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			chapter one


			Shane


			There’s nothing more pointless than a meet and greet when you’re a drummer. Most people probably couldn’t name five drummers. Or really two. 


			And I wasn’t one of them.


			So tonight, like most nights, I stood at the edge of the room, arms crossed, catching the run-off from women waiting to gush at Noah or Micah.


			“It’s like a weird dating game,” Lennon said, striking the same posture as me. As the only woman in the band, and a bass player at that, she was nearly as invisible as me. Nearly. She’d only joined the band a few months ago, but already, she had her own fans. Usually the women who approached her only wanted to talk about music, not invite her back to their room. Usually.


			The dudes weren’t worth mentioning.


			“I’m enjoying the persiflage,” I said, checking my phone for the time.


			“Dare I ask?” She didn’t need to roll her eyes. Her tone conveyed her ennui.


			“It means flippant banter.” I’d been annoying her by dropping the word of the day into casual conversation whenever I could. “As in, the two wallflowers exchanged light and witty persiflage.”


			“Oh, watch this.” Lennon tilted her head. “I think those two women are going to—” One of the women posing for a selfie with Noah slid her hand down to his ass. Lennon laughed. “Yup.”


			Noah glowered, understandably sick of being treated like a prop. He was as ready as the rest of us for this tour to wrap up. Two more shows.


			A couple of women drifted near us, eyes on Noah, looking for a break in the endless stream.


			I sighed. “Hello.” It was pointless. I wasn’t pretty like Noah and Micah, and hidden behind the drums, I didn’t have face recognition. I could have been a roadie. Or another fan.


			Lennon adopted an irritating voice. “Oh, my God. Aren’t you the drummer for The Most Wanted?”


			One of the women turned to eye me. “So you know Noah?”


			I had to laugh. At least she was open about it. The sneaky ones would pretend to be interested in me, string me along, and then once I introduced them to the rest of the band, they’d take their shot with Noah.


			It wasn’t his fault he was so pretty, but he had no idea how much it fucking hurt. 


			“Noah and I go way back,” I said. “He was my first love, actually.”


			The woman scoffed, like this was preposterous. “Is it true he has a girlfriend?”


			Unbelievably, that rumor was true. He’d turned over a new leaf. I never thought I’d see the day. “Going on a whole month now.”


			Noah slipped from the small mob around him and found me.


			“Speak of the devil,” I said. “These young women were keeping me company until you were free.”


			“Hey, Noah,” one of them said, all flirty.


			Noah breathed in, clearly about one fuck away from empty. “I have to get out of here,” he said, and then before I could process what he was doing, he bolted.


			Shit. We still had five minutes left. I started to go after him, but Lennon put a hand on my forearm.


			“Leave it. Nobody cares.”


			Micah watched Noah go, said a few words to the guy he was chatting with, then broke away and came straight over to us.


			“What the hell was that?”


			“We’re in D.C.,” I said. “He always gets squirrely when we play here.”


			“Shit. Right.” Micah ran a hand through his hair. “I forgot.”


			Lennon arched an eyebrow. “What’s in D.C.?”


			It wasn’t my place to spill Noah’s whole history, but I wouldn’t have had time to anyway because security went rushing down the hall, returning only to frog-march Noah to the exit.


			Fucking hell. “Well, I guess we’re done here.”


			I took off down the corridor to chase after my best friend, but he was long gone by the time I made it out the doors.


			“Check the bus,” Micah said, catching up to me.


			The bus was running, waiting for us to board, and Noah’s things were still there, but no sign of Noah.


			His thirty-day girlfriend, Crystal, came stomping across the parking lot, saying, “I need to get my things,” before she’d even reached us. Security trailed her like she feared for her safety.


			I swore I would never complain about being ignored by groupies again. At least my low profile had spared me from these kinds of theatrics. Where are you, Noah?


			I had my suspicions, and as soon as we sorted Crystal out, I dialed his number. “Pick up.”


			He answered, sounding out of breath. “Hey, Shane.”


			And although I already knew the answer, I asked, “Man, where the hell are you?”


			“I needed to get away.”


			I paced outside the bus. We were about to leave for Philadelphia, and he was AWOL. This wasn’t cool at all. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”


			“Not really.”


			“I know something’s up. Crystal came and got her things from the bus. Security was with her.”


			He cussed. Whatever had happened, we’d figure it out later. Right now, we just needed an entire band to move on to the next town.


			“Noah, man. Come on back to the bus. Micah’s hella pissed.”


			“I want my soul back,” he growled.


			“What even? Where are you? We can come get you.”


			“I don’t think you can drive the bus on the Mall.”


			Goddammit. “Noah, what are you planning?”


			“Look, I’ll catch a train up to Philly and meet you guys there tomorrow. Go on without me. There’s something I need to do.”


			Well, this was probably inevitable. Micah watched me, waiting for me to give him some good news, but Noah was a stubborn ass on the best of days. And when it came to one person in particular, he was unbending. So I said, “If you see Lucy, tell her I said hi.”


			“Thanks, man.” He hung up.


			“Well?” Micah asked, a note of doubt creeping in.


			I shook my head. “Dude has all the women in the world throwing themselves at him, but he can’t let go of her.”


			Micah nodded. “When you find that one person, nobody else will replace them. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost Josie.”


			I had no idea about any of that. I’d been overshadowed most of my life, first by my siblings, then Noah, then Adam, now Micah. Professionally, I could handle it. Among drummers, I’d earned the nickname Hurricane Shane. I was a madman with a pair of sticks. But romantically? It had all been fool’s gold.


			“Yeah, well. Noah needs to learn to accept that she’s moved on.” It had been years.


			“Speaking of moving on,” Lennon said. “Can we take this the fuck on the road? I need my beauty sleep.”


			With one last glance over the parking lot, like Noah might magically appear, I climbed the steps, grabbed my dog-eared copy of A Confederacy of Dunces, and settled into my bunk to lose myself in a fictional world.


			The motor hummed, the sound of dreams for a touring musician. Outside doors slammed, and then the bus pulled out. There were no windows in the bunks, so I couldn’t wistfully watch the landmarks of D.C. as we passed through the background of my childhood. Noah was out there somewhere, and I could only hope he knew what he was doing.


			The separator door slid open as Lennon, then Micah, entered. Micah rolled onto a bunk, but Lennon passed on through to the back rec area to usurp the pull-out sofa. She glanced up at me once and said, “Night, Morgan.”


			I propped a pillow up to read. “Night, Smyth.”


