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Michaela Mckenna

“EXCITED TO MEET HIM, sweetie?”

“Mmm... sure.” The words tangle on my tongue when I finally answer my father, who sits across the table in a suit and tie, his dark hair perfectly slicked with gel—probably to look more serious, since the occasion demands it. “Can’t wait for this meeting, woohoo,” I add, faking an enthusiasm I’m definitely not feeling, complete with a little fist pump in the air, just so I don’t disappoint him.

The truth is, even knowing how important this moment is for me and my career, I can’t disguise my hangover. To my parents, who have no idea what I got up to last night, I’ve hidden it pretty well with the makeup I took pains to apply, covering the dark circles and the zombie face straight out of The Walking Dead cast that I was sporting when I dragged myself out of a restless sleep. But to myself, I can’t deny how awful and wrecked I feel.

On the outside, no.

On the outside, I’m gorgeous, totally presentable, like I always am in public.

But on the inside, God, I’m a horror show. A complete chaotic mess. My head is pounding, my stomach is churning from not having eaten anything since I woke up, my mouth is dry, I’m still sleepy, and honestly, I have no idea how I’m keeping my eyes open, how I haven’t face-planted onto the table during these micro-naps I keep slipping into.

I guess it’s because, deep down, I’m forcing myself. To stay awake. To stay present here.

I may have made the biggest mistake last night, thinking I could go out and have an adventure like any normal girl my age does when she feels like partying. But now I was back in the real world, my real world, and when things were serious and it was about work, about something that would eventually help me in the near future, there was no escape. I had to leave anything unimportant behind, focus and concentrate on what was required of me.

This moment, unlike last night’s insanity—a chaotic event that could ruin everything and should only be done once in a lifetime—is one of those truly important ones. It’s a huge step for me. One that will make my star shine even brighter. And my fans are going to love the super-bombastic new development about me that’s coming.

Yes, another one.

But this one, at least, is a good one.

And that’s why I need to ignore the stupid signals from this stupid hangover trying to eat my brain.

There is no headache.

There is nothing.

I’m fine.

I’m fine.

“He’s running a bit late, isn’t he?” Mom asks, snapping me awake once more. I yawn without them noticing and watch as she checks her watch after pushing up the sleeve of her white blazer, the typical one she likes to wear for our most important meetings. “Because he said he’d be here at 11 on the dot. It’s already 11:10.”

“Something must have come up.” I shrug, trying with all my might to stay alive in the conversation. “I don’t know, don’t get paranoid, it’s still early and the man is probably on his way. By the way, what’s his name again?”

“Alexander Russell,” they say in unison. “Better known as Alex Russell, but only to close friends,” my father adds, loosening his tie at the neck, seeming more nervous just for having mentioned the guy’s name.

And I, unlike him, purse my lips in an impressed little pout.

Alexander Russell.

Alex Russell, I repeat in my mind.

It’s a nice name. Imposing. Important.

And it really is, there’s no denying it.

Alexander Russell is a big-time manager. He handles the careers of several celebrities who were and still are important in the entertainment industry. I’ve heard a lot about him, even if I forget most of it—I’m not great with memory, and in this state I’m in, I’m worse. Not to mention that this procedural part, the stuff that goes on behind a great artist, never interested me. I just want to compose, sing, play, have fans, win awards, sell out stadiums. All the other stuff was left to my parents, who, until now, were my managers, handling and taking care of my career.

I came from YouTube, posting covers, and when my name blew up and I left the bubble, they were the first to help me. They got me a contract with a major label, and when they officially launched me into the music industry, they even tried to handle the pressure of the phenomenon I became overnight. But I slipped so far out of their control that they both realized there was no other way—I needed, I required, much more serious and professional management. So I could stay on top and not get lost along the way.

I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I’m one of the most influential teen singers in the United States. With millions of followers on social media, billions of views on music videos, and a highly engaged and passionate fanbase, I, Michaela McKenna, made history with my very first album, even though I was nineteen at the time. It was stratospheric. No one believed it.

LUNATIC, the album that cemented what I am today, not only debuted at number one on the Billboard 200, one of the biggest charts in the country, but was also one of the few albums to remain charting in the top 10 for an extended period, racking up no more, no less than forty-eight consecutive weeks, with five of those at the very top. That made hit after hit explode worldwide, spreading my voice, my art, and consequently, my name and my image to all kinds of people.

I went viral on the internet, on the radio, on TV, everywhere.

From relatively unknown, I became extremely famous and attended places that Beyoncé, Rihanna, Lady Gaga, Taylor Swift, and almost all my teenage muses frequented. I met and became friends with several of them. Not to mention being featured at awards shows, red carpets, and in the press, of course.

Our lives changed, mine and my whole family’s, and even though they worked their asses off and did a great job, it was time to hand me over to someone more capable. Not that they weren’t capable—they were, very much so. They learned and studied this world alongside me, opened many doors in my almost two-year career. But they were exhausted, saying I was reaching a level they couldn’t handle anymore.

