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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for choosing to read Eva’s story. It’s one that’s been inside me for quite a while, and I cannot tell you how amazing it feels to share it with you.

      

      I do want to let you know that this story contains topics which some readers may find triggering, such as abortion, loss of a parent, drug and alcohol addiction, and a brief mention of non-consensual sexual contact.

      

      Your mental health is of the utmost importance, so if now is not the time for you to read this book, it is with great care and compassion that I encourage you to put it down and come back to it when and if you are ready.

      

      All my love, always,

      

      Jen
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      September 2008

      “Lucas and his girlfriend are having sex,” Denise said as an orange plastic flag signaled for me to pull forward in the school pickup line.

      I chuckled, sweeping my hair off my neck, silently cursing the Nashville heat. “Aw, he’s growing up to be just like his mom. You must be so proud.”

      I heard a car door shut and the jingle of keys through the phone. “I mean, you do understand, Eva, that I found multiple condom wrappers in my son’s bedroom?”

      I stifled a laugh. I’d met my best friend when she was only a little older than Lucas, and there was no telling all the things she’d done in her own bedroom by that point.

      “Denise,” I began, clearing my throat. “He’s seventeen. This is what boys his age do when they have an eager and willing participant. So, I think you just have to be glad they’re using protection.”

      “I’m going to say this to you in a couple years when you find out Drew is banging some chick, and you’re going to hate me as much as I hate you right now.”

      I gasped in feigned horror. “Drew would never! He’s totally waiting until he gets married. And you don’t hate me, you love me. You always have and always will.”

      “You’re right, I do. But you can bet your ass I will be repeating those exact words to you.” She sighed. “When did this even become my life?”

      I bit my lip. “I have no idea. But I wonder the same about my own.”

      “Oh my God, Eva. I am so sorry. This isn’t even why I called. I got totally sidetracked by the whole thing with Lucas. How are you? Are things okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m okay. The boys are okay. Seems crazy that it’s been almost a month since things were official,” I said, inching closer to the entrance of the school. “Also seems crazy that Aaron has barely seen the boys since then.”

      “What the hell? Wasn’t he supposed to take them to that amusement park last weekend?”

      “Didn’t pan out. Something came up with his girlfriend. You know, the one he knocked up.”

      “I still can’t believe she’s pregnant. Jesus. When did he become such a jackass?”

      “I think he’s always been one. Just took me all these years to see it. But we can talk more about that later,” I said as Miles burst through the doors of the building. “Got a kiddo about to get in the car.”

      “All right, I’ll let you go. But call me tonight if you want. I’m gonna go figure out how to deal with fucking Condom-gate.”

      I laughed. “Will do, babe. Love you. And thanks for checking in.”

      “Of course.” Her voice felt like a warm hug through the phone. “Love you, too.”

      “Hey, Mom!” Miles heaved his backpack into the SUV, then pulled himself up into the seat as I disconnected the call.

      The sight of his mussed brown hair and rumpled clothes caused a smile to tug at the corners of my mouth. “Hey, buddy. How was your day?”

      “Good. Mrs. Stark actually gave us a project.” He buckled his seat belt and pulled a piece of paper out of his backpack. “It’s about what we wanna be when we grow up. We have to write three paragraphs and make a poster.”

      I craned my neck to check for oncoming traffic before making a quick left turn. “So what do you want to be when you grow up?”

      “At first I was thinking maybe I wanna be a chef,” he answered. “Like a pizza chef. Because you know I love pizza.”

      I chuckled. “That I do.”

      “And then I thought, no, I actually want to be a baseball player. Like a famous pitcher. Because I’m really good at pitching.”

      My insides turned to mush. This was one of those moments I wanted to stay with me forever. The kind I now knew to hold on to so I could remember what a sweet nine-year-old Miles had been, just in case he turned into the perpetually grumpy teenager his brother had become.

      I stole another glance at him in the mirror. “So is that what you decided? Famous pitcher?”

      Miles cocked his head and stared out the window. “No. I wanna be a lawyer. Like Dad.”

      A thousand knives stabbed my heart, and I gripped the steering wheel so tight I thought it would break. I was thankful for the red light ahead and used the time to quickly swipe my fingers under my sunglasses before Miles saw my tears.

      I smiled at him in the rearview mirror. My precious boy who looked so much like his father that it was almost too painful a reminder of the life we’d had—or the life I’d hoped we’d have. “Well, I think you should do whatever makes you happy.”

      He shifted his gaze from the window to look at me with his blue-gray eyes—Aaron’s eyes—and nodded. “Yeah. And if I get bored with that, I’ll go pitch for the Braves. Atlanta isn’t that far, right?”

      “Four hours. Just don’t make me drive down there during rush hour to watch you play.”

      “I’m gonna fly you in my private jet,” Miles said.

      I smacked my hand against my forehead. “Right. Because why wouldn’t you have a private jet? You’ll be a famous millionaire major league pitcher.”

      We both giggled as the light changed to green, and I turned onto the side street that connected to our cul-de-sac. I was able to laugh away the tears by the time I pulled into our driveway and saw Drew laid out on top of the front stoop.

      What the hell?

      “I’m going to Max’s,” Miles announced before ejecting himself from the car and running into our neighbor’s yard.

      I blew out a steady breath before grabbing Miles’s backpack and heading for the door. I stood on the step directly below Drew and removed my sunglasses, squinting so I could zero in on his coffee-colored eyes—my eyes—which glistened in the sun.

      He grinned at me. “What’s up?”

      I sighed. “What’s up with me? What’s up with you? I thought you had football practice after school.”

      Drew pushed himself up against the black iron railing that climbed the stairs to the house and swept his blond bangs out of his face. “It got canceled. Coach said it was too hot. Which it is because I’ve been out here for an hour waiting for you to get home, and I’m sweating to death.”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved the key into the lock on the front door, dropping my purse on the console in the foyer.

      “What happened to your key?” I asked, kicking off my sandals and heading into the kitchen.

      He followed behind me and pulled a Gatorade out of the fridge. “I dunno.”

      “What do you mean ‘you dunno’? You can’t go around losing house keys, Drew.”

      He shrugged. “I mean, it’s here somewhere, I just have to find it.”

      “How’d you even get home?”

      “This guy Jackson.”

      Fucking high school.

      I pressed my hands into the cool granite countertop. “What? Who’s Jackson? We’ve had this discussion multiple times. I don’t want you getting into cars with people I don’t know.”

      “Oh my God, Mom, chill out. He’s a junior on the varsity team. He asked if I needed a ride when all the practices were canceled. What was I supposed to say? My mom doesn’t let me get in cars with strangers?”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “Look, I know that’s embarrassing, but you’re not even fifteen yet. I just need some time to adjust to this whole high school thing. So, for now, if this happens again, go to the office and call me.”

      “Might help if you’d get me a freaking cell phone since every other person I know has one.”

      “I’ve told you we’ll figure that out. Just bear with me for a bit, okay?”

      Drew expelled an obnoxiously loud sigh and mumbled “whatever” before retreating into the living room.

      “Don’t ‘whatever’ me, Drew!”

      I pulled in another deep breath and exhaled slowly, releasing my clenched fists and jaw. I couldn’t count how many conscious breaths I’d taken since Aaron left. All I knew was I wanted just one day of breathing unconsciously. And the frustration and anger and sadness I felt not knowing if that day would ever come was almost too much to bear sometimes.