			In the dark with only my reading lamp to illuminate the pages, I settled in for another lonely night.


		


	

		

			chapter two


			The world is mine


			I’m breaking through


			—The Most Wanted


			“No Holding Back”


			Layla


			Icould find a Most Wanted song lyric appropriate for any occasion. 


			Humming along with the song in my headphones, I spun the revolving door into the marble lobby of the high rise in Times Square. Today, this song was my anthem.


			Today, this Indiana girl became a New Yorker.


			I still couldn’t believe I’d landed this job at the world-famous Rock Paper, breathing in the air legit rock stars may have exhaled.


			Halfway across the lobby, my phone rang out a popular Most Wanted song. The call could only be from Ashley, aka DeadFan on the fan board. Online, we all had our aliases. People knew me as Pumpkin39. Pumpkin because of my flaming orange hair. The rest because of my birthday.


			In my spare time, I ran the biggest unofficial Most Wanted fan site on the Internet. My obsession with music was about to become my real-life career.


			I swiped the phone to answer, as I strode purposely toward security. “Ash? Is there a problem?”


			It wouldn’t matter if the server had crashed. I didn’t have time to put out trash fires on my first day at work.


			“Just called to wish you good luck! I’m so excited for you.”


			I patted my hip for the lanyard then slid my shiny new ID badge over the electronic sensor. I adopted a professional, non-fan-girl tone. “Thanks for calling. Is everything okay?”


			That was a mistake. Ash could talk a mile a minute. “Yeah, though there was some drama this morning over a bad review. You know how they call people ‘bad fans’ for agreeing with criticism? A fight broke out, but I handled it. I think.”


			I zoned out a bit until she said, “I was dying to tell them you’re working at the very magazine where that review was posted.”


			The elevator dinged its imminent arrival, and I switched the phone to my other ear so I could better enunciate my response. “Do not under any circumstances tell anyone where I’m working.” I’d already explained all of this to her.


			“Oh, I know. They’d all go nuts, expecting you to share state secrets or whatever.”


			That was only half of it.


			The elevator doors opened, and I whispered as loud as I dared. “If my boss, or anyone here, happened upon your posts”—unlikely as that was—“they’d connect me to that server pretty fast.”


			I wouldn’t lose my job for moonlighting as a fan forum admin, but I might lose my cred.


			She sighed. “Got it. It’s still exciting.”


			I stepped onto the elevator. “Ash, I need to go.”


			“Sure thing. And good luck, Layla.” Before I could hit End on the call, her tinny voice came through the speaker. “If you meet anyone famous, let me know!”


			Muffled chuckles on the elevator made it clear they’d all heard. My cheeks probably flamed as red as my hair. Still, I shot a glance around the elevator on the off chance a celebrity hid in our midst. It would be entertaining to bask in Ash’s jealousy if I could report back a Samuel Tucker sighting.


			Even the remote possibility humbled me.


			On the Rock Paper floor, I found my assigned cube then glanced around the ordinary office, looking for someone to point me to my new manager’s office.


			In the cube cattycorner to mine, a head of ash brown curly hair bobbed in a jerky rhythm. As self-assured as I presented myself online, I was awkward as fuck in real life, but I mustered up my courage and knocked on the strip of metal on the divider. The cube’s inhabitant didn’t look up. I tapped again before I noticed her headphones and reached over to touch her shoulder.


			She startled, then laughed. “Oh, my Lord. You scared the dickens out of me.”


			Her chair spun, and when she looked up, I found myself face to face with Jo Wilder. My eyes grew wide, and I took a giant step back because I recognized her as Micah Sinclair’s girlfriend. Micah Sinclair. As in the lead singer for The Most Wanted.


			Jo had her own achievements as a concert photographer, though I might never have heard of her if she hadn’t been the subject of discussion on my fan site.


			I stared at her, then remembered to speak. “What are you doing here?” I blurted out, then clamped my stupid mouth closed. I’d never expected to run into my own celebrity fixations. Not at work. Certainly not on my first day.


			She tugged her headphones out of a tangled lock and shook out her curls. “Boyfriend’s on the road, and I was going batshit insane in our empty house. I figured I’d be more productive here.”


			“Right.” Of course. I’d forgotten she freelanced for the Rock Paper. I envisioned her working on a tour bus, at a concert, somewhere exciting. 


			By boyfriend she meant Micah—the current obsession of half the women on my server. And most of the guys. My awkwardness intensified.


			She tilted her head, eyes narrowed slightly. “Have we met?”


			I stood flummoxed, unsure whether to gush over her concert photography or praise Micah’s music. Or maybe play it cool. After all, I had a legitimate reason to be here. I stuck out a hand. “Hi. My name’s Layla Beckett. I’m new here, and I’m still a bit lost.” I clamped my lips together to shut up.


			Jo had more grace than me and didn’t seem to notice that I was genuinely starstruck. “Hi. I’m Jo. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She took my outstretched hand. “You’re new? What will you be doing?”


			Her slight southern accent surprised me. I’d seen dozens of pictures of her, but I’d never once heard her speak. She usually hid on the other side of the camera.


			“Social media. Web content. That sort of thing.” I tugged the sleeves of my cardigan over my hands, shrinking into myself, wanting to stick my head in a hole.


			Jo’s bright smile seemed sincere. “Social media, huh? I used to work as paparazzi and had to practically live on the Internet.”


			I bit my tongue to resist saying, “I know.”


			“Now, I try to avoid social media altogether. You must know how to navigate the mine fields pretty well, I bet.”


			She was right. I’d handled trolls and online wars, putting out a lot of dumpster fires and quelling potentially damaging fan uprisings in my years at the helm. There was a reason my users dubbed me fearless leader.


			She didn’t need to know all that.


			“Social media can be a nightmare, but I try to see it as another tool. There are a lot of potential clicks that shouldn’t be ignored.”


			Jo laughed. “Spoken like a social media master.”


			“It’s kind of ironic honestly. I suck at the social part, but I guess I’m good at it online.”


			“You could’ve fooled me.” Her gentle encouragement made me feel less like a dork.


			I remembered why I was bothering her. “Do you happen to know where the IT guys sit?”


			Jo stood. “Let me give you a proper tour.”


			She led me to the kitchen and then the mail room. Everyone wore T-shirts with concert logos, skinny jeans, and Converse tennis shoes. Jo had on a knit shirt and an infinity scarf, but otherwise, she fit right in. My heels made me stand out in more ways than one. I’d completely overdressed for the job, having come from corporate America.