My next album had to come out soon, the gossip with my name had to die down a bit (since I got into too much trouble for their taste), and in Alexander Russell they saw the perfect opportunity for me not to lose my pop star legacy over something stupid or, perhaps, their own lack of deeper knowledge.

Since I trusted my parents, I let them contact the man and arrange everything, including this meeting at our house.

I knew he was great; I’d done some surface-level research. I hadn’t seen pictures—Russell didn’t seem to like that kind of exposure—but I remember reading about his history and the precise way he manages his celebrities’ careers.

I know they’re some big names. I can’t even believe I’ll be one of them.

Well, sometimes, almost always, I can’t even believe I’m living my biggest dream. I can’t believe I got so lucky, that people connected with me, with my art, and now follow and love me in the most genuine way possible.

I can’t believe I also became rich, and even though I’ve always lived in Los Angeles—which probably made things easier—I went from a disregarded neighborhood to a totally prestigious one.

Fuck, how did I win the lottery so young?

And how can I be dreaming and daydreaming so much?

It’s definitely because of my first real drunk, which was last night, in this case.

I learned in the worst possible way that alcohol and I don’t mix.

But it was so good, the little voice in my subconscious hums.

Afraid they might hear my own thoughts, I adjust myself in the chair, straighten my spine, square my shoulders, and clear my throat, all at once.

Thanks to my own wicked side, I think this time, I’m finally wide awake.

“11:15,” Antonella, my mother, informs, still eyeing her watch, timing my new manager. “If it hits 11:20 and Alexander isn’t here, we’ll have to call him. Can you imagine...” She pauses, her eyes widening in their sockets. “He... he... changed his mind?”

Conrad seems to turn pale the instant he hears his wife.

I can’t help but roll my eyes.

“My God, you two could at least pretend you’re not so desperate to get rid of me. I’m still going to be your daughter, you know? You can’t pawn that responsibility off on Alexander too, I’m sorry. If you think I’m going to disappear, you’re very mistaken.”

“Sorry, sweetie.” Daddy tries to smile. Tries. It doesn’t work very well. He looks a little desperate. “It’s just that you’re not a very easy person to deal with.”

“Hey, Conrad, don’t talk to her like that,” Mom seems to want to scold him, even though there’s an amused tone in her voice she’s trying to pretend isn’t there. I narrow my eyes, knowing she shares that opinion. What can I do? I really am uncontrollable, I admit it. “Michaela is wonderful. Dealing with her problems while she’s our daughter is one thing, but having to deal with the whole world knowing? That’s a no. I was about to go crazy or have a heart attack a million times in these almost two years. Now I just want a vacation on a California beach.”

“Me too. I need to surf; it’s been a while since I’ve seen the ocean.”

“Daddy, what a lie. You make it sound like you were in solitary confinement.”

“Almost.”

My jaw practically hits the floor.

“You two are phonies who don’t love me.”

“No, sweetie, don’t say that.” Antonella’s sweet voice reaches my ears. “We love you, Michaela, but we’re fed up with Michaela McKenna. She’s great, she’s just extremely exhausting and problematic.”

“I hope Alexander straightens you out as soon as possible,” Conrad says, and upon mentioning the missing manager, seems to spiral into despair again, running a hand over his forehead. “Antonella, my love, it’s 11:20.”

“I’ll call...”

And before Mom can reach her phone, the doorbell echoes through the room.

I flinch, and both of them freeze.

When our staff goes to open the door, they stand up quickly, and I only do the same when I hear the deep, velvety male voice approaching.

I don’t know what the hell comes over me, but I jump to the floor, pretending to look for an earring I dropped.

I didn’t drop any; they’re sitting pretty and perfect on my ears.

Antonella and Conrad see me and shoot looks that say, “What do you think you’re doing? Get up off the floor right now, Michaela!”

I ignore them, suddenly nervous, continuing to feel around the floor even though there’s nothing for me to pick up. They also can’t say anything more, because the one and only Alexander Russell appears, thanking the person who brought him here.

“Antonella, Conrad, sorry for the delay, I had car trouble.” I shiver. I don’t know why it happens, but it does. And it’s strong. His voice is strong, guttural, and serious. Very serious. “I hope you know I’m punctual and I hate being late.”

“We know.”

“Yes, we know,” my mother repeats what my father just said.

And then, suddenly, silence.

It seems like all you can hear is my breathing and my heart hammering against my ribs.

I hear the sound of expensive shoes hovering behind me.

If I was breathing deeply before, now I’m holding all the air in my lungs.

“Michaela?” I close my eyes, cursing softly. Shit, it’s him. And why the hell did I get myself into this crazy situation? And why the hell do I always have to be so impulsive with the worst ideas? “Why are you down there like that?”

I curse again to myself before standing up.