      The red light on the cordless phone blinked from the alcove by the door to the patio, beckoning me to it. I trudged over and picked up the receiver, punching the button for voicemail, wondering why I even bothered to still have a landline.

      Beep. “Hey, Eva, this is Haley. Haven’t seen you in a while and was wondering if you wanted to make an appointment for a color and—”

      I fingered the two inches of dark roots on the top of my head and grimaced as I pressed the button to skip to the next message.

      Beep. “Hi there, this is Carolyn Jenkins, the room mom for Mrs. Stark’s class. I was hoping you might be able to help us out with—”

      Another skip. I’d figure out what Carolyn needed me to bake later.

      Beep. “Hi, this is Simon Rogers with Rolling Stone, and I’m trying to reach Eva Mitchell—formerly Eva Holloway. We’re doing a profile piece on Eric Stratton for an upcoming issue, and I understand you worked with his former band, Counting Backward. Eric mentioned you as someone who could possibly provide a bit of commentary on what, um, happened during that time. I’m also wondering if you might still be in touch with Danny Kincaid. He’s proven quite difficult to get a hold of. Anyway, I’d love to chat with you at your earliest convenience. Please give me call me at—”

      The phone slid out of my hand and crashed to the floor before I could hear the number. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t going to call him back. I couldn’t. A rush of prickly heat shot through my body, setting my chest and face on fire. My neck throbbed with my racing pulse, and I grabbed the edge of the counter to steady myself.

      “Mom? Are you all right?” Drew’s voice came from behind me.

      I nodded and mumbled something about accidentally dropping the phone, hoping he would disappear back into the living room. I couldn’t turn around. I didn’t want him to see me so shaken by something that had nothing to do with him or Miles or the life I’d decided to build nineteen years ago.

      That was all before.

      It was in the past.

      Or at least it had been.
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      “Holy shit, that’s strong.” Denise stuck her tongue out and shook her head full of long dark curls.

      “So strong we probably shouldn’t do another one.” My mouth curved into a grin as I slid the next round of tequila shots closer to us.

      “Obviously. We wouldn’t want to get drunk or anything,” she quipped, her ruby lips mirroring mine. “But since we did one to celebrate the start of your LA vacay, we have to do another to celebrate the new job back in Chicago.” She nodded toward my glass and picked up her own. “Welcome to the world of corporate bullshit, Eva Holloway. We’re so glad you could join us.”

      “Well, when you put it that way.” I emptied the contents with a quick toss of my head, scrunching my nose as the hard liquor attacked my taste buds.

      We hadn’t bothered to ask for salt and limes, settling instead on a couple of beers for chasers. The bartenders at the Rainbow already had their hands full slinging drinks to the wannabe rock stars flirting with the girls waiting to be noticed by the bona fide ones. The bar area was standing room only, but we’d managed to wedge ourselves between several occupied stools at the counter.

      “You’re so right about the corporate bullshit. I mean, working for a big advertising agency? Making a bunch of rich assholes even richer? I could’ve at least tried to find something meaningful. I’m a sellout, Denise.” I sighed dramatically and dropped my head into my hands, my hair falling around my face.

      She rested her hand on my shoulder. “Yeah, so correct me if I’m wrong, babe, but I thought the goal was to make more money than you did at the bar serving shit-faced frat boys bottles of Bud while they stared at your tits?”

      “The goal was to make my dad shut up about me being a year and a half out of college and not having a ‘real job,’” I explained, lifting my head. “Having shit-faced frat boys stare at your tits is actually quite lucrative.”

      “True.” Denise tipped her beer bottle toward me before taking a sip. “And let’s be honest. You may be serving up marketing strategies instead of cheap beer, but at the end of the day, every man in the room is just a former frat boy thinking about sticking his di—”

      “Well, I’ve never been a frat boy, but I definitely still think about sticking my di—”

      Without taking her eyes off me, she raised her hand and covered the mouth of the lanky figure who’d materialized beside us.

      “What?” he asked, the muzzle she’d slapped on him garbling his voice.

      “Wait, why don’t I get to find out where he thinks about sticking his…whatever we’re talking about.” I shifted my gaze back to Denise, trying to contain my laughter.

      She inhaled deeply through her nose and rolled her eyes before removing her hand from the guy’s mouth. “Because I’d prefer not to relive the details of my poor decisions,” she said dryly, though the tiniest smile caused the corner of her mouth to twitch.

      The guy scoffed and slid his arm around Denise, pulling all five foot one of her—five foot five if you counted her spiked heels—into him. “You mean the poor decisions you’ve made, like, seven times?” He raised his chin in a thoughtful pose. “Or is it eight?”

      She wiggled out of his grip and leaned back against the bar, the smile she’d been holding in forcing its way to the surface. “Eva, this is Matt, a seven- or eight-time poor decision. Matt, this is Eva, my best friend.”

      Matt nodded as we exchanged nice-to-meet-yous. He was good-looking, with messy shoulder-length blond hair. His black jeans and Sex Pistols T-shirt made him look like a rock star, but since Denise hadn’t mentioned him even once, I placed him squarely in the wannabe category.

      “What are you drinking, ladies?” he asked, reaching for his wallet.

      Denise pressed her hand against her chest and gasped. “What’s this? You have money?”

      He tipped his head back and laughed slowly, pronouncing each ha with sarcastic clarity. “You know what, evil woman? We do occasionally sell tickets to our shows. Or actually, maybe you don’t know since you never come to any.”

      “Yeah,” she began, sucking in air through her teeth. “That all feels a bit too girlfriend-y. Let’s just stick with the occasional drunken hookup ending with me telling you that’s the last time and kinda sorta not really meaning it.”

      “Fine. But you’re going to regret this when I’m headed off for our world tour on a private jet that’s crawling with half-naked chicks who are dying to make me their next ‘poor decision.’”

      A laugh that sounded like a sputtering car engine escaped my lips, causing Matt to turn his attention to me. “Eva, right? You’re hot. What’s your deal? And why have I never met you?”

      Denise slapped his arm. “You haven’t met her because I don’t introduce you to my friends. Regardless, she doesn’t even live here, and she’s not gonna fucking sleep with you, you idiot.”

      I flashed a wide grin and shook my head. “She’s right, I’m not. But buy me a drink, and I’ll see if I can convince Denise to go for drunken hookup number eight—or is it nine—tonight.”

      He gestured to the bottles lined up behind the bar. “I like you, Eva. Get whatever you want. And I guess you can, too, Denise.” He winked at her, and she fixed her gaze on him, a sexy smile that straddled the line between fuck off and fuck me dancing on her lips.

      Matt’s eyes remained on Denise as he mumbled “Jack and Coke” and handed me a twenty. I leaned against the counter, trying not to elbow the surly-looking biker beside me as I signaled for a bartender’s attention. By the time the drinks were mixed, I was pinned in by the crowd, able to twist ever so slightly to hand Matt and Denise their glasses.

      Matt called my name above the guitar solo screeching through the speakers just as I was finally able to break free and turn around with my vodka cran clasped in my hand. “Hey, Eva, I want you to meet my friend. This is—”

      Someone squeezed in between me and the bar, and I suddenly found myself flattened against the person standing in front of me. My drink sloshed over the glass, splashing us both with pink liquid.