			Jo’s easy friendliness put me at ease. I couldn’t help notice that faces lit up whenever she approached. She had good energy.


			As we moved back toward the cubes, she gave me a quizzical look, and I realized I was smiling at her dreamily. “It was really nice to meet you. Thank you so much for showing me around. I’m just so happy to be here.”


			Her smile matched mine. “Yeah, it’s a special place. The job I had before—” She shuddered. “You don’t even want to know.”


			Oh, I knew. More than a casual observer ought to anyway. She’d worked as a tabloid photographer, but when she became the story, she left. I never knew the details beyond the gossip. “It must have been a toxic environment.”


			She grimaced with secret knowledge. “You can’t begin to imagine.”


			That southern accent came and went like a subtle breeze, reminding me that she wasn’t who I’d always imagined her to be. It would have been fun to divulge that little detail online. Fans loved gathering tidbits of hoarded knowledge. But I wouldn’t. I still hadn’t decided whether or not to mention this job to anyone besides Ash. The demand for insider information would become unbearable. Mega fans generally had no boundaries. They’d probably ask what she smelled like.


			As we returned to the cubes, she asked, “Where are you coming from?”


			“A super small town outside Indianapolis you wouldn’t have heard of.”


			“Oh, wow.” Her eyes brightened, like she was interested in what I had to say. “This must be a big change for you then.”


			“You have no idea.” It wasn’t like I’d never seen a big city, but the town where I grew up had more trees and cornfields than buildings.


			“No, I remember how overwhelming it is.” She tucked a curl behind her ear. “Thankfully, one of my good friends had already settled here, so he gave me a place to stay and helped smooth the transition.”


			And then, you moved in with a rock star. “Lucky for you. I still need to tackle my housing situation.”


			“Where are you staying?”


			“Actually, I’ve got a hotel somewhere in Brooklyn. It’s on”—I searched my mind for the street—“Flatbush Avenue?”


			“Oh, yeah? That’s not far from where I live.”


			“Well, howdy neighbor,” I said, like the dorkiest dork who ever dorked. I wished the earth would swallow me.


			She snorted. “You ought to come over for dinner tonight if you don’t have plans.”


			My brain couldn’t process the words, as it was too busy exploding. “You want me to come to your house?”


			“I know how hard it is to be alone in a new place. And honestly, I could use the company.”


			My eyes continued to blink, but my mouth couldn’t formulate an appropriate response. My mind screamed, “Worlds collide!”


			Part of me—the fangirl who obsessed over these people—urged me to jump at Jo’s invitation and get the inside view.


			Another part of me—the fan forum admin—balked at even considering this invasion of her privacy.


			A third deeper, darker part of me—the introvert who hid online behind a fake persona—wanted to retreat to my empty hotel room and catch up with the friends who lived in my laptop. I’d been cramping all day, thanks to a particularly painful period, and the idea of burrowing under covers alone in my jammies with a hot cup of tea appealed to me a lot.


			Online, people thought I was cool and connected. Online, I could delete my social gaffes.


			But when would I ever have a chance like this again?


			So I stood there debating with myself, probably with my jaw agape, drool threatening to spool over my dumbstruck lower lip until Jo nudged me. “Well? I promise we’re not ax murderers. Micah won’t be home until tomorrow, so it would be just the two of us. You’re not allergic to cats, are you?”


			“No.” I wasn’t sure if that was an answer to her first or last question.


			“Then it’s settled.” She grabbed a pen and scrawled down a number on a Post-it. “Here’s my cell. Give me a call when you’re ready to leave work. I have stuff to do this afternoon, but I can swing back up and fetch you. Okay?”


			As I stuck the Post-it to the back of my phone, frequent scene of my cyberstalking, I vowed I wouldn’t break her trust or treat her like an exhibit at the zoo.


		


	

		

			Desideratum : The Most Wanted


			#spring-fling-tour > with-whiplash > dc | Talk about the tour...


			12 new messages since 7:31 AM


			Hipster101 Today at 7:31 AM


			I’ll have more pictures to post later. @Jayhawk was there, too. I think he shot some video.


			Jayhawk Today at 7:35 AM


			Yeah I shot the whole show. Trippy to see TMW as an opening act. 


			Sailor8 Today at 7:38 AM


			Ooh, @Hipster101 - any pictures of Micah or Noah? *Fingers crossed*


			Jayhawk Today at 7:45 AM


			Were any of you around back when TMW was the headliner at that arena? I hate this new direction.


			Insidious Today at 7:57 AM


			@Jayhawk - Yeah, but we’re getting all these small shows now. 


			Sailor8 Today at 8:16 AM


			Hey, @Pumpkin39, do you have any secret insider knowledge about their next small show? I’m hoping they hit the northeast soon.


			Pumpkin39 Today at 8:17 AM


			As if. I’ll know as soon as you know. Are you aware they’ll be playing the Boston festival in a couple of weeks?


			WD40 Today at 8:19 AM


			Can we get back to talking about the Whiplash tour? Did you hear about some tension between the bands? There were some rumors that something went down after the show involving Noah possibly.


			Hipster101 Today at 8:43 AM


			Sadly, I didn’t score a meet and greet, so I saw nothing. 


			Jayhawk Today at 8:52 AM


			I stalked the busses over on 6th near the loading dock. There was definitely something going on...


		


	

		

			chapter three


			Layla


			My workday began when my new manager Byron rolled in and introduced me to the IT team.


			Thankfully, I didn’t corner the market on social awkwardness. Dave barely made eye contact with me, and Ajit snort-laughed when I blurted an Office Space line about having a case of the Mondays. I was a self-taught programmer, so I worried the legit geeks would ferret out all my technical blind spots, but Ajit helped me set up my workspace, saying, “Don’t worry. It always takes time to ramp up. We’ll have you trained on the functionality in no time.”


			Joining a team of developers at a rock music magazine should have been the most thrilling and intimidating part of my day, but the awe of meeting Jo overshadowed everything else. I itched to jump on my server to gush about my mind-blowing morning. But I couldn’t. Not without inviting nosy questions.


			Still, I considered texting Ash to squeal with her.


			As if she’d read my mind, my phone rang out a guitar riff from The Most Wanted’s “Outcast”—Ash’s ringtone. Since I was just watching a training video, I opened the text.


			Help! There’s a revolt on the server. They’re planning to bombard that reviewer’s article. I’ve tried to intervene, but they’re ignoring me.


			Seriously? I rolled my eyes. Just lock the thread. Or delete it.