“Oh, it’s just that my earring fell and I...”

The words vanish, probably along with the color in my face, when my eyes collide full-force with his.

I turn pale, dizzy, and this time I’m sure it’s not because of the hangover.

Those eyes. That face. That body.

Fuck, I remember.

I remember very well, especially because flashes from last night pop into my mind, refusing to let me forget.

His hand. His breath. His touch. His... lips.

It’s all so vivid. So recent.

He keeps looking at me, and seems confused, trying to understand my reaction, the horror flashing through my irises.

If I were you, I wouldn’t want to understand the fucking situation we’re in.

Because Alexander Russell has no idea, but I don’t have the slightest doubt.

It’s him.

Yes, it’s him.

The mysterious guy I hooked up with at the club last night.

Now, there’s nothing mysterious about him, because I’ve finally met him.

And he’s none other than my new manager.
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Michaela Mckenna

MICHAELA MCKENNA AND TikToker Bradley Buck are no longer dating, according to a statement from the singer’s team. The couple had been together for just over two months and, for those who don’t remember, they met in February at an event hosted by the very app of dance crazes where Michaela was set to perform. Counting Bradley, this is the fifth relationship of our favorite lunatic that hasn’t worked out. I’m sure the BucKenna shippers—a name the fans themselves coined online—are absolutely devastated by the news right now, since they faithfully believed he was her actual Prince Charming. After all, that’s what all their online videos showed. But what can I say? Don’t be sad; this could mean something good. It could mean new music is on the way.

Because, funny thing, when asked about the breakup, Bradley seemed confused and said he hadn’t been informed of the decision.

“I can’t believe you did this,” Dakota Hartley, my best friend, says, her hand over her mouth after she stops reading the news on the phone I just handed her. She just lifts her irises to mine, disbelieving. Laughing at her visible shock, I flop down beside her on the mattress, and she looks even more stunned, possibly because of my reaction. “Seriously, girl, I can’t believe you pulled a stunt like this. You messaged all the gossip sites pretending to be your own publicist just to break up with Bradley without having to talk to him?”

“Yes,” I say, as if it’s obvious. “Why do you look so surprised? Bradley’s an idiot and you know it. He was only with me for the fame, wanted to ride the hype of being one of Michaela McKenna’s boyfriends—that’s why all the videos and online exposure. I only didn’t dump him sooner because, in my head, I have to at least stick it out for two full months with a guy. Seems tacky to end it before that.”

“If I remember correctly, you lasted a month and a half with the last one, the basketball player. And worse, you had a two-week thing with Chad, the model.”

Why does she have to be so good with numbers and dates?

“Dakota, that was last year, sweetie,” I deflect. “I’m a different woman now. My birthday was last week, I’m finally twenty-one, things have changed. I’m even more serious now, don’t you notice?”

Suddenly, she sets the phone aside and lies down too, turning toward me. I can see she’s trying not to laugh at what I just said.

“Sorry to clip your wings, my angel, but what you just did was not mature. The guy’s probably frying his brain trying to figure out what the hell is going on.”

“And what’s that to me?” I shrug my shoulders up and down. “Everyone gets from me what they deserve. If he hadn’t been an asshole, I wouldn’t be an asshole now. Let him fry his brain... he’ll find another girl in no time, because Bradley Buck didn’t even really like me. I got his phone recently and, even without meaning to, I saw he was hitting on fans, right while I was next to him. You think I should have empathy for a man like that? Hell no. He’s lucky I just put out that statement and didn’t ruin the saintly image he likes to project to his followers.”

And that’s that. I hope Bradley doesn’t say anything about me, doesn’t try to get in touch, and forgets me, because otherwise, I’ll expose him to the media without a shred of pity.

I’m not here to destroy anyone’s dreams, but if you ask for it, you’ll get it.

Dakota’s face quickly twists into a grimace.

“That’s true, I’d forgotten his level of assholery. And I loved it, thought it was genius, don’t think I disapprove. I was just shocked at how far you’ll go with your ideas. I’m still surprised by that little brain of yours.” Then, since she can never stay still for long, my friend now sits up on my bed, my purple fuzzy pillow on her lap in a yoga pose. She picks up my phone again and starts watching as the screen lights up and flashes with calls and messages. “It’s him. Bradley. Over fifty messages and twenty calls. Why don’t you just answer and get it over with?”

“Not now. Let him fry a little longer.”

Her lips, painted with nude lipstick, curl slowly into a smile loaded with mischief, very characteristic of her.

“My God, Michaela, you are so sneaky and wicked. I love that about you.”

“I know, that’s why you saw me back in school, little goody-two-shoes, beating up the boy who stole my lunch and decided I’d be your best friend for life.”

“What can I say? Your cute-and-fierce thing enchanted me.”

We both laugh together.