      “Dude, what the fuck was tha—” I stopped midsentence and raised my eyes from the cranberry stains on my white tank top to see whose chest was pressed against mine. And then the room went quiet. I could no longer hear the music or the crowd, just a high-pitched hum that clogged my ears and scrambled my brain, making me feel for a moment like the floor might fall out from under me. I tried to speak, but after several attempts I realized I couldn’t combine consonants and vowels to form any intelligible words.

      Except one.

      “Danny?”
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      Eva?

      Her name caught in my throat. Or did it? I wasn’t sure, but the way she stared at me with those soft brown eyes told me that even if I had managed to speak, she hadn’t heard me.

      Memories I’d forced to the back of my mind surged forward—the very same ones that sometimes grew so strong they caused the wall I’d built between before and after to crack. Until that moment, I’d always found ways to fill those cracks. By landing gigs at clubs I’d only ever dreamed of playing. By going home from those gigs with chicks who were up for all kinds of crazy shit I’d only ever imagined. By reminding myself the life I was living wouldn't have been possible if I hadn't walked away from her.

      But standing there, face-to-face with the person at the center of each of those memories, I knew the dam had burst. And it was going to take me turning and running out of that bar as fast as I fucking could to even have the slightest chance in hell of rebuilding it.

      The strange thing was, I didn’t know if I wanted to. I also didn’t know what the odds were that if I stayed, I’d end up getting punched in the face. But I took a chance, leaned over her shoulder, and put my lips to her ear.

      “Is this when I’m supposed to say that line about you walking into my gin joint?” Her hair smelled like vanilla, making me forget I was standing in the middle of a bar in West Hollywood rather than her parents’ basement in Illinois.

      Her cheek brushed against mine. “Is this when I’m supposed to say that you semi-remembering a quote from Casablanca is impressive enough that I’ve decided not to ask the Hells Angels-looking guy behind me to beat the shit out of you?”

      I shifted my gaze to the man at the bar who was wearing a leather vest that strained across his back. “This is definitely when you’re supposed to say that.”

      “Consider yourself safe then…for now.” Her voice landed somewhere between sweet and sour, purposefully leaving me hanging.

      I was still pressed against her, afraid to pull away and find out the smile I imagined on her face wasn’t there, when something jabbed my arm. I turned to see the girl I’d just met standing beside me, her head cocked, eyes shifting between me and Eva.

      “Hey, hi, excuse me. Do you guys know each other or something?”

      Eva stepped back slightly and bit her lip, glancing at me before turning her attention to the dark-haired girl—Deanne? Denise? “This is…um…this is Danny.”

      “What?” She leaned in, straining to hear her over the music that had been cranked up.

      “I said, this is Danny!”

      Deanne/Denise narrowed her eyes. “Yeah, Matt just introduced me. But how do you know him?”

      “Because he’s Danny.” Eva emphasized my name, her face tightening and eyes widening, as though she was trying to transmit a telepathic message.

      “Yeah, but I don’t—” The other chick’s mouth dropped open, and she grabbed Eva’s hand, yanking her past me so fast I barely had time to turn before I saw them bump into Matt, who was weaving his way back to us.

      I’d been so focused on Eva I hadn’t realized he’d left. The girl whose name started with a D exchanged a few words with him, while Eva glanced at me over her shoulder. And then they disappeared.

      My pulse picked up, my eyes darting back and forth through the sea of people as Matt approached me. “Wait, where are they going? Did they leave? Are they leaving?”

      He placed his hand on my shoulder. “Dude, calm down. They’re coming back. Denise said they were going to the bathroom.”

      I released the breath I’d been holding. I didn’t fully understand the panic I felt thinking she’d walked out the door, bidding me one final fuck you. After all, I was the one who’d left. I was the one who’d made the decision five and a half years ago that I couldn’t live out my dream with her in my life.

      “Come on,” he said, turning to work his way through the crowd. “Nikki’s working tonight, and she hooked us up with a table.”

      I nodded and followed behind him. Our drummer’s sister escorted us to the booth, and I told her we needed two of whatever girls liked to drink, adding that I didn’t care what she brought me as long as it was strong and cheap. With the unexpected turn of events, I was gonna need as much alcohol as I could afford—which, admittedly, wasn’t a lot.

      “What’s with you and that chick, anyway?” he asked as we slid into opposite sides of the booth. “You’ve known her for thirty seconds, and you’re acting like life as you know it will be over if you don’t see her again.”

      More like life as I know it will be over if I do see her again.

      With that thought, I should’ve left. Stood up and gotten the hell out of Dodge while I had the chance. But I kept thinking about how beautiful she was and how much I hadn’t let myself think about missing her. And that’s what kept my feet glued to the floor.

      “Earth to Danny.”

      I startled as Matt waved his hand in front of my face. “Yeah, sorry, I, uh…This is all kinds of fucked-up, man.” I shook my head and blew out a breath. “That girl, Eva. She was my girlfriend. In high school, back in Illinois.”

      “Are you serious? What the fuck is she doing here? How does she know Denise?”

      “No idea. But I don’t know what the hell to do right now.”

      He snorted. “What do you mean you don’t know what to do? You get drunk, you fuck for old times’ sake, and that’s that. Denise said she doesn’t even live here. This isn’t a hard decision.”

      I lit a cigarette and leaned back against the booth, staring up at the colored lights strung overhead. “It’s just that it’s more…complicated than that.”

      “Dude, it was high school. How complicated could it have been?”

      I ran my hand through my hair and shrugged. “I know it sounds stupid. But she’d been through a lot before I left for LA, and I told her we’d stay together, but I—”

      He reached across the table and nudged my arm. I looked up to my left to see Eva standing there. Long blond hair, bangs swept to the side. Tight white tank top that made it impossible not to stare at the way it hugged her tits. Jeans that made it impossible not to notice the way her waist curved perfectly into her full hips.

      “So, Danny Kincaid.” She slid into the booth and turned to face me as she took a cigarette from her purse, placing it between her glossy pink lips. With her head cocked, she leaned toward my lighter, then pulled back and blew a stream of smoke from the corner of her mouth. “Let’s start by you telling me what the fuck you’ve been up to for the last five and a half years.”

      I swallowed, sweat beginning to break through the skin above my brow, wondering when she’d break the stare that had me feeling like I was under interrogation lights being questioned by the hottest detective on the whole goddamn planet.

      I tried to smile. I tried to laugh. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      And it was then I knew I was fucked.

      Totally and completely fucked.
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      “I’m just sayin’, Eva…this is some pretty cosmic shit. You and Denise going to college together, Denise knowing Matt, Matt and me being in the same band. And now here we are.” Danny leaned against the wall, his arm draped over the back of the booth, offering me an opportunity to take him in.

      “People run into each other all the time, Danny.” I’d been staring at him much too long, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. “I wouldn’t read that much into it.”

      “Right,” he said, dragging the word out and slowly nodding his head.

      His hair was darker—dyed from brown to black—and fell to his shoulders, curling slightly at the ends. Several pieces swept across his eyes, almost down to the top of his perfectly straight nose. In his half-unbuttoned shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his scuffed-up boot planted on the red leather seat of the booth, he reminded me of a younger Keith Richards. Effortlessly fucking cool.