			The phone rang out again. Layla, please. Just pop in?


			I gritted my teeth. She’d promised she could handle drama in my absence. Glancing around to make sure nobody noticed me scrolling on my phone, I pulled up the app. The last message, written only a minute earlier, told me all I needed to know.


			UnWaNtEd, who had no life offline, had written: All right. I’ve registered with a fake email account. Let’s all go and let Gabriel Sanchez know he can’t mess with TMW.


			I sighed at the childishness. Why was this still such a huge part of my life? My fingers flew as I composed a trademark level-headed response to their short-sighted attempts to salvage the solid reputation of the band.


			 


			Pumpkin39 Today at 10:44 AM


			Guys, are you shitting me? That reviewer has a right to his opinion, and you only make the fan base look insane by flooding the comment sections. It won’t change his mind. It may in fact cement it.


			I’m locking this thread. If I come back and find you’re continuing this nonsense elsewhere, I’ll start banning accounts. I know you mean well, but please knock it off, you knuckleheads.


			 


			This was my life. My weird alternative life.


			The fan reaction didn’t surprise me. After a while, a fan community is nothing but inside jokes, memes, and long-held grievances. The name Gabriel Sanchez would be added to the ever-expanding list of people who were dead to us.


			I wouldn’t reveal that I currently sat at the very magazine they were battling. Hopefully Gabriel Sanchez would never connect me to those fans. If I ever crossed paths with him.


			The reality of that possibility hit me. It would be uncanny to meet Gabriel in the flesh. I could tell him to his face what my posters wanted to post in all caps.


			Confident I’d put out the distant fire, I got back to watching HR videos and daydreaming about tonight. The forum dwellers would lose their shit if I casually mentioned where I’d be dining.


			As it was, I was losing my own shit.


			By five o’clock, my anxiety ballooned so much, I considered bailing on Jo. In my hotel, I could unwind alone, catching up on the forum drama in complete anonymity. But Maddie, my best friend back home, constantly nagged me to wean myself off virtual friends and meet real people. So I sucked up my courage and dialed Jo’s number, worried she’d forgotten about me anyway.


			My pulse sped up as she answered. “Layla?”


			In my mind, a million hearts exploded at the sound of her voice. It was official. I had a girl crush.


			She instructed me to head down to the street, and fifteen minutes later, a town car with its own driver whisked me away like I was a movie star. As we rode across town, Jo told me about an art show she was putting together while I straddled the line between polite interest and enthusiastic gushing.


			“Enough about me, how was your day?” she asked.


			“So exciting.” I proceeded to babble, all the while shouting, “Shut up!” in my own head. At least work was a safe topic, and she was sweet enough to listen.


			When we arrived at her brownstone in Brooklyn, Jo dug out her keys and led me into the abode, dropping her bags in the entry and moving quickly to the kitchen where she sat and pricked her finger with a stick. “Don’t mind me. I’m diabetic. I just need to test my blood sugar real quick. Then we can eat.”


			I knew all that. Of course, I did. I’d been peering through her virtual window for months. The worst of it was, I knew less about her than I did about her boyfriend Micah. And I knew less about Micah than I did about the band’s original lead singer, Adam Copeland.


			One degree. I was one degree of separation from Adam Copeland.


			A couple of years ago, the proximity would have driven me to fan-girl frenzy, and I was excited, but over the years, my fanaticism had waned. I’d never admit it on my server, but if I wasn’t the admin, I probably would have drifted away from the fandom once Adam left the band.


			Still it blew my mind to be right here after all this time. But Jo was so nice, and her house seemed so ordinary. Her life was just...normal. I couldn’t get over how she’d taken me in like an ordinary coworker, like we could be friends.


			As she packed away her testing kit, she said, “We could order out, or I could heat up some premade Thai peanut shrimp. You’re not allergic, are you?”


			I shook my head, trying not to gawk at her kitchen. “That sounds great.”


			She turned the oven on and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to change. I’ll just be a jiff.”


			“No problem.”


			I took in my surroundings. I’d blow up the server if I took a picture and shared it online. I never would, of course. I couldn’t even tell Ash or she’d die of jealousy. Or worse blab. 


			There was one person I could talk to who’d never spill. She’d been trying to call me all day anyway. I slipped through the sliding door out into the backyard.


			A little cat appeared and rubbed my ankles while the phone rang.


			Mom finally picked up. “Hello, Pumpkin!”


			“Hi, Mom.”


			“How was your first day? Meet anyone interesting?”


			I dropped onto a chaise longue facing a fence and stared up into the dark sky. “I’ll say.”


			“I want to hear, sweetie, but you’ll have to tell me quick. Your dad and I are on the way to Phil and Debby’s.” Something dinged, and I could hear Dad’s voice. It made me a little homesick to hear them going about their normal Monday night without me.


			I glanced back into the house at the empty kitchen and petted the cat. “You wouldn’t believe where I am right now.”


			“Let me see. Times Square?”


			“No, Mom. I’m actually in Brooklyn at someone’s house.”


			“Ooh. That’s interesting. A coworker? I hope it’s not a stranger. You haven’t been meeting people in bars, have you? Or on one of those apps?”


			I snorted. “No, Mom. This is actually someone I already knew, but she didn’t know me.”


			“Hmm. A mystery. Is it one of your friends from online?”


			“Something like that.” I should have known this wouldn’t be satisfying.


			“Oh, you’ll have to just tell me. We’re here.”


			“She’s a friend of a band I follow. Her name is Jo. She’s really nice.”


			“That’s great, sweetheart. Here’s your dad. He wants to say something.”


			A few muffled sounds later, my dad’s voice filled my ear. “Hey, Pumpkin. You’re settling in okay?”


			“Yes, Dad. Better than expected.”


			“The offer still stands. I can come help you find an apartment.”


			It would be so easy to ask them to smooth my transition, but this was my life to create. “Thanks, Dad. Not right now.”


			“Okay. Take care, Pumpkin. We love you. Here’s your mom.”


			“Layla, don’t forget to call Max. He said he’s been trying to message you.”


			A pang of jealousy squeezed my heart because I already knew why my twin brother wanted to contact me. He was getting married.


			“So, have they set a date?”


			“Call him, Layla.”


			Maybe if my college boyfriend, Liam, hadn’t been so pushy, or if I had the courage to go to bars against my mom’s warnings, I might have met someone by now.


			Impossible to know.


			“I’ll call him later, Mom. I should be getting back.”


			“We love you.”


			“Love you, too.”


