyeing him across the room. However, it’s clear that even though he’s sitting with me, he’s pissed about earlier. And probably last night again.

      It’s nearing eleven p.m., and he hasn’t said a word besides to ask if I wanted my last shot. I declined, he drank it, and we fell back into a silence that’s beginning to wear on my resolve.

      I hate being at odds with any of my roommates, much less Parker. He’s usually a burst of calm in our chaotic household, not an additional stressor.

      Zav and her entourage arrived fifteen minutes ago, and I swear the first thing she did was pick me out of the crowd. She wiggled her fingers with a smile, but since Parker is beside me, she has yet to approach.

      “Do you want to leave?” Parker leans in so I can hear him over the skull-crushing bass.

      “Nope,” I cut in quickly. “Being bored here is so much better than being bored at home.”

      He remains unamused.

      “I need another drink. Do you want anything?” I ask.

      “I’m okay.” Parker exits our booth so I can get out, but when I stand, he puts a hand on my arm and nods toward the bar. “I’ll go—Bacardi and Coke, right?”

      I watch him for a second, impressed that he knows my preferred drink, much less the type of liquor I like in it.

      “It’s fine. I need to stretch my legs anyway.” I touch his forearm and step around him.

      Dizziness washes over me as I walk to the other side of the bar, and it takes a while, but I manage to find an opening big enough to squeeze through. The gentle hum buzzing beneath my skin warns that I don’t need another drink, but since I already braved the crowd, I order one anyway. Drinks are on the house for Ray’s friends, which means I’m not losing money if I don’t drink it.

      I take a courage-inducing sip before I face the sea of bodies again, praying for powers of invisibility.

      I went the long way to avoid walking past Zav and her friends on my way up here, but a cluster of people blocks my escape route, and no amount of badgering moves them.

      There’s only one solution: I need to find a new freaking bar. One without snobby models who hate me and handsome, blue-eyed men who know my drink without having to ask.

      My chest presses against barstool after barstool as I inch through the crowd, venturing closer to Zav with each step. I try to move deeper onto the dance floor, only to end up back where I started. As long as they don’t turn around, I should be able to go by unnoticed.

      I keep my head down, eyes on the floor, and I’m nearly past her when my foot hooks on something and sends me flailing forward. I steady myself on a stool, spilling most of my drink on the feet of its occupant. I mumble an apology and spin around in time for something cold and wet to splash down my shirt.

      “God, I’m so sorry.” Zav is in front of me, a martini glass overturned in her hand. “This place is a madhouse; I didn’t see you there,” she says, throwing a crinkled napkin at me. I catch it against my chest, and she swivels back to her friends with a smile playing on her lips.

      I want to scream at her, but what good would that do?

      I move a few paces so she can’t propel anything else at me while I clean myself up, but I can hear her shrill voice behind me when I reach over the bar for more napkins.

      “A crop top and mini skirt?” Zav exclaims to her friends as I dab at my clothes. Her drink did the most damage to my shirt, but my forearms are drenched, and a little trickles down my thighs. “With those chicken legs? No one wants to see that much of her skin.”

      Ignore her.

      “If she wore baggier clothes, she’d at least have the illusion of curves,” she remarks. “I doubt there’s a man in here turned on by her rib cage.”

      It takes every ounce of self-control I possess not to dump what’s left of my drink over her head. I have to be better than her.

      It’s a loud bar. She doesn’t know I can still hear her, regardless of her intentions. Furthermore, I’m not in the mood for a fight, and if Parker catches her harassing me again, he might lose his mind on both of us.

      Or worse, pressure me to explain.

      “How much do you think we’d have to pay someone to go out with her?” Zav continues. I throw the crumpled napkins down on the bar and try to move, but I’m stuck behind a group of drunken, gyrating asshats. “For real, though. Even her roommates won’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.”

      I clench my fists. Petty drink-throwing may be out of the question—I have more class than that—but I’m not above punching her square in the face. In fact, I’d be doing her a favor; she’d finally have a good reason to get the nose job I’ve heard her going on about for months.

      Right as I’m preparing myself to do just that, a firm hand slides over my waist from behind, rooting me in place.

      “Dance with me,” a low, familiar voice commands. Warm breath caresses my cheek, and my back is pressed into a solid, brawny chest.

      I blink in confusion, prepared to whip around, when Parker’s hand kneads into my hip, keeping his lips close to my ear. “Don’t turn around. Pretend you’re into it.”

      “Pretend I’m what?” I choke out, though I remain where I am and attempt to keep my expression neutral—or more accurately, I attempt to keep the complete and utter horror from displaying on my face. He sways us to the beat of the song, sliding his hands across my stomach and— “Whoa, okay. Parker. What the hell are you doing?”

      I clamp my arms over his hands to keep them from roaming, subsequently spilling what’s left of my drink. My head is spinning, though I’m not sure from what—the alcohol or his proximity.