The worst part is it’s true. I’ve always been kind of cute and fierce, unlike Dakota Hartley, who’s always just been fierce. She didn’t like the other girls in kindergarten; they only liked pink and dolls, and my best friend had some strange tendencies even back then, because even as a little kid she liked tormenting the boys and fighting with them. When she saw me doing the same thing, she sidled up quietly, smiled, and said she loved that I’d made him cry. After that day, we were inseparable.

We grew up, went through every phase together, and even when I became the singer I am today, she was never able to leave my side and I was never able to let her go. Dakota always believed in me, always listened to me sing, always read my compositions, and always said I’d be a huge artist, even when I didn’t believe it myself. She’s still like my biggest fan, even though my pop-teen musical style has nothing to do with hers—she’s passionate about rock bands and singers, pop rock, punk, indie, and even today she’s still obsessed with Arctic Monkeys, with Alex Turner being the biggest obsession of her life.

Even with some differences, we’re practically the same, and as our parents say, we’re two peas in a pod, who love getting into trouble for as long as we’ve known each other. The real differences are external: while my hair is brown, hers is blonde. While I’m average height, she’s very tall. While my favorite color is purple and lilac, hers is black. While I try not to wear much makeup offstage, Dakota always has makeup that highlights both her style and her beauty, like now. She loves brushing her brown eyes with dark shadows.

The best part is her style is impeccable; my fans love and are inspired by all her outfits. They even say she’s the spitting image of Lily-Rose Depp, Johnny Depp’s daughter. Dakota Hartley laughs every time at those comments because, according to her, her biggest dream has always been to be a nepo baby, since she’s just a regular American girl from a regular middle-class family.

I always tell her she was a regular girl, since, after me, she became a nepo friend.

“Hey, don’t space out, come back to Earth.” She snaps her fingers in front of my face and I blink, not understanding anything. She’s still smiling, by the way. She looks much happier than before. “I just realized you’re single again, Mi. You got rid of Bradley, said goodbye to him. You know what that means?”

“What?” I ask, suspicious of her dangerous expression.

“That we deserve a celebration in grand style.”

Now it’s my turn to smile the same way she does.

I like her idea so much I even sit up, also putting my legs in a yoga position.

“You know, I think we’re starting to speak the same language,” I joke, making my eyebrows dance suggestively. “What’s your idea? What should we do?” I shake my head, backtracking. “Wait, we could have a sleepover, I can ask them to buy...”

“No, Michaela,” she interrupts me. “Every time we just stay at your house, hiding. Your birthday was last week, we didn’t celebrate properly then either. And we really need to have fun like twenty-one-year-olds. It’s been almost two years since we knew what that was like. Let’s go to a party, a club. Now that you can drink, let’s get wasted and spend the whole night dancing.”

While her idea thrills me—because obviously I want to do that, I want to have fun until I say enough—it also makes me sad.

“You know I can’t, friend,” I whine. “I want to, but I can’t. Unfortunately, with fame, I lost my privacy and you know that too. Wherever I go, I have to bring my security. I can’t walk around LA without being constantly chased by paparazzi wanting to take pictures. If we go to a club, there could be a commotion, a scene, and in the end, we won’t be able to have fun.”

“And you really think there’s no solution for that?” she retorts, crossing her arms. “What world are you living in? Have you never watched Hannah Montana, or any movie about celebrities who disguise themselves?” She lets out a funny snort of laughter. “Come on, friend, it’s the easiest thing in the world. If your parents ask, you say you’re sleeping at my house and then you won’t need any security on your tail. The only thing you’ll need to put this plan into action is a wig, but I can easily get one from Eric when he gets back from his trip tonight. I’m sure he’ll be up for it too.”

Eric Farrell, the illustrious perfect presence of our trio.

He also works online, creates content about all kinds of artists, and we bumped into each other by chance at a party at my ex-boyfriend Chad the model’s house. Since the party was completely boring and Chad wasn’t paying me any attention, Eric and I spent the whole time together, shooting the breeze. We exchanged numbers, made plans to meet up, I brought Dakota along, and right then and there we cemented our trio. We became inseparable.

And the only reason he isn’t here, sharing this moment with the two of us, is because he’s in Orlando with his boyfriend, accompanying him on the shoot for his newest film. Since he’s an actor who’s about to blow up for bringing to life a character from a very famous, fan-beloved literary adaptation, Eric decided to surprise him to support him in this new project, but by now he should already be on a plane back home.

“It sounds perfect, Hartley, but if you think about it, it’s crazy,” I tell the truth after a moment, because as much as I want to agree out of excitement, I have to be rational. “If you’ve seen those movies, you know it always goes to shit in the end. Just imagine, they find out it’s me and then they start spreading in the media that I was hiding from my fans? People are mean online, I don’t want to ruin my career with scandals. This Bradley thing is going to run for weeks, that’s enough. And besides, I have to meet my new manager, remember? I can’t be out all night.”

Impatient, she rolls her eyes at me.