			Once they hung up, I stared at the server icon on my phone for a heartbeat. On any given night, I’d be Jonesing to hang out with my forum friends, if for no other reason than to clear my unread messages. But I needed to interact with real humans, and Jo was about as easy an introduction into the real world as any. I could handle a quiet one-on-one dinner. I could socialize.


			I stood and took one long breath of the warm spring air. When I turned around to go in, I nearly dropped my phone from shock.


			 


			*  *  *


			 


			At the kitchen island sat three men I’d recognize anywhere. Micah Sinclair, lead singer for the band The Most Wanted, Jo’s hot-as-fuck boyfriend. Pretty boy lead guitarist, Noah Kennedy. And the unmistakable red-headed drummer Shane Morgan. My heart tripped over itself.


			I’d heard of girls who stumbled upon these guys without a clue who they were. But that would not be me. I’d seen their faces in photo threads online—and on jumbotrons at arenas. Their images were tattooed to the insides of my eyelids.


			Shane had the other two entranced with some story he was telling. His hands shot dramatically in circles and swoops, like he was literally drumming out the narrative. His face lit up, and Micah and Noah leaned in to listen, both so engaged, it made me hesitate to interrupt, but I desperately wanted to hear what was so funny. 


			Was I actually going to meet these guys? What a day.


			With a good shake of my hair to maximize volume, I slid open the glass door, and three heads turned my way.


			Micah said, “Well, hello.”


			I swallowed hard. My brain fritzed, and I stood there, frozen.


			Jo popped up from the base of the fridge. “Oh, here you are. Someone came home early. Let me introduce you to my boyfriend and these other clowns.” She flipped her hand toward Micah. “My boyfriend, Micah Sinclair. This is his house, actually. I’m just a guest, alas.”


			The band was scheduled to play Newark tonight. What could have happened? Was it related to whatever drama had transpired a couple of nights ago in D.C.?


			Micah grabbed Jo’s upper arm and reeled her in for a kiss. “Liar. This is your castle. I live to serve you, my queen.”


			She pushed his chest away. I admired her restraint. “Stop. We have guests.”


			“I thought you were a guest.” He chuckled at himself.


			“Get a room, you two,” Noah said. “You’re grossing everyone out.”


			Jo simply rolled her eyes to the ceiling, then she glanced sheepishly at me. “Excuse Noah. He’s literally the worst.”


			Noah winked, and I melted a little.


			“Meanwhile, over here,” Jo continued, “we have the insufferable Shane Morgan.”


			I nodded as if I didn’t already know that.


			Shane tipped an invisible hat and said, “My lady.”


			He still wore a mischievous smile leftover from the anecdote he’d been sharing before I walked in. It was insane seeing these people in the flesh, and they were looking at me, seeing me, for real.


			“Gentlemen, let me present my newest coworker and a brand-new resident of our fair city, Layla”—she faltered—“shit, I’ve already forgotten your last name.”


			“Beckett. Layla Beckett.”


			Noah immediately sang my name like the Clapton song, and it should have thrilled me to hear those words coming out of his beautiful lips. I couldn’t help it, though. I judged people who went for the obvious joke the minute they met me, as if they honestly thought it was original and clever.


			I sucked on my teeth until Noah flashed the charming smile that made him a favorite in the photo threads. “Awesome name. Really.” 


			My mind riffled through all the things I knew about Noah besides his guitar skills and bratty reputation. I’d read about some fan encounters with him, but I usually ignored them unless they got graphic, and then I nuked them without much thought. Micah had a worse reputation with women before Jo tamed him. But fans claimed Micah was a sweetheart. I’d heard Noah could be gruff, but I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, since Lord knew, fans could be demanding.


			Noah waved his hand toward me then Shane. “Can you imagine the children these two would have?”


			Shane’s head rose as he realized Noah was talking about him. A blush crept up his pale skin to the roots of his hair.


			“Red’s turning red!” Noah laughed.


			I trained my eyes on Shane, willing him to look my way. His milky skin had a definite reddish cast to it, but I couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment. I’d heard every red-haired taunt in the book, and although Noah probably thought he was gently ribbing his friend, Shane’s tense jaw and gritted teeth belied years of buried hurt with layers of insults heaped on top. 


			Finally, with a flick of the eyes, he glanced over. I pegged him with what I hoped was a penetrating gaze, a telepathic communication to say, “I know.”


			A small smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and he breathed in and exhaled. “You’re right, Noah. We’d have gorgeous kids. Look at her.”


			It was the first time he’d been completely still. His hands settled onto the counter, and all the mischief and mockery drained from his face, leaving behind an open sincerity that sucker-punched me. Time slowed, and I brazenly stared at him, as if he were another photograph posted in some fictional #hot-drummers thread. Overall more boyish than his two pretty band mates, Shane had a rugged build, wide shoulders, and a tight muscle running up the side of his neck. That cord could have spawned a photo thread of its own. I followed the set of his jaw to his mouth, dragged my eyes over his plump lower lip, took in his slightly crooked nose and high cheekbones, and lingered on the scruffy beard that did funny things to my insides.


			By the time I’d made the circuit back to his arresting eyes, I’d concluded he was very easy to look at. And he didn’t seem to mind looking at me either.


			My lips curled to match his. And quite possibly, my cheeks now matched my own hair.


			As Micah set plates and glasses on the kitchen island, Jo asked, “So what happened to the Newark show?”


			I’d taken a stool at the corner and hoped they’d forgotten I was there. I leaned in, here for all the behind the scenes drama.


			The guys awkwardly looked in different directions until Micah said, “Noah doesn’t want to talk about it.”


			There’d been something in the tour threads about tension with the band Whiplash. I was dying to ask them to fill me in on the heavy subtext. Perhaps the rumors about D.C. were true.


			Jo shot a look at Noah. “Oh, right. Sorry.” She changed the topic abruptly. “How long are you home?”


			With a sigh, Micah said, “We have to head back out on Sunday.”


			Jo sagged, then reached her arms around Micah’s neck and gave him a proper kiss right there in front of us all. “Then I’m glad you got home early.”


			Noah whistled a cat call, and I studied his perfect profile. He suddenly cut his gray eyes over to me, catching me staring, and flashed a wicked charming grin. “So, Ginger Spice.” 


			I bit the inside of my cheek at the hated nickname. His bratty reputation seemed well founded.


			He tilted his head. “Where did you say you’re from?”


			“I didn’t. I’m from Indiana.”


			He drummed his fingers on the table for a moment, lips twisted, like he was trying to remember where Indiana might be. “We were in Indianapolis last summer. Maybe July?”