      I could shove him away. If he were anyone else, I would, but…

      His arms lock around me, lips grazing my cheekbone when he speaks. I suck in a stunned breath. “I want to piss her off.”

      “Wh—who? Zav?” I’m losing words—at a loss for words. My ability to think straight has been dismantled. “You’ll only make things worse,” I manage, but his resolve is as solid as his grip.

      “Good,” he murmurs, extracting the glass from my hand and setting it on the bar. Then he spins me so we’re chest to chest. His arms circle my waist again, swaying us to a song that was not meant for a slow dance. “You know it’s pure jealousy, don’t you? The way she treats you.”

      I manage a strained laugh as he moves us into the crowd. “You must be drunk.”

      “Not drunk,” he refutes, watching me beneath lowered lashes. “Observant. You’re everything she’s not, and she hates you for it.”

      I’m pretty sure I haven’t exhaled since he came up behind me. I’m also pretty sure I’ve never been this close to Parker McClaren—especially not his face. My gaze dips… or his lips.

      Holy shit, maybe I’m drunk. That’s the only explanation as to why his lips are where my attention dwells. They’re mere inches away, and my mind concocts a plethora of imaginative scenarios I have no business entertaining.

      I’m not drunk enough to do something I’ll regret, but I’m drunk enough to want to.

      “Are they still watching?” he asks, forehead resting against mine.

      “I-I don’t know,” I wheeze, struggling to concentrate.

      A slight smirk curves his lips, and his knuckles coast along my jawline as he leans in, nose brushing mine. “You could check.”

      I blink rapidly, trying to clear the fog from my brain. I could check… check what?

      The firmness of his lips? The way his hands might feel in my hair? Or⁠—

      Right, right—Zav and her friends. They’re just over his shoulder at the bar…

      I can’t quite see them. I mean, I probably could, but I also can’t. My senses are limited to touch and sound at the moment, and I have no clue how to reactivate the others while Parker is this close to me.

      “Why are you doing this?” I stop just short of adding to me to the end of that sentence and starting it with how. He withdraws far enough to assess me with his blue eyes, and the intensity of his stare is as overwhelming as his body is close.

      “I don’t like the way they treat you,” he says with an edge. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Swallowing with difficulty, I peer over his shoulder again to find that Zav and her friends are, indeed, watching, and they look appalled. “They’re watching.”

      “You sure?” He presses his lips to the left corner of my mouth, then the right, chuckling softly when I audibly gasp my surprise. He pulls back an inch, awaiting my response.

      I nod mechanically. Then, without warning, he tilts my chin and presses his soft, full lips to mine, causing a jolt of shock to zap through my body, burning from my lips to my toes.

      His mouth is hot and gentle, tasting of tequila and something sweet that I can’t identify. His fingers comb through my hair and curve around my ear before he pulls back half an inch. “You know, it’d be more believable if you kissed me back.”

      I drag a hand along the curve of his cheekbone and the defined line of his jaw, drawing his face back to mine to shut him up.

      Every rational thought is smothered by his lips and the pounding in my chest. His mouth is intentional and firm and explorative, and one of his hands presses me into him while the other buries in my hair.

      My head spins, although I don’t think that’s a side effect of the alcohol this time. I can’t recall the last time I was kissed like this, if ever. I arch my back to bring him closer, vaguely aware that we’re in a room full of people. That Zav is one of them. Yet, I can’t bring myself to care. I’ve never felt so wanted. It’s as though with every pull of his lips, Parker’s communicating with me. Speaking in a language only the two of us share.

      Warmth spreads across my chest in an emphatic blend of reverie and solace, followed by a spike of anxiety.

      “Mmm, stop.” I curse against Parker’s mouth and shrink back as my brain catches up with my body, but someone rams into us and thrusts me back into his arms. He grabs me as the assailant offers a slurred apology, and I grip his shoulders to steady myself.

      His gaze drifts from my eyes to my mouth, but there’s a glint of uncertainty in them.

      “Parker, we can’t. You’re—I’m—we’re… we can’t,” I stutter helplessly.

      That was a revenge kiss to get back at Zav. A pity kiss because he felt bad for me. I shouldn’t have let myself enjoy it so much. I shouldn’t have kissed him back.

      “No, we can’t,” I maintain, as though he argued with me.

      Parker lowers his head to level with me, but he doesn’t make another move. “We already did, pretty girl.”

      “That doesn’t mean we should have,” I argue, but it occurs to me, as he surrenders, that I don’t care if kissing him is wrong. I don’t care that we’re friends, roommates, or that one disagreement is all it would take for the band to break up and for Parker to leave again—all thoughts I’m going to hate myself for tomorrow.

      Tonight, I have Parker’s proximity and liquid courage fueling my ambitions. I want to kiss him again.