“Pay attention, I understand all your concerns, but nothing will happen. We’re in LA, Michaela. Life here is hectic, there are celebrities on every corner, and I can guarantee you I’ll find the most packed club there is, because that way, we won’t have attention on us, we’ll be able to camouflage ourselves well in the crowd. Meaning, no Michaela McKenna being discovered and creating scandals.” She smiles, seeming to have already thought of every detail. “And about meeting your new manager, don’t worry, you’ll meet him. I’ll make sure to bring you back safe and sound early in the morning, I promise.”

I’m still suspicious.

“I don’t know...”

“Come on, friend, I know you want to.” She pouts. “You’ll dance, you’ll have fun, you’ll go back to the old days. You’ll get a taste, at least for one night, of what it’s like to be an unknown young woman again. We can drink, commit the craziest acts, tell Bradley Buck to go fuck himself, and no one will know. And no one will stop us.”

“Dakota...”

“Michaela!” she scolds me and touches my chin. “Look at me, have I ever gotten you into a mess in your life?”

“Fuck, woman, thousands of times.”

“Okay.” She rolls her eyes, laughing. “But did you ever regret or not like the messes I got you into?”

“No, because I have no sense, and you knowing that, you shouldn’t encourage me.”

“It’s because you were stuck with that boy for two months. Now that I have you back to myself, I need to celebrate. And tonight will be perfect for us to do whatever we want.”

“Are you sure?”

God, I can’t believe I’m considering putting another one of your crazy plans into practice.

Knowing she’s won this argument, Dakota gets excited, raises her hands in the air, and pulls me off the bed, making me dance with her around the room. Her laughter explodes in the space, leaving me no alternative but to laugh along.

“We’re going to dance until our feet hurt in our heels.” She spins me, then grabs me by the waist and hugs me, muffling her laughter in my neck. “And I don’t know if you want to think about guys, but we could pick up one or two tonight, who knows.”

I pull back to look into her eyes, with an even greater urge to laugh.

“I don’t know if you know this, but I just announced my breakup to the whole world.”

“So? That never stopped you before, and it’s not like you’re suffering or heartbroken, saying you never want to see a man again in your life anyway.”

“You’re right,” I agree, biting my lower lip. “It’s like I always say, if it doesn’t work out with one, move on to the next. Wasting time isn’t worth it.”

“Exactly, we really can’t. And speaking of time...” Dakota goes on alert as she looks from side to side. “We can’t waste another second, so let’s head to your closet, my favorite pop star. I want to see all your dresses and all your shoes so we can choose the best ones.”

“Right away, captain.”

It’s my turn to pull her, but before we leave the spot completely, I stop again.

“Wait, before we embark on this madness, I need to do one thing.”

I let go of Dakota and run to my bed, grabbing my phone. I unlock it with facial recognition, go to my contacts list, and press on the name saved as Love, quickly changing it to Ex-Boyfriend Asshole Number 5.

Smiling, I open our messages and start typing.

I delete and redo the message a few times, but when I see it’s perfect, I click send.

It’s really just what Bradley Buck deserves.

Me: Hey, Bradley. I just realized you found out about our breakup from a gossip site. What a shitshow. I could even apologize, but that’s what you like, isn’t it? Media, spotlights, crumbs, and a tiny mention in the papers. I was generous and just gave you what you were looking for when you met me. I hope my name gets you headlines until you find another woman with fame far superior to yours. And I hope it’s soon, because until then, if you don’t find one, you’ll forever be marked as the ex, number 5 of Michaela McKenna.

I think about ending it right there, but I can’t.

Just one more thing for me to enter a new stage of my life.

Me: Oh, another thing, Bradley. You’d better start praying I don’t keep adding to my list, because if there’s a number 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and so on, there’ll come a time when no one will even remember number 5. Kisses.

And I press block contact right after sending.
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Michaela Mckenna

ANTONELLA AND CONRAD didn’t object to me going out, mostly because they adore Dakota, and in their minds, wherever that girl takes me, I’ll be perfectly safe.

Little do they know she’s terrible company for me, just as I’m terrible company for her.

Not to mention Eric, who is the worst of the three of us, and they have absolutely no clue.

The guy got back from his trip about three hours after we arrived at the Hartleys’ place, and besides bringing a perfectly impeccable wig, he also brought me a fake ID, so not even the security guards at the door would know I was at the party, preventing any future problems.

And I swear I have no idea how he got one so fast, but regardless of his tricks, tonight I’m no longer Michaela McKenna. I’m Sabrina Larsen, a hot blonde who likes to put her tits on display.

“Isn’t this a bit over the top?” I ask, turning away from the mirror to face them where they sit on the foot of the bed in front of me. I purse my lips from side to side and look down, checking the outfit for the millionth time. “I mean, I love the wig, it looks really natural and gives me this... charm, like I look like an older woman. I love this silver dress with all the sequins too, it’s tight, daring, and it really shows off my body, especially my boobs, which have doubled in size in this tight neckline. There’s the makeup, I love the smoky eye, and the short silver boots that I think also work, but... I don’t know, all together, isn’t it a bit... too much?”