			“Uh-huh.” I wasn’t sure how best to respond to that piece of information. My eyes darted to Jo, then Shane, as l sought a lifeline.


			Shane’s face lit up. “Oh, yeah. Maybe you were there.”


			“Yup. I totally was.” I tried to hit a sarcastic tone, honest, but misleading.


			“Sure,” said Noah, as though reading my response as a polite lie, which suited me just fine until Shane frowned.


			“No, I’m serious,” I confessed, and it was worth revealing my fan status if only to watch Shane’s face brighten again. His expressions changed like a chameleon, like a mood ring. And those eyes. Noah’s were a fascinating swirl of gray cold mist, and Micah’s were the clear aqua of island seas. But Shane’s were dark like the midnight sky. As I lost myself in those depths, he let me drink my fill.


			Noah swiveled toward me, elbow on the counter, blocking my view of Shane. “So, where did we play then?”


			Never did I expect I’d be sitting here having to prove my fan cred to Noah fucking Kennedy.


			Without missing a beat, I said, “White River State Park.” Savoring the pearly white grin spreading across his face, I added, “Chain Smoke opened for you.”


			Noah swung his head back to Shane. “Is that right?”


			It was.


			Micah started laughing, and that distracted Noah enough to lean back so I could see Shane clapping his hands.


			“Well done.”


			I hugged myself a little. I could have died right then. I wished I could snap a picture, get an autograph, or just tell someone about this, but I forced myself to behave like a human and focus on the experience.


			The pizza arrived, and we helped ourselves. Jo chose a piece covered in veggies, while the guys demolished a meat lovers. Fearful I might lose a limb if I ventured too close to the pepperoni, I hesitantly reached for one of the veggie slices.


			Chewing on his food, Noah honed in on me with a lift of the brow. “So, you’re a fan then?”


			The question confused me. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? I laughed nervously. “I don’t know what the right answer here is.”


			Jo cut her pizza and pointed an impaled corner at me. “The proper answer is always yes. These narcissists want to hear you’re a huge fan.”


			I snickered. “In that case, yes. I’m a huge fan.”


			Fishing the depths of my sincerity, Noah said, “Name one of our songs.”


			Shane laid a hand on his shoulder. “Man, ease up. She just said she came to a show. What difference does it make?”


			Noah’s eyes slid off me over to Shane. “Just curious if she’s a fan or a super fan.” He clocked me in his sights again. By the way he’d said super, it sounded synonymous with creepy, and I didn’t want to fail his test. “Five bucks she can’t tell us what instrument Shane plays.”


			Now, that was a trap. He wanted me to confess knowledge no casual fan ever knew: the name of the drummer. But it was stupid since I’d just told him I’d been to a show. Process of elimination would rule out guitarist.


			If I pretended to guess, if I lied and said “bassist,” I felt like I’d disappoint Shane.


			I glanced to Jo for another assist, and she laughed. “Noah, she’s not a super fan. She’s a music fan. She works at the Rock Paper. She’s gonna know her bands.”


			Micah shook his head with a look of parental disapproval. “Noah, you can be such a dick.”


			Shane had watched this whole exchange in silence, but now he said, “I play drums, Layla.”


			For that little kindness, it was worth blowing some cool points. I shot him a friendly smile. “Yeah, I knew that. You’re a force of nature.”


			He beamed. “Hurricane Shane. That’s me.”


			Noah’s shoulders relaxed, and he seemed to give up his cat-and-mouse game. I had no idea what he was after. Did he suspect my interest here bordered on stalker? Did it matter? Would they treat me differently if they knew what I did in my spare time? If they knew I could sing their songs by heart?


			But Jo was right. Yeah, I was over-invested in The Most Wanted, but I followed tons of bands. Rock trivia wasn’t a game I played to lose.


			Fortunately, the heat of the conversation lifted while everyone concentrated on eating. I might have been imagining things, but I felt as though Shane glanced my way a few times.


			When dinner came to an end, Noah said, “Let’s hit the road, man. I’m beat.”


			Shane thanked Jo for dinner, punched Micah on the shoulder, then shoved a hand in one of his pockets and said, “It was nice to meet you, Layla.”


			A swirl of sunrise played along his jaw, and I suddenly didn’t know what to do with my own arms. I tucked my hands under my thighs and sat on them. “You, too.”


			As the guys noisily made their way out the front, I dropped my head on the counter, social anxiety catching up to me. I’d be up all night picking apart every single idiotic thing I’d said.


			A hand rested on my shoulder, and Jo asked, “Are you all right? You aren’t feeling sick, I hope.”


			I lifted my head. “I’m just a little overwhelmed, I guess.”


			She looked concerned. “I get that way all the time. Come sit on the sofa.”


			I wanted to insist I was fine, but Micah reappeared, took in the scene, and then dropped to his knees beside the sofa, like I was bleeding out. “Is everything okay? Can I get you anything?”


			They were acting like this was a medical emergency. It was embarrassing, considering my only ailment was idol worship. What would Ash say if I told her Micah Sinclair had knelt before me?


			“No, thanks. I just felt a little dizzy, but I’m fine.” I started to rise. “I should call an Uber.”


			Micah stood. “I have a driver who can take you—”


			Jo shot him a look. “Micah.”


			“But maybe you should stay here,” he amended.


			I was speechless. “Uh.”


			“We’ve got a cozy guest room upstairs for when my mom visits,” Jo said. “Stay the night. I’ll feel better if you do.”


			“I really shouldn’t.” It felt incredibly invasive. Micah had just come home, and he clearly wanted some privacy with his girlfriend. “Plus my things—”


			Micah spoke up. “I can send a driver over to pick up your things. You’d be safer and more comfortable here.”


			“Come on. I’ll show you.” Jo led me to the top of the stairs. I peered into a master bedroom with an enormous king size bed, but she crossed the hall, explaining, “This is my office, but I’m done for the day.”


			The guest room had a queen bed and a desk. On the wall hung a picture of Micah sleeping like a god on a divan, covered in nothing but a throw. I stared at it. “I think I’ve seen this before.”


			She chuckled. “Yeah. My jerk of a boss published it without my permission in the newspaper.” She cocked her head. “It’s my favorite picture of Micah. Plus, it embarrasses my mom.”


			This was too surreal. I forced myself to smile and tell her, “Thank you. This is incredibly generous of you.”


			“Nonsense. You’d do the same I’m sure.”


			True. But would she have invited me into her home if she knew I was the equivalent of an Internet peeping Tom?