      “Never mind,” I say, and my voice cracks.

      “What?” he asks, confusion lining his handsome face.

      “I said, ‘never mind.’” I suck in a breath and lean into him, and the second he realizes what I want, his lips are back on mine. This is a mistake, but I’m finding it hard to care as his hands tangle in my hair.

      The music pulsates through me, vibrating my skin and numbing my inhibitions. We kiss, dance, come up for air, and repeat for so long that I nearly forget where we are. I’ve entirely lost track of time when a tap on my shoulder shatters the moment, and I choke on a breath as I regain my bearings.

      “You have a call,” a bartender yells over the music. I furrow my eyebrows, certain I misheard him. “Ray,” he clarifies.

      “Ray’s here,” I reason.

      The bartender shakes his head. “He left a little while ago.”

      “Of course, he did.” God only knows what he has gotten himself into this time. I draw my bottom lip into my mouth and avoid looking at Parker. Because how can I face him after that? Clearing my throat, I gesture for the bartender to take me to a phone. “Lead the way.”

      I clench my hands into fists and hug my stomach as I follow him across the room. As we near the bar, he nods toward the stockroom. “It’s quieter back there; I’ll transfer the call to that line. You know where the phone is, right?”

      I nod and push through the double doors with Parker close behind, then pick up the corded landline, mounted between two metal shelves. The music is muffled by the thick walls, but the bass still vibrates the floor beneath our feet.

      I bring the phone to my ear, trying to ignore my racing heart. “Ray?”

      “Hey, I need a ride.” His voice fills the line.

      “A ride?” I squeeze my eyes shut, and Parker leans close to listen, chest brushing my shoulder. “Where the hell did you go? Can’t you call a cab?”

      He’s quiet for a second, then says, “A… friend’s place. I left my wallet at the bar, so no, I can’t call a cab. And I can’t call Dustin because Shay will accuse me of being reckless and taking advantage of him again.”

      “Then have the cab bring you here so you can get your wallet to pay.”

      More silence.

      “You didn’t forget your wallet, did you?” I ask, gritting my teeth. He makes a disgruntled sound. “Next time, don’t leave with some chick if you can’t afford the cab fare back.”

      “Lindsay, please,” he slurs, and Parker pinches the bridge of his nose. “She said the stockroom was too public. What was I supposed to do?”

      Unbelievable.

      “Look, I’ve been drinking, so I can’t drive. Besides, we came in a cab; I don’t have my car.”

      “Shit, I forgot. What about Parker? He with you?” he asks with an odd inflection in his voice. I glance at Parker, struck by the deep blue of his eyes this close. His lips are flushed and slightly swollen from our kiss, and when he shakes his head, it takes me longer than it should to remember what he’s declining.

      “Uh, no. Last I saw him, he was making out with some trampy brunette.” I wince. Parker stifles a laugh and nudges my shoulder with a questioning look. All I had to say was he’s been drinking, too. “Look, I’ll pre-pay for a cab, all right? Just text me the address.”

      “Already done. Can you have the driver bring me back to The Rift?”

      “Yep, I’ll have them take you straight home,” I say instead, then hang up on him. My ears ring softly, and my heart is still racing from our kiss. Parker’s so close beside me that I can hardly think straight, and neither of us says anything until he opens his mouth.

      “Trampy brunette?” He flattens the smile that attempts to curve his lips.

      I swallow and run a hand through my hair. “I should uh, head home, too,” I say quietly. “Do you want to share a cab?”

      “Sure,” Parker responds, rocking on his heels. “Listen, Lin⁠—”

      “Ray said he texted me the address, so I need to get my phone,” I interrupt, keeping my eyes on the floor as I walk toward the doors. “I’ll meet you out front.”

      I maneuver through the bar until I reach the entryway, separated from the bar by somewhat soundproof double doors. A bouncer takes my number and unlocks the small locker that houses my phone. I open my car service app to order a ride for Ray, then for Parker and me. I consider picking Ray up on our way home, but I’m not in the mood to deal with his drunkenness.

      By the time Parker joins me outside, the cab is pulling up, and neither of us speaks as he opens the door for me. I slide across the seat and fold my hands between my thighs to keep them far away from him.

      What was I thinking? I wonder in an endless loop. The answer is simple: I wasn’t.

      I keep my gaze on the rear of the driver’s seat, trying not to think about my severe lapse in judgment. Right now, I need to collect myself long enough to get in bed, fall asleep, and hopefully wake up in the morning to find that this entire night was nothing more than a fever dream.

      Until then, Parker and I endure an uncomfortable car ride home. Meanwhile, the last kiss we shared lingers on my lips with the taste of liquor that is bound to haunt me for hours to come.

      Tomorrow, I remind myself.

      What happened tonight is tomorrow’s problem, and if my streak of misfortune continues… potentially every day after that.
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