“No,” Dakota answers.

“Not even a little,” Eric says right after, his eyes shining with excitement since he was responsible for most of the styling. “You look amazing, Sabrina Larsen. Perfect for committing many, many atrocities alongside your best friends. Today is your lucky day, you’re cleared to do anything. Or almost anything. We don’t want you pregnant and ruining your entire career, so no fucking any guys in the club bathroom. Other than that, go wild and we’ll be cheering you on and celebrating right with you.”

I plant my hands on my hips and tilt my head to the side, squinting.

“I just got out of a relationship, Eric, haven’t you seen the news? What kind of friend are you?”

“Of course I have, love. That’s exactly why I think you might want to spread your legs for another guy. Bradley wasn’t satisfying you, I’m sure of it. He was a total asshole, you took way too long, you know?”

Yeah, number five, your reputation definitely wasn’t looking too good.

“Oh, I know,” I sigh. “Believe me, I know. I tried to force us through to the second month on sheer hatred.”

“But thank god you’re free. Better late than never, as they say,” he says, coming over to comb the wig I’m wearing one more time. “Now you’re here, beautiful, free, and single, ready for action. I just hope you get over your shitty taste in men and can fall in love for real as soon as possible, because it’s beautiful, it’s magical, and you deserve to have your little heart stolen.”

Speaking of which, my heart shrivels the moment I hear him say it.

I’m a serial dater, I’m always meeting new guys and jumping into adventures, I can’t deny the obvious, just like I can’t deny or hide the fact that I have the terrible luck of getting involved with the wrong guys who always end up disappointing me in the end. At first, they’re always wonderful, they treat me like a goddess and promise me the world, which makes me delusional, thinking I’ve finally found the right man, the man who puts me on cloud nine and makes me fall in love, but then, as time passes, the whole thing cools down and I realize my heart is still intact and utterly bored, because they’re always just beautiful, misleading advertisements.

In the end, it’s either my terrible taste, or it’s me who has a problem feeling and truly committing. Thinking about it, it could be both.

Before I know it, I’m sighing and heaving heavily again.

“What a sappy conversation.” Dakota is instantly at my other side, playing with the blond strands of my artificial hair. “If you’re in love and all puppy-dog over your man, Eric, keep it to yourself, don’t drag Michaela into it. Let her enjoy being single, the girl deserves to breathe away from these shameful men she picks. And unlike you, I think she can fuck anyone she wants tonight, because she won’t be Michaela, she’ll be Sabrina, and Sabrina isn’t a sentimental mess. Just look at her, it’s obvious she’s a slut.”

“Hey!” I look at her, shocked. “That’s offensive.”

“No, it’s not. Since when is being a slut a bad thing?” She steps back just to cross her arms and look at me with her arched eyebrow and mocking gaze. “Because I’m a slut. I love being a slut. Respect the predominant class of sluthood.”

“That’s not even a word,” Eric retorts.

“What, are you prejudiced too? Want me to remind you of your past here?”

“I’ve never hidden my past from anyone, Miss Dakota Hartley. On the contrary, I’ve always made it very clear that I wasn’t just a slut, I was the biggest slut of all. But that was in the past, I’ve settled down, stop trying to ruin my relationship,” he pretends to be angry, but you can see the flicker of a smile wanting to appear on his heart-shaped lips.

Have I mentioned how gorgeous my best friend is? Because, my god, he is, so much. His very fair skin constantly leaves his cheeks flushed in any situation, he has eyes that are a mix of green and honey, his lips are full and pink, and Eric even has an adorable mole above them, on the left corner. He recently dyed a few strands of his brown hair blond, just to highlight it. I adore him. Completely. And I’m happy that, besides arriving on time with all the things we needed, he still wanted, even tired, to be part of this, this celebration we invented at the last minute.

Actually, looking at him, you’d never guess he was on a plane, in another city just a few hours ago. He’s impeccable, completely put together, fresh as a daisy, ready to take care of me, Dakota, and this Sabrina Larsen I’m about to bring to life as soon as we leave this house.

My stomach churns with anxiety just thinking about it.

When I want to say something, coming back to reality, is when I realize the two of them, in their own way, are arguing because Dakota is too jealous to let slide the perfect opportunity to pick on Eric’s lovesick side.

“Hey, you two!” Their attention snaps to me quickly, they even fall silent. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we don’t have all night. If you keep this up, we’ll be late. Is that what you want? Because it’s not what Sabrina wants.”

“It’s not what Eric wants either,” he jokes.

“Or Dakota.”

“Oh, really? Didn’t seem like it.”

They look at each other and laugh.