		


	

		

			chapter four


			Shane


			As soon as we left Micah’s townhouse, I punched Noah in the arm. “What the hell was that?”


			I was still so mad at him for getting us kicked off the Whiplash tour. Noah’s drama had followed us all the way to Newark where we were politely asked to leave. Thank God, it was the last show anyway, and so close to home, but there was no great way to spin getting fired. 


			Noah rubbed his shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


			“Were you trying to flirt? Or do you think everyone is Crystal?”


			He grimaced, and I knew I’d probably cut too close to the bone. “Sure, I was totally flirting.”


			Fucker. Layla had seemed somewhat interested in me, and he still swanned all over her. He wasn’t flirting. He was just being a dick. Over the past several months, I’d collected a lot of words to describe him. Curmudgeonly, bilious, thrawn, mardy, choleric, eggy, and my favorite, zowerswopped. But I’d never called him any of those out loud.


			“You need to grow up, Noah.”


			Whatever happened in D.C. had clearly fucked him up, but it didn’t give him an excuse to be a grade A asshole. I skipped down the steps without looking back at him and headed back to my place. It was only a few blocks, and unlike everyone else in the band, I wouldn’t get accosted by tabloid journalists or fans. I didn’t even get recognized while I was onstage, literally with the band.


			And none of that bothered me. Micah and Noah could have their fame. I’d seen how the tabloids could tear people apart. I’d happily take the fortune. Still, it rubbed me the wrong way when I’d be standing right there and people overlooked me to focus on my band mates, like I was a stray mongrel. It was just rude.


			Layla hadn’t done that. She’d talked to me almost like Noah wasn’t even there. Maybe that was why he’d behaved like an enfant terrible. He wasn’t used to being ignored.


			I let myself into my apartment and relaxed as I breathed in the familiar smell of home. Noah gave me hell for this place, but I loved its character, with the exposed brick and the spiral stairs to the loft. Noah’s apartment was something you’d find if you searched for “corporate luxury apartments.” Micah’s place was the equivalent of a five-seater SUV. Perfect for him and Jo and their family of cats. This place suited me.


			Except that it was empty.


			I didn’t even know what to do with a sudden night off, so I grabbed my copy of The Color Purple and settled in to read. I’d barely finished a chapter when my phone buzzed. For a heartbeat, my mind flashed to Layla, even though that made no sense.


			When I saw Lennon’s name on the display, I laid my book on the sofa, face down with the pages open, absolutely destroying the spine, like a heathen.


			Good evening, Newark! she’d texted.


			I checked the time, and sure enough, we would have been opening right now. Fucking Noah. I knew it wasn’t technically his fault we got the boot. Noah had caught Crystal cheating on him with Whiplash’s lead singer, Samuel Tucker. And things got more awkward from there.


			Now, at least, he knew what it felt like to be replaced by someone further up the food chain.


			I texted back, Ba-da-dum Ba-da-dum, followed by a series of drum emojis. Some people sexted. Lennon and I put on a concert.


			Bow-bow-bowow came back.


			I settled back on the sofa, smiling now.


			We wouldn’t do this for long, but on one of those nights on the bus when we both couldn’t sleep, we’d had a conversation about touring—and about the nights when we weren’t. She admitted to feeling a little lost when we weren’t all together. She’d only been with us about eight months. Less time than it had taken Adam and Eden to create a small child. I’d been in the band since I was twenty, but in all that time, I’d never figured out what to do with my freedom.


			Rat-a-tat-tat-a-tat sis-boom-ba da-da-da, I wrote.


			Not time for the drum solo yet.


			She was right. Noah would be out there hogging every song like a diva.


			Gonna go fress now. I waited to see if she’d bite, or leave me on read.


			I’m already fressing. She must have looked it up.


			A photo of her spread of snacks followed, and I got up to hunt for something to nosh, er fress, on. I had no idea if I was using any of these words correctly.


			As I sat back down with my mountain of tiramisu ice cream, I suddenly felt terrible for losing my shit with Noah. He was beyond frustrating, but while I got bored and lonely on nights like this, Noah went into mourning.


			Fuck. I scrolled through my contacts until I found him. I hadn’t called or texted him since D.C. so he was buried beneath Lennon and Micah, my mom and my sisters. My brothers never bothered to text, sticking to the group chat.


			Sorry about before. If you want to talk about Crystal or Lucy or anything, I’m here.


			A minute later, he responded. I’m done with Crystal.


			Well, that was obvious. Are you okay about it?


			He’d only been seeing her a month, but for Noah that was unprecedented. At least, after Lucy.


			Over it, he said. A second text came through. We can talk about it at rehearsal.


			That would have to be good enough. I sent back a thumbs up, then went about the business of killing time.


		


	

		

			Desideratum : The Most Wanted


			#hot-photos > Adam | THE place to share your finds...


			9 new messages since 4:35 PM


			CaliforniaDreamin Today at 4:35 PM


			I see tummy! *swoon*


			AdamsWife Today at 4:39 PM


			OMG, I love that one, CD! He’s so casually sexy, you know?


			NewDawn Today at 5:29 PM


			Hi. I’m new here. That photo brought me out of lurker mode to say, meow.


			mAdam Today at 5:32 PM


			Welcome to the forum, @NewDawn! I cannot disagree with you. That’s one beautiful photo of one beautiful man.


			NewDawn Today at 5:32 PM


			Hee hee. Love your username! I think I’m going to love reading back through this thread.


			WeedGirl Today at 6:55 PM


			Holy shit! That photog sure knows how to capture Adam’s lips.


			Pumpkin39 Today at 9:35 PM


			That’s one of my favorites. Wouldn’t mind trading places with that microphone. :)


			CaliforniaDreamin Today at 9:38 PM


			We even got @Pumpkin39 to comment. Score!


			Pumpkin39 Today at 9:42 PM


			I’m not immune to the hotness, but you know how the music nerds object to the objectification.


			CaliforniaDreamin Today at 9:47 PM


			*bows down* You get us!


		


	

		

			chapter five


			Layla


			Alone, waiting for my things to arrive, I propped myself against the fat pillows and hopped online. I was exhausted but dying to find out what went down at the Newark show.


			I clicked the icon to Desideratum, a name I’d picked after reading an interview about why the band was called The Most Wanted. Apparently, Shane suggested Desideratum because he’s a word geek, but Adam was afraid it was too arcane and nobody would remember it. When Shane explained it meant “the thing most wanted,” they compromised.