      I turned my head, letting my hair fall in my face to hide the warmth spreading across my cheeks, and watched as Denise and Matt flirted without a care—without any history to complicate things. She gave me the occasional glance across the table, making sure I was okay since I’d been far from it a couple of hours earlier. By the time she’d pulled me through the bar and into the bathroom, I’d broken into a cold sweat, and my lungs were squeezed so tight I was sure all the oxygen to my brain would be cut off. All of the cool I’d initially displayed in front of Danny had evaporated.

      Denise ran her hands gently along my arms, repeatedly telling me everything would be all right until I could catch my breath.

      “What do you wanna do, babe? We can leave right now. We can walk out that door, and you can forget you ever saw Danny Kincaid.” She scanned my face, and when I didn’t answer, she squeezed my hand. “I’m calling it. We need to go.”

      “No, wait,” I said, my hand falling from her grasp as she started to walk away. “I don’t wanna go. I can do this.” A shaky confidence coursed through me, and I turned to the mirror and dug in my purse. “I want to make that motherfucker regret everything he did.”

      Denise shook her head slowly. “Eva, I—”

      “No, listen. I’ll flirt like hell with him all night. Make him think I’m still madly in love with him. And then, as we’re leaving—just when he’s thinking I can’t believe I still get to fuck this chick after the way I treated her—I tell him to fuck off.” My hand trembled as I swiped a wand full of pink gloss across my lips. “It’s a good plan, right?”

      Denise sighed and leaned against the wall. “You’re forgetting one thing, Eva.”

      “What’s that?” I smacked my lips together and checked my reflection.

      “You are still in love with him.”

      I paused before reaching for a paper towel to dab at the splashes of cranberry juice on my tank top. Was that true? Was I still in love with him? As many drunken late nights as Denise had listened to me lament the end of our relationship, she hadn’t ever put things quite so plainly. But at that moment, the answer didn’t matter. Because I’d somehow convinced myself that even if I did still love Danny Kincaid, I hated him even more, and that was going to give me the strength to finally get the closure I so desperately wanted.

      Two hours in, things were still going according to plan. I cleared my throat and picked up my drink, raising my eyes to Danny’s before taking a sip.

      “So how’s Lena?” I asked, deciding to further poke the bear by mentioning his mother, who had unequivocally adored me from the moment she found out her underachieving son was dating a straight A student. “Still in DeKalb? She misses me terribly, right?”

      He chuckled, then took a long drag off his cigarette. “Oh, I’m sure she does. And yeah, still there and still thinks all of this is just a phase—that I’ll come to my senses, move home, get a job, find a nice girl.”

      I narrowed my eyes and tapped a fingertip against my lips. “You know, I seem to recall you had one of those once.”

      “One of what?” His brows turned in, and his mouth formed into a crooked smile. “A nice girl?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Danny closed one eye and raised his chin before shaking his head. “Nope, don’t remember that.”

      “Wow,” I said. “How quickly we forget.”

      He paused for a moment, then let out a sharp laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you saying you were that nice girl?”

      I fingered the small jewel on my necklace. “What? You think I’m not nice?”

      He leaned forward, the look in his hazel eyes so intense my stomach flipped. “I think I remember a hell of a lot more naughty than nice.”

      “You know, it’s super creepy when guys say the word naughty.”

      “I don’t know what else to call you letting me go down on you in the school—”

      “That was one time.”

      He tilted his head and smirked. “Really? Because I also remember one night when your parents were literally in the next room and you—”

      “Fine,” I conceded, cutting him off before my face turned the color of the red leather on the bench. “Two times.”

      “Pretty sure it was more than that.” He stubbed his cigarette out in the glass ashtray, exhaling one final stream of smoke. “But you were nice, too, Eva. And considering you haven’t gotten that biker to body slam me, I’m guessing you still are.”

      I shrugged as I finished off my vodka cran, trying to slow my racing pulse. “Place isn’t closed yet. Still plenty of time.”

      Danny laughed and took a sip of his beer. “Hey, that reminds me. Remember the time we snuck into that bar over in Rockford? Summer before senior year? And I spilled my drink on that huge biker dude, and he was about to fucking flatten me?”

      I brushed my hand across his knee, feeling an instant jolt of electricity that made me wish I hadn’t touched him. “Oh my God, how could I forget? I thought we were both gonna die.”

      “He shoved me so hard I fell backward. But then you stepped in front of me and shoved him back, and he was so fucking shocked he just stood there.”

      I nodded. “And then you grabbed me and got us the hell out of there.”

      “Yep. And we went to Denny’s, and I bought you that ring out of the gumball machine for saving my life.”

      He smiled at me. Not the grin or the smirk he’d been flashing all night, but a genuine smile that filled his eyes with warmth. I smiled back, remembering the bent gold band topped with a five carat plastic ruby. I wasn’t going to tell him I’d kept that ring until it eventually got lost during one of my apartment moves in college. I supposed I’d held on to it to remind myself there was a time when things hadn’t been so heavy. When almost getting my ass kicked in a bar was the scariest thing I could ever imagine happening. But even that wasn’t so scary I couldn’t stuff my face with pancakes and laugh about it afterward.

      The corners of his mouth fell, but the tenderness in his eyes remained. “If I bought you another one, would you believe me when I say how sorry I am for what I did?”

      And that was it. That was the moment the calm, cool, and collected act I’d committed to fell apart. That one memory, that one sorry I didn’t even know if he meant, grabbed the pulls and revealed the person behind the curtain was not, in fact, the Great and Powerful Oz. Instead, she was a twenty-three-year-old woman who’d never been able to fix what had broken inside her when she was a seventeen-year-old girl.

      I didn’t know if he noticed. I didn’t know if he saw my face soften and my body begin to melt into itself. But something happened. A shift between us. A moment of understanding. And then he spoke.

      “Do you wanna get out of he—”

      “Yes.”

      Denise’s eyes burned into me, and the tip of her pointed heel assaulted my shin under the table.

      I avoided her glare and quickly grabbed my purse, pulling out my credit card and tossing it in front of her. “We’re going, everything’s on me.”

      She shoved the card back into my hand before we both scooted out of the booth. “Eva and I need to go to the bathroom for a second.”

      Matt looked up at us, squinting with confusion. Danny averted his eyes and rubbed his chin.

      “I don’t have to go to the bathroom,” I said, a tense smile plastered on my face.

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yep, I’m sure.”

      Denise wrapped her arms around me, pretending to hug me goodbye. “What the fuck are you doing, Eva?” she hissed into my ear.

      “It’s fine, Denise.”

      “This wasn’t your plan.”

      “I know, but I came up with a new one.”

      “That guy’s a motherfucker, Eva. Remember the conversation we had, like, two hours ago? Remember how he made you feel? What he did to you?”

      “Yeah, but I can make him regret things even more if I sleep with him. Show him what he’s been missing out on.” This was actually not my new plan, but I decided to throw it out there anyway to see if Denise would buy it. To see if I would buy it.

      “You’re drunk, Eva.”

      “I’m not that drunk. It’s all good, I swear.”

      She sighed, her shoulders dropping in defeat. “Okay, go. Do whatever the new plan is. I love you. But remember: muh-thur-fuh-kur.”

      She released me and clenched her teeth into a fake grin as Danny worked his way out of the booth.

      “Later,” Matt said with a wave.