“We better get going,” Hartley informs us after getting serious. “I’m thirsty.”

“Huh, go drink some water.”

“Not that kind of thirsty, Michaela, thirsty for alcohol. Mmm...” The girl closes her eyes and licks her lips. “I’m salivating just thinking about it. Remind me to get Margaritas as soon as we get there, okay? Please don’t let me forget.”

“Of course, girl ready to get drunk, we won’t forget.” I wink at her, making her smile. “Now, can we go?”

They both nod and run to grab their things.

I take the opportunity to turn back to the mirror, stepping closer just to let the strands of the wig fall forward, cascading over my shoulders. I adjust the bangs so not a single strand is out of place and run my hand over the dress, feeling the sequins at the hem. I love how they sway when I walk. And they shine so brightly they could blind you.

I smile at my own reflection.

Sabrina Larsen, darling, you look beautiful and ready for action.

I turn over my shoulder, seeing Dakota. She’s also wearing a dress, one of those strapless ones, and it’s all tight, all leather. There’s a choker with a heart pendant around her neck, fishnet stockings covering her legs, and black velvet boots on her feet. She also has thick eyeliner on her lids and a glittery gloss on her lips.

Eric turns and approaches at the same time as Dakota, taking her hand and then immediately coming to take mine.

“Smile, girls,” he requests, his smile already on his face. “Tonight will be unforgettable. Let’s make history.”

“Let’s make history,” we repeat, squeezing each other’s hands.

It’s kind of his mantra; every time we go out, he usually says that same phrase. That the day will be unforgettable and that we’ll make history.

I don’t know why, but today it feels truer than any other time those words have left his mouth.
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THE MOST POPULAR CLUB of the night is obviously in Downtown LA, the center of Los Angeles, better known as the heart of the city.

The name is Call Emergency, it has a whole firefighter, fire, debauchery vibe, all in red, a kind of dark, sexy, and hot atmosphere.

And the line to get in and get the wristband just keeps growing, I notice when I look back.

So far, no one seems to have recognized me.

So far, I’m still perfectly calm.

Or almost.

Because the hulking security guard in front of me starts clearing his throat, to get my attention and to show that, besides the line having moved, it’s my turn.

As if he weren’t enough, Dakota and Eric also nudge and push me forward.

I suppress the urge to look back and shoot them a fierce glare, focusing on the security guard, since this is basically the hardest part. I have a fake ID; if this guy who’s almost seven feet tall suspects what I’m about to do, our whole plan goes down the drain and the chance of serious shit hitting the fan on my end, to the point of it becoming internet news, is very high.

I try to disguise my nervousness with a smile, which, by the way, is not returned.

Obviously, right, Michaela, what did you expect? The man, not only looking like the Great Wall of China, also seems to do his job with pure hatred.

“Your ID, miss.”

With his deep voice rumbling in my ears, he stretches out his hand and looks at me so intensely it seems like he knows exactly who I am. I even feel like he’s judging me.

Why is he judging me? I ask myself internally, my hands getting shaky as I take out the ID from behind my phone in its case. Well, just because he’s incapable of smiling doesn’t mean I can’t have fun with a simple disguise.

“Here.” I hand it to him, and I also clear my throat when I notice my voice comes out quieter than I intended. “I’m Sabrina Larsen, it’s my first time here. I’m with my friends.” I step aside and show them behind me, who, not understanding anything, raise their hands and give a little wave. “They’re from here, I’m from out of town, just visiting. It’s not like you care about my life, but it’s just that sometimes, when I get really excited, I can’t stop talking and then things get out of control and before I know it, I...”

“Miss Sabrina Larsen!” With his near-shout, I stop talking immediately, and I know that’s exactly what he wanted, because he definitely doesn’t care about my life. Torturous seconds pass until he looks at the ID, checks the front, checks the back, and scrutinizes my face carefully and attentively. Since he remains serious and gives no hint of his verdict, I hold my breath in fear, until the grumpy one says, “You may enter.” I widen my eyes, not disguising it. “And enjoy your night.”

I feel kind of ecstatic when he hands back the ID, waits for me to put it away, puts the access band on my wrist, and removes the rope that separates us, letting me in.

I pass by him, touch the center of my chest, and sigh in relief, a small phew escaping through the gap between my lips.

I stay near the entrance, watching for my friends, who, thank god, don’t take long to be cleared and come over to me, hugging me.

“Yesss!” we celebrate quietly, and then quickly each one takes a side, putting me in the middle and finally dragging me inside the club. “Damn, this is what I call a well-attended and well-decorated party,” Eric whistles.

“Wow,” I sound impressed. “My god, what a rush. It feels like something I’ve never seen before, it’s been so long. Has it really been that long or is it just my head?”

“I don’t know,” Dakota answers, looking at every inch of the place, which projects strobe lights everywhere. “Just don’t back out, please. I can already feel my stomach churning with adrenaline.”