			I’d almost forgotten that until right now.


			Desideratum had been hopping in my absence. With the tour and the new album releasing, there was a lot to talk about, but the main buzz centered around that stupid reviewer, Gabriel Sanchez. While they’d dropped the idea of attacking him on the Rock Paper blog, the fans had fiercely argued amongst themselves all day.


			I agreed with the majority that Gabriel’s review was horse shit. He’d shredded the album for veering away from older Most Wanted music, as if the band was required to tread the same ground. It pissed me off that Gabriel wrote them off so easily, like he cared more about his own reputation than about their career. Especially after meeting the guys and realizing they really were just people. Obviously, I came at things as a fan, not a critic, but I always thought one should be a little bit of both. Fandom without criticism was idiotic worship. Criticism without fandom was pointless and miserable.


			To be honest, the new album hadn’t impressed me as much as I’d hoped, though I expected it would grow on me. For those of us who’d followed the band from the beginning, losing Adam Copeland had taken some getting used to. Micah had already pushed the music in a lusher, poppier direction, reminiscent of bands like Of Montreal, The Shins, and Radiohead, and now that was the prevailing sound. The complexity of the melodies took time to appreciate, but then his songs would blossom.


			I added my own two cents to the thread.


			 


			Pumpkin39 Today at 10:19 PM


			If I’m being honest, I like Micah’s straight-forward, folky lyrics better than Adam’s metaphor-dense forest of words.


			 


			That would appease the Micah coalition and piss off the Adam lovers, but sitting here in Micah’s guest bedroom, I wanted to give him a little online love. I had no idea if Micah even read reviews. None of the guys had mentioned it. Meanwhile the fans suited up, prepared to go to battle for their honor.


			I’d toss an appreciative comment on one of the Adam photo threads later to even things out.


			Three knocks sounded on the door, and I flung my feet off the bed just as the door cracked open a fraction.


			“Is it okay to bring your suitcases in?” Micah’s familiar voice through the narrow opening jarred me out of my virtual space.


			I hopped up. “Come on in.”


			He rolled my larger suitcase behind him while lugging both my smaller duffel bag and cosmetics case in one hand. His biceps flexed, and I swallowed down unbidden thoughts about a guy who’d been no more than pixels to me until a few hours ago.


			Ignoring my cartoon-wide eyes, he set all the luggage up against one wall, dusted his hands, and faced me. His chest swelled at his job well done, then he exhaled, shoulders dropping. “Are you feeling better?”


			I’d never felt bad, but I nodded. “Thanks, yes.”


			He looked around as if anything might be missing. A bathrobe? Pillow mints? “I’ll let you settle in for the night.”


			I wasn’t sure if I should hug him, shake his hand, or what, so I wrapped my arms around myself and said, “That was really nice of you to bring my things over.” Heat rushed up my chest and neck. I could talk to normal guys as well as I could talk to anyone else, which honestly wasn’t saying much, but while I’d been able to hide in the group setting, this one-on-one thing left me discombobulated, like I had too many limbs.


			Micah, bless him, took it in stride. “Hey, it’s no problem. We gotta watch out for each other, right?”


			Jesus, what a nice guy. “Mmm-hmm,” I squeaked. My lips folded into my mouth, and I couldn’t think of an actual word to speak.


			“Can I bring you anything? Water? Juice? A milkshake?”


			I snort laughed. I never knew he was so funny. “Maybe a half-caf skinny iced caramel macchiato?”


			He chuckled, and I felt like I’d scored. “I mean, I hate to disappoint, but we don’t even have a coffee maker.”


			My jaw dropped. “How?”


			“There’s a coffee shop just up the street, but sadly, they’re closed for the night. I can bring you one in the morning, if you like.”


			God, the horror of asking him to fetch me coffee. “I’ll be fine. I’ll just—” what? Wake up without my drug of choice? “I can manage.”


			He slipped toward the landing, saying. “But seriously, let us know if you need anything. And make yourself at home. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen.”


			“Thank you!” I yelled after him as the door clicked shut.


			Fuck. I shoved my palms against my eyelids and relived the last five minutes in mortification.


			Once I’d convinced myself it wasn’t that bad—I hadn’t asked if I could have his babies or anything—I headed to the bathroom armed with pajamas, my toothbrush, toothpaste, and a couple of extra-long super overnight sanitary napkins that I planned to tape together front to back to make damn sure I didn’t bleed all over Jo’s guest bed. Day five of my period was probably safe enough, but I didn’t want to risk a last-minute menstrual monsoon and leave here with their bed looking like the scene of a murder.


			Clad in comfy clothes and as protected from disaster as possible, I settled back in and grabbed my laptop, ready to do a serious deep dive on the Newark drama.


			I clicked open the tour sub-threads to disappointment. We’d amassed years’ worth of shows, meet and greets, and other anecdotes, but the Newark thread remained empty, probably because anyone who’d know anything was still at the arena.


			Hopping back to the Philly thread from yesterday, I was rewarded with a picture of Shane, posing with a pair of fans. I pulled the screen wider and really looked at him. His lips were frozen as though he were perpetually talking. His eyes twinkled, and the girl standing with him smiled so bright, either the photographer had just said, “Say Penis!” or else Shane had told her something to make her laugh. I’d put my money on the latter.


			How had he gone unnoticed all this time?


			I dug around in the band members’ threads, which were overrun with pics of Noah. The boy was seriously so pretty he’d inspired a massive collection of photos—onstage, with girls, walking to the bus. I was surprised to find a couple of posts I’d made at some point, appreciating the beauty. The server had a long, forgotten history sometimes. Comments painted Noah as mercurial, some days charming and flirtatious, other days impatient and moody. I could have contributed a story of my own tonight. I laughed remembering even Jo had introduced Noah as a brat. It was the perfect description from everything the fans reported.


			The number of Shane photos paled in comparison with those of Noah or Micah, or even Adam. Hidden behind the drums, he hardly stood out in stage shots. Although he was incredibly cute, next to the preternatural beauty of the other guys, he might come off as ordinary. But he wasn’t completely forgotten, and his name caught my eye in a few posts here and there, tales of meet and greets where he’d endeared himself to fans just by being his good-natured self. I smiled remembering exactly how easygoing he was compared to Noah, how effortless he was to talk to compared to Micah.


			It was like he’d always been there, hidden in plain sight.


			Feeling like I’d found what I hadn’t even known I was looking for, I shut down my laptop and crawled under the fluffy duvet to dream about one of the best days I’d had in a very long time.
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