      I started through the room, my head hazy and my legs a bit wobbly, then turned back to sneak a quick smile at Danny. I saw he was still with Denise, her hand clasped tight around his arm.

      Fuuuuuck.

      When he finally began to walk toward me, there was a tightness in his jaw that hadn’t been there before. Without a word, he pulled me against him, steering us toward the exit before it even registered that I was back in his arms again.

      “What did she say?” I asked, not sure I actually wanted to hear the answer.

      He sucked in a deep breath and placed his hand on the door. “Just tell me one thing,” he began, looking over at me before we pushed through to the swarms of people cruising Sunset. “She doesn’t really own a gun…right?”
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      “I’ve missed the fuck out of you, Eva.”

      I could barely remember how we got to his apartment. I couldn’t recall any conversation, only the faint sounds of a song I’d never heard before coming from the radio of his old Ford Bronco and swirls of pink and blue lights dancing in the palm trees that lined the streets. And then, suddenly, I was stepping over guitar cases and old pizza boxes, pulling off my shirt and tossing it somewhere among the clothes strewn across his bedroom.

      “Really?” I panted as I unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders.

      He answered by crushing his lips against mine and pulling me onto the mattress on the floor. His body hovered over mine, our bare chests rising to meet one another in quick, shallow breaths.

      “I mean it,” he said, holding my gaze. “I’ve missed you more than you know.”

      Fuck. My plan. I’d almost forgotten, too tangled up in him and the moment that I hadn’t been able to focus on anything other than how fast I could get my clothes off. But this was too easy. Too perfect. I felt like an evil genius, rubbing my hands together, relishing the imminent demise of my nemesis as a list of possible responses to his confession scrolled through my brain.

      A childish yet concise sucks to be you.

      A melodramatic yet powerful regret is a wasted emotion.

      A crass yet straightforward shut up and fuck me.

      But none of these made it to my lips, because a thousand stars were bursting inside of me, each one being devoured by the black holes in his eyes.

      “I’ve missed you, too.”

      And that was the moment my hastily woven plan unraveled. The moment I knew it had been so poorly constructed that it was bound to come tumbling down and leave me lying in the rubble.

      There wasn’t one damn thing I could do to save myself. So, I closed my eyes as my misguided intentions collapsed around me, leaving only a tiny seed of hope that Danny Kincaid would finally fix what he’d broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            Eva

          

        

      

    

    
      January 1988

      A distant sound outside the bedroom window caused my eyelids to flutter. A rhythmic vibration that stopped momentarily, then started up again. The sound grew closer as I drifted over the threshold into full consciousness, and I extended my arm behind me to the other side of the bed, reaching for a pillow to cover my ears.

      But rather than landing on a pile of feathers, my hand landed on someone’s head.

      What the…

      My brain flipped through images of the night before. The Rainbow, colored lights, tequila shots…

      My eyes flew open, and I gasped.

      Danny.

      Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      I clasped my hand over my mouth and curled my knees to my chest. He sighed and shifted, then started snoring again.

      What had I done? It was a rhetorical question, of course, because I remembered everything: my stupid plan, Danny saying he was sorry and he missed me, me saying I missed him. Was that really all it had taken? A couple of meaningless lines? Did he really make me that fucking weak?

      I could’ve laid there for hours contemplating what an idiot I was, but there was no time to think about it. I gently peeled off the covers and crawled to the end of the mattress, which was my only means of escape since I was trapped between Danny and the wall. Thanks to the sun that had begun to peek around the black sheet hanging over the window, I was able to locate my clothes. My purse and shoes had to be in the other room, so I’d grab those on the way out, find a pay phone to call Denise, and we’d be laughing about all of this over coffee in no time. It would all be fine.

      Once my bra, tank, and underwear were on, I slid one leg into my jeans and let out a small sigh of relief. I was less than a minute from hitting the sidewalk and heading for the nearest 7-Eleven. But as I attempted to step into the other leg of my pants, I tripped, tumbling sideways until I landed on the floor with a thud that quite possibly registered on the Richter scale.

      It did not help that I also involuntarily shouted something along the lines of “motherfucking Jesus why.”

      “What the…” Danny mumbled as he propped himself up on his elbow, rubbing one eye with the base of his palm.

      He looked over at me, a heap on the floor with only one-half of my jeans on. “What are you doing? Are you leaving?” There was a quietness to his voice, something that sounded almost like disappointment. It surprised me, but I quickly chalked it up to his wanting to enjoy my inability to resist him one last time before I left.

      I rolled onto my back and tugged on the rest of my jeans, then blew out a breath as I stared at the ceiling.

      “Denise and I have plans,” I said, pushing myself up to stand. “We’re, uh, going hiking. At one of those canyon places.”

      He narrowed his sleepy eyes at me. “You hike?”

      “Yeah, I, um, just started.” I bit my lip and crossed my arms over my chest, looking up, down, around the room—everywhere but at him. I despised hiking, but I would’ve done it naked all the way down Hollywood Boulevard if it would’ve gotten me the hell out of his apartment.

      Danny sat up. “I thought you hated outdoor shit. You used to refuse to even pee in the woods at parties.”

      I rolled my eyes and uncrossed my arms. “Well, I’ll make sure to take care of that before I go.”

      He ran a hand through his messy black hair and sighed. “You’re telling me you guys went out drinking last night and planned a sunrise hike for this morning?”

      My brows turned down, and I scoffed. “What, like that’s weird?”

      “Eva, seriously, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing’s going on. I just need to go. So, yeah.” I nodded and started toward the door.

      He pushed himself up from the mattress, and I quickly averted my eyes while he pulled on his jeans. “Okay, but can I at least drive you home so you can make your…hike.”

      “It’s fine, I’m gonna call Denise,” I said, opening the door. “Is the phone out there?”

      “Eva, wait.” He dropped the shirt he was about to pull on and hurried over to me, placing his hand against the doorframe. “Can I see you again? You said you’re here for a week, right?”

      I laughed sharply and pushed past him into the dingy living room-slash-kitchen. “You mean can we have sex again? I don’t think so.”

      He followed behind me. “Listen, can you just sit for a second?”

      “I told you I have plans,” I insisted, surveying the space for my purse and shoes.

      “Eva, please.”

      I closed my eyes momentarily and pressed my lips together, then whirled on him. “Fine. Here’s the deal. I’m not going hiking. I fucking hate hiking. But I also hate this,” I said, waving my hand back and forth between us. “So, I’m gonna leave, and then we can both forget what happened and go on with our lives.”

      “But I don’t wanna forget what happened.” He reached out and placed his hand on my arm.

      I glanced down at it before jerking away. “Look, Danny. You don’t have to say that. I know last night was a mistake, and I don’t need you to pretend you care or try to make me feel better. Because I’m fine. And I actually do want to forget about it.”

      “I’m not trying to make you feel better about anything, Eva. I’m trying to get you to listen to me. I wasn’t lying when I said I missed you. I have missed you. And I know you probably hate me, but if you’ll give me a chance to—”

      “Seriously, where the fuck is my fucking purse?” I whipped around and began digging under the cushions on the secondhand sofa.

      “Eva, would you please just—”

      “No.” I groaned and pressed my hands against my temples. “I will not just do whatever it is you want me to do. I need to find my shit and leave.”

      “And then what? I never see you again?”

      I turned around slowly. He stood with his hands out to his sides and a blank look on his face, like he hadn’t considered the possibility that would happen.

      “Isn’t that what you wanted?” I asked, my voice matching my icy stare.

      “Come on, Eva, I told you I—”

      “Oh my God.” I threw my hands over my face as a scene from the night before flashed in my brain. “Did we even use a condom? Shit. I can’t even think about this.” I sucked in a breath and stomped across the room to the kitchen, almost tripping over my shoes on the way. I reached down and swiped them off the floor.

      “I…You didn’t ask me to, so I thought…You’re, like, on the pill or something, right?”

      “Yes, Danny, I am. I learned that lesson years ago, remember?” I shot him a look, this one steeped in even more animosity, before I opened the stove to see if my purse had somehow ended up in there since it sure as hell wasn’t anywhere else. “Although, I now probably have God only knows what kinds of diseases.”

      “I don’t have any diseases, Eva.” He paused. “At least I don’t think I do.”

      “Oh, good, that’s very comforting.”

      “Okay, look, if you just give me, like, five minutes—”

      “No.”

      “But I don’t understand why you can’t stay so we can talk about—”

      “Because you broke my heart, Danny!” I threw my shoes to the ground, five and a half years of hurt, resentment, and betrayal erupting from the deepest parts of me.

      I watched as he shrank back, my anger surprising him as much as it surprised me. “What?”

      “My heart, you asshole.” I glared at him, my chest heaving. “You fucking broke it.”

      “But I—”

      “My mom wasn’t even dead a fucking year. My dad could barely speak to me. All I had was you. And you fucking lied to me, and you left.” I choked on my words and shifted my eyes away from him, attempting to swallow my emotions. I couldn’t believe I still had tears left to cry over him, but somehow, I did.

      “I know, Eva,” he said, stepping toward me. “I was an asshole. But I cannot count the number of times I’ve wanted to tell you how sorry I am for what I did. I was eighteen and stupid and selfish and—”

      “And what?” I snatched the receiver from the telephone on the kitchen counter and dialed Denise’s number.

      “I was wrong, Eva. And seeing you again, just as fucking beautiful as you’ve always been, I know I fucked up. I fucked up big time, and I swear to fucking God, I would do anything to—”

      “Don’t. Don’t say any more, Danny.” I stared down at my bare feet as the phone rang for the final time and the answering machine picked up.

      My hand trembled as I placed the receiver back in its cradle, then glanced over to see him sitting on the edge of an old recliner across from the sofa with his head in his hands, hair threaded through his fingers.

      I cleared my throat. “Look, um…if you’re really as sorry as you say you are, can you help me find my purse and drive me to Denise’s?”

      Danny looked up. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do that.”

      I nodded, then disappeared into the bedroom to see if my purse might have ended up there at some point during the night. Once I was sure he hadn’t followed me, I leaned against the wall and let out a tiny sigh of relief. For as much as it pained me to ask him for anything, I knew the sooner I left, the sooner I could pretend to forget about Danny Kincaid all over again.
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      “Okay, I’m gonna need more information here, Eva.” Denise handed me my coffee before settling into the chair across from where I was seated on the sofa. “But before you speak, may I say once again how sorry I am that I slept through your phone call, and I let you leave the bar without making sure you remembered my address? I should be in best friend jail.”

      I pulled a pillow onto my lap, resting my mug on top. “You’re forgiven. Anyway, it’s my fault, I barely gave you a chance to tell me anything before I left. And I knew the name of the street. Just had to drive around the block a couple times to find it.”

      “Okay. Good. So back to Danny. You go to his apartment, he says he misses you, you have sex, you wake up, he says he misses you again, you scream at him, you finally find your purse, he drives you here…and then what?”

      I sighed before taking a sip of coffee. “And then I got out of his car and knocked on your door, and thankfully, you opened it. But I would’ve sat outside for five hours waiting for you rather than sit beside him for one more second. It was the most awkward car ride in the history of car rides. He tried to talk to me, but I just smoked and stared out the window, praying you didn’t live far away.”

      “But he wasn’t being a dick, right? From everything you told me, it sounds like he was apologizing and begging you to hear him out.”

      “He was being nice because he felt bad for me. Or guilty. Or both. I mean, I fell on the floor in my underwear trying to sneak out, for Christ’s sake, and he woke up looking like some messy-haired, bare-chested rock God.” I covered my face with my hand. “I can’t believe I still think this about him, Denise. Why does he do this to me?”

      I peeked out from between my fingers to see her shaking her head.

      “I don’t know, babe. This is so insane to me. I mean, what are the odds?”

      I gathered my hair into a haphazard ponytail with a tie I’d stolen from Denise’s bathroom. “One in five hundred forty-six billion.”

      “Yeah.” Denise raised her mug to her lips, cocking her head before taking a sip. “But what if that means…”

      “What if that means what?”

      She held her hand out to me as if she was trying to stop the oncoming traffic in my brain. “Just hear me out, okay?”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “What if this happened for a reason? What if you’re supposed to reconnect with him for some greater purpose?”

      My shoulders dropped, and I groaned. “Oh my God. You sound like Danny last night talking about fate and the cosmos and whatever. Plus, less than twelve hours ago, you were telling me not to go home with him because he’s a motherfucker. So, don’t think I’ll be putting a lot of stock in that.”

      She chewed on her long red nail and nodded slowly. “I know, I know. But what I didn’t know was that the motherfucker was gonna pour his heart out to you.”

      I shook my head. “You kill me, Denise. How do you always manage to be so mushy when these things involve other people and so not when they involve you?”

      “One of life’s great mysteries. But whatever. You said it yourself: this isn’t about me. And you also said the chances of you running into him were slim to none. I mean, who knew he was even still out here?”

      “I guess it did cross my mind that he could be.”

      That was a lie. I didn’t guess. I knew damn well each time I’d visited Denise I’d wondered if Danny was still in LA. Just like I wondered every Thanksgiving and Christmas if I might somehow see him pumping gas at the Phillips 66 or checking out at the A&P in our hometown.

      “Think about all the things that had to happen in order for this to happen,” Denise began, counting off on her fingers. “I had to decide to go to DePaul, and we had to end up as roommates. Matt and Danny had to join the same band. I had to move back home and meet Matt and accidentally keep sleeping with him. You had to come out here, and we had to go to the exact same bar on the exact same night as Matt and Danny.” She paused and tipped her mug at me. “I mean, that’s some crazy shit to just be one big coincidence.”

      I squinted up at the ceiling, considering what she’d said. “But how come you never met Danny? I mean, you’ve known Matt for a while, right?”

      “A couple months, I guess,” she answered with a quick shrug. “But Danny wasn’t with Matt the first night I met him, and since then, he pretty much comes here, we have sex, and I kick him out.”

      Her honesty never ceased to amaze me.

      I opened my mouth to close the book once and for all on the supernatural speculation but pressed my lips together as the chain of events Denise had listed out settled into my brain. I had to admit it was kind of crazy. More than kind of.

      A lump formed in my throat. “Why do you think he said he missed me?”

      “Maybe he really does. I mean, he didn’t have to say that. You were naked in his bed. It’s not like you were going anywhere.”

      Outwardly, I cringed at the memory, but a white heat burned inside me as images of his head and hips between my thighs flickered behind my eyes.

      Her face softened as she placed her coffee on the small side table and uncurled her legs. “Look, I don’t wanna make up stories about this. Who knows what he’s thinking. In my mind, he is still a motherfucker until he proves otherwise. But he’s off to a good start based on what you told me. And what happened between you guys…You were teenagers, Eva. He’s older. Potentially wiser. And there’s a possibility he knows now that he actually did fuck up.”

      I swallowed and nodded, thinking about the things he’d said earlier that morning. All the things I’d repeated to Denise when I’d first gotten back to her apartment. “He, uh…he asked me to come to their show tonight.”

      Denise’s eyes widened. “He did? At the Troubadour?”

      “Yeah, how’d you—”

      “Matt. He never gives up.”

      “Right. Anyway, I didn’t tell you because I’m obviously not going.” I grimaced, realizing I’d phrased my last sentence more like a question than a final decision.

      “You sure about that?”

      “Totally,” I insisted, clearing my throat. “He just thinks I’ll have sex with him again. That I’m a sure thing, which, clearly, I am, given the failure of my ridiculous plan last night. So, I need to stay away.”

      Denise gritted her teeth. “Eva, I mean absolutely no offense when I say this because you are always the most gorgeous woman in every single room you’re ever in. But there are gonna be at least fifty girls at that show who Danny wouldn’t even have to so much as say hello to before they had his dick in their mouths. So, you know…I don’t really think he’s too worried about getting laid tonight.”

      I stuck my tongue out. “Ew.”

      She shrugged and reached for her coffee. “Musicians.”

      “It’s still gross.”

      “Like you haven’t had his dick in your mouth five hundred times.”

      “Denise.” I tried to stifle my laughter but lost it once she sputtered and doubled over, her entire body shaking.

      “Okay, okay.” I wiped under my eyes as I managed to catch my breath. “I’m going outside to smoke and think about it. But I’m telling you, it’s gonna be a no. One of those fifty girls can have him. In fact, they can all have him.”

      I grabbed my purse, pushed myself up from the couch, and headed for the small patio outside of the apartment, catching a sideways glance from Denise before I opened the door. “What?”

      She held her hands up, pleading innocence, though a smug, crooked smile remained on her lips. “Nothing, Eva. Nothing at all.”
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      “I cannot believe I’m fucking doing this,” I said as Denise squeezed into a parking space. I massaged my temples, trying to relieve the tension in my head. It felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, crammed full of fear and worry that I was setting myself up for disappointment.

      Denise reached into her purse and opened her compact, repainting her lips before turning to me. “Do you wanna leave? Because we can leave right now, and you will never have to see Danny Kincaid ever again.”

      Part of me wanted to grab the gear shift and switch it into drive myself. But a bigger part wanted to stay. The part that thought maybe I’d been too quick to uproot that tiny seed of hope from the night before. That maybe Danny was older and wiser. And that maybe Denise was right. What if I had run into him for a reason?

      “I don’t want to leave,” I confessed.

      “You know it’s okay to want to be here, right? It doesn’t make you weak or whatever it is you’re thinking. It actually makes you a normal human being.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “I had to say that since you wouldn’t let me say it before.”

      After chain-smoking for a good twenty minutes that morning, I’d walked back inside and announced we would be going to the show, but there would be no further mention of it until we were in a moving car headed for the Troubadour. I’d picked apart Danny’s every word, every move, and every expression before making my decision and didn’t need any cause for further dissection.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And just so you know, one day you’re gonna be a normal human being, and I’m gonna be saying all that mushy stuff to you.”

      “Oh, please, Eva. You know I’m immune to that shit.”

      We exchanged a knowing glance, and I snickered as she cut the engine to her car and opened her door.

      We started up the sidewalk on Santa Monica Boulevard, the sound of our heels hitting the concrete almost as loud as the sound of my heartbeat pounding in my ears. The black spandex dress that Denise had insisted I wear felt increasingly tighter as we approached the club, and I was sure the silver concho belt around my waist was about to cut off circulation to the lower half of my body.

      “That’s a really long line. What if we can’t even get in?” I asked, slowing my pace as I spotted the crowd gathered outside.

      “You said he was gonna put us on the list. The list means we’re in.”

      I nodded, following behind her as she led the charge past the line to the large man in a solid black T-shirt standing at the door. He held a clipboard in his hand, monitoring the crowd and occasionally waving people inside.

      Denise bounced up to him and chirped our names, then grinned at me as he stepped aside and allowed us to enter.

      “Hey, Eddie,” he called to a man standing inside the door. “Can you take these girls backstage?”

      My eyes swept around the venue which had a smaller section upstairs in addition to the downstairs; both were already packed. A thick haze of smoke hung in the air, several beams of light slicing through it from different directions. I licked my lips, my mouth feeling like a bucket of sand had been poured into it, then leaned over to Denise. “So I’m guessing his band doesn’t suck?”

      She raised her brows as we followed Eddie through the crowd to a door by the stage. He opened it for us, revealing a group of people mingling, drinks and cigarettes in hand.

      I hesitated as Denise pressed against my side and discretely clasped my hand. It was only a matter of seconds after we stepped inside that I spotted Danny practically tripping over himself to get to us, ignoring several nearly-naked girls attempting to get his attention.

      “Eva. Oh my God. You came.” His shaky voice and wide-eyed expression hovered somewhere between surprise and relief.

      He looked incredible in his black jeans and silky purple shirt, which was mostly unbuttoned, revealing his smooth chest. I wanted to fall into his arms, forgetting all my fears and doubts. But I remained stoic, refusing to give myself away—although I suspected that actually showing up at the gig had already done that.

      “Yeah, uh, thanks for getting us in. You’ve got a crowd out there.” I motioned to the door, my body as stiff as my voice, which sounded like I was about to engage in an official business transaction on a Monday morning rather than hang out and listen to music on a Saturday night.

      What the fuck. Loosen up, Eva.

      “Yeah, we do okay,” he said, a humble smile appearing on his lips.

      Suddenly, Denise, who was standing just off to my side sizing Danny up, let out a squeal. We turned our heads to see Matt grabbing onto her waist as she tried to wriggle out of his grip.

      “This is a goddamn miracle. You actually came to see me play. I’m wearing you down, Denise.”

      “I’m here with Eva, you idiot,” she said, punching him in the arm. “And no, you’re not coming over after the show.”

      “Hey, Eva.” Matt ignored Denise’s insult and nodded in my direction. “Good to see you again.”

      I gave him a small wave as a guy with an easy smile and a sleeve of tattoos approached us.

      “So is this the old friend from Illinois I heard about?” he asked, adjusting the backward baseball cap on top of his shoulder-length light brown hair and extending his hand. “I’m Will.”

      Danny cringed at his description of me, and I had to fight the urge to show my cards as well. I didn’t know if that was what Danny had told him or if Will was just being cautious with his words. Whatever the case, being given the title old friend made my stomach drop, and I wasn’t sure if it was because I thought I deserved more based on the past, or I wanted to be more in the present.

      “Eva. Nice to meet you,” I said, giving his outstretched hand a weak shake. The half-dilapidated couch pushed up against the wall had more personality than I did. I was wound up tighter than the fucking strings on one of Danny’s guitars.

      Will lit a cigarette and motioned to a girl with teased red hair calling for him from the other side of the room. “You, too. I’ll let you guys catch up. Gotta run.”

      I was trying to think of what meaningless topic of conversation I could offer up when a tall, slender figure stalked into the room. Long dirty-blond hair hung over his shoulders onto his bare chest, and his black leathers rode low on his hips. He made a beeline for Danny and stopped in front of him.

      “I can’t get the vocals right on ‘Another Night.’ We gotta drop it from the set list.”

      Danny rolled his eyes. “Your vocals are fine, I heard them at sound check. Calm down, dude.”

      The other guy looked down at me, surprise flickering across his face as if he’d just noticed I was there. “Who’s this?”

      He continued to study me like I was the subject of some appraisal I wasn’t aware I’d have to endure. It didn’t feel like an assessment to determine whether I was worthy of taking home that night; it was more to decide whether I was worthy of even being in his presence.

      “Eva,” I answered, squaring my shoulders. “And you are?”

      “Eric,” he said in a voice as sharp as a razor’s edge before turning his attention back to Danny. “Anyway, we’re dropping the song.”

      “I don’t care, cross it the fuck off,” Danny said.

      Eric nodded. “Fine.” He gave me the once-over again, turned, and walked back out of the room.

      I scoffed. “Wow. Nice guy.”

      “I’ll just apologize for him and say his social skills are lacking. Hell of a singer, though.”

      “Ten minutes, everyone,” a woman sauntering by us announced.

      Danny placed his hand on my arm and my knees buckled, but I didn’t recoil like I had that morning. “Listen, I gotta get ready, but I’m gonna have one of the security guys take you and Denise out to the front of the stage.”

      I shook my head. “This place is packed. We’ll find a spot in the back and—”

      “No,” he said, cutting me off. “It’s been five and a half years since I got to play a show for Eva Holloway. I want you down front with me.”

      “Yeah,” I said quietly. “Okay.”

      He gave me a hopeful smile and turned to find someone to escort us out. A familiar tingle traveled through my body, and when it hit my lips, I finally managed a tiny smile of my own. I looked down at the ground, warmth spreading across my cheeks, but raised my head when he said my name once again.

      “Hey, Eva. Don’t leave right after the show, okay? I wanna take you out afterward, just you and me. And I don’t mean to my apartment.” He paused, his eyes searching my face for any indication of what I was thinking. “Can…can we do that?”

      The smile on my lips grew wider as something in his voice replanted the seed I’d dug up earlier. “Yeah. We can do that.”

      I hadn’t had to think about my answer to his question. I’d known by the end of my conversation with Denise that morning which part of me was winning the tug-of-war happening in my head. And now the opposing team had officially been yanked face down in the mud. I still didn’t know exactly what he wanted, but the way he spoke to me, the way he looked at me, gave me enough pause to not blow things off as merely an attempt to ease his conscience. I didn’t know if I was kidding myself—if I was stupid, if I was weak. But the thought of not finding out why Danny wanted to see me again only guaranteed I’d spend hours…days…months wondering.

      As soon as he disappeared, we were led back out front. Denise had swiped two beers from backstage—not nearly enough to calm my nerves but better than nothing. I downed mine quickly and was anxiously picking at the label when the house lights went down and a powerful, deep voice boomed from the speakers.

      “All right, Hollywood! You wanted the best, you got the best…”

      I cocked my head and raised my brows. The KISS concert intro? Danny hated KISS. I imagined him backstage, jaw clenched and eyes rolled up to the ceiling.

      There was a snicker, then the voice from beyond soared up a pitch. “Nah, I’m just fuckin’ with you. But these guys are pretty fuckin’ good, too. Ladies and gentlemen…put your hands together for Counting Backward!”

      Four shadowy figures walked onto the stage, and the crowd erupted. Will sat behind his kit, a stack of amps surrounding him, and stomped out a quick beat on the bass drum. Matt took his position stage right, bass guitar slung low across his hips, and Danny stood stage left, directly in front of Denise and me, his face illuminated by the orange glow of his cigarette as he took a drag. 

      My head and stomach were woozy, and my only comfort at the moment was that there were enough people around me to break my fall if I went down. Denise smiled and bumped my hip, and I leaned over to tell her I might pass out. But before I could manage, spotlights flipped on and the tall, imposing figure from earlier was standing in the middle of the stage belting out the first song.

      “If I tell you that you’re craaaaay-zaaaaay,” Eric sang, forcefully grabbing onto the mic and writhing along with the rhythm as the rest of the band joined in. 

      Danny was right. This guy was a hell of a singer.

      The song was driving with a catchy hook and chorus. There was a hint of blues interspersed between the heavy guitar licks, which made sense given Danny’s affection for bands like the Stones and Aerosmith.

      Danny lowered his gaze to me, winking between his backup vocals, and I watched in awe as his fingers moved expertly up and down the fretboard of his ebony guitar. I’d seen him play so many times before, but it was always in the storage space down the street from his house or at a backyard party when someone’s parents were out of town. I’d never seen him like this. The gauzy scarf with metallic threading that he’d added over his loose, half-tucked shirt, and the silver hoops dangling from his ears occasionally caught one of the stage lights and sparkled against his black hair. He was rock ‘n’ roll personified, all eyes in the crowd focused on him, while his were focused squarely on me.

      The band moved seamlessly from one song to another, Denise and I occasionally glancing at one another in disbelief at how amazing they were. The music came to a halt after a song about a girl who’d lost her way in Hollywood, and Danny grabbed a towel, wiping his face before tossing it back on the drum riser. His chest glistened, and the ends of his dark hair had separated into sweaty tendrils. My pulse quickened, but this time it wasn’t from nerves.

      He walked back over to his mic and leaned down to me. “You good?”

      I smiled and nodded, at a loss for words.

      He and Matt played a few random chords on their instruments, allowing Eric to grab a beer off the drum riser. Eric took a swig and sauntered back to the mic, his hair plastered to his shoulders with sweat.

      “We’re gonna mix things up a little bit tonight,” he said between screams from the crowd, “and do a song for a very special guest of Mr. Danny Kincaid’s.” He cast a steely glance at me, then motioned over to Danny, who raised his hand in acknowledgment. “Said she’d know it from their old days in Illinois.”

      Denise looked over at me, wide-eyed, her jaw hanging open. I cupped my hand over my mouth as Danny began to play a haunting guitar melody to the cheers of the crowd. I wasn’t sure how he had convinced Eric to play a song for me, the girl whose mere presence he’d questioned with his sharp tone and judging eyes, but at that moment, I didn’t care.

      “This one’s by Aerosmith,” Eric continued, adjusting the mic. “It’s called ‘Seasons of Wither.’”

      Danny continued to play, with Matt and Will joining in on cue. I stood completely still in front of the stage, shocked that Danny remembered my favorite song. It was five albums old by the time I could drive, but I still played it on repeat in the Mustang my parents had bought me for my sixteenth birthday. The melancholy notes and memories of us listening to it with the windows rolled down on hazy summer nights sent an unexpected tear spilling onto my cheek. 

      Eric grabbed the mic with both hands, casting a sultry stare into the crowd. Danny’s hazel eyes became golden pools beneath the glare of the stage lights, and I was carried away, the song swallowing me up as pieces of our past floated alongside me like driftwood. I blinked and it was nearly over, the final chords crashing over me as Danny strode across the stage, staring at me like I was the only fucking person in the room.
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