“Honestly, it’s like you two have never been to a party before, chill out.” I press my lips together to keep from laughing at the scolding Eric gives us. “Now, come here, let’s take a selfie to show my love that we’ve arrived and are ready to tear up the dance floor.”

Hearing him, Dakota rolls her eyes dramatically just to provoke him, but soon breaks into a smile and gets close to him when she sees him take his phone out of his pants pocket, switch to the front camera, and raise his arm. Not wanting to miss this moment either, I do a little run, stop on his other side, touch his shoulder, close my eyes, make a kissy face, and put my hand under my chin just as I hear him shout “X,” taking way more than just one photo of the three of us.

Immediately, Dakota Hartley and I smile at each other, while we wait for Eric to send the photos via message to his boyfriend. And as soon as he puts his phone back in his pocket, is the exact moment the song ends and another one starts playing.

It takes less than five seconds for all of us to scream, knowing exactly who it is.

Me, of course. It’s my song.

Well, tonight, Michaela McKenna’s song.

“Oh my god, what a coincidence!” Dakota yells at her peak of excitement. “And, fuck, this is my favorite, we have to hit the dance floor right now.”

“Oh, absolutely. No fucking way we’re missing this.” Eric links our hands. “Because you’re a fan of Michaela too, right, Sabrina?”

I laugh.

“How could I not be a fan of the best in the game right now?” I say, convinced, tossing the strands of the wig back as we run and weave through the crowd.

It seems like the number of people packed in increases, and before I know it, they’re all shouting excitedly with Michaela’s voice sounding fervently through the speakers strategically placed around Call Emergency. It’s absolute madness, after all, this is “Congratulations Boy You Lost,” one of my most played and, apparently, most beloved hits. And it’s beautiful to see everyone dancing, having fun, singing along with the lyrics memorized perfectly. My chest fills with happiness, emotion, and it gives me even more energy to throw myself into the middle of them, alongside my best friends. They’re having fun too, jumping to the beat, and as the chorus approaches, I feel like everything inside and outside of me stirs, vibrating in a bizarrely incredible way.

“Now!” Eric announces, his hands in the air and my heart leaping with him. “Sing it, girls!”

Dakota and Sabrina sing, along with everyone else on the dance floor. It feels like my own concert and it’s insane. It’s so loud I wonder if they’ll have vocal cord damage tomorrow. But who cares? It’s the best song ever.

The chorus is simply the best part and I sing at the top of my lungs.

You brag to your friends, saying you managed to win me over

They all congratulate you, think you did a good job

Little do they know that, if it weren’t for me, you’d never have gotten close, I made you so nervous

I scared you, and I think to this day you don’t even know my name

And if it’s attention you want, then, congratulations

If it’s recognition, then, congratulations, congratulations and congratulations

But congratulations, boy, you lost

“If it’s recognition, then congratulations, congratulations, congratulations.” Our bodies start spinning in the little space we’ve been given, Dakota going one way, me the other, and we do it all laughing, sweating, having real fun, the way it should be. “But congratulations boy you lost.”

Eric nudges me, pointing up, and when I look, my music video is playing on the big screen.

I don’t know if I’m happy about it or nervous about the exposure, afraid someone will recognize me. But I quickly remember what Dakota said, about this being L.A., busy, everyone with their own life, too occupied to care about anyone else’s, and I let any silly worries go, feeling even happier and more radiant.

A few minutes later, the song ends, and the three of us hug for the tenth time tonight.

I guess it’s pretty obvious we’re a clingy bunch, huh?

“Margaritas!” Dakota reminds us as soon as we pull apart. “I need Margaritas. But stay here, I’ll get them for all three of us.” Before she starts walking, she turns over her shoulder, a finger raised and wagging. “Ooh, this song is good. The playlist here is sensational, wait for me, I’ll be back to keep dancing.”

We agree, and when she returns with the drinks, we howl and toast.

Then we dance.

And we get more Margaritas.

And we dance again.

And more, more, more Margaritas down the hatch.

The heat rises, the excitement too, and the dance floor at Call Emergency seems to belong only to us three.

Obviously people are still here, but we’re so wrapped up in our own bubble that nothing matters except our trio. We take more pictures, make videos, Eric video calls Raphael, his love, and the moments become so intense and funny I feel my body float and my world spin.

“Hey, my drink’s gone.” I pout as I show them my empty glass. “I’m getting more because, damn, it’s so hot. Are you guys also feeling this hellish heat that never lets up, or is it just me?”

“You don’t listen to me, but I’m telling you, it must be the fire in your—”

“Don’t finish that!” I scold him with a wagging finger. “Respect, at least, Sabrina Larsen.” Since you don’t respect Michaela McKenna, is what I complete in my mind, but I can’t say it out loud to not give any hint of the popstar among us.

And I spin on my heels, heading to the bar.

I fix my bangs again, try to pull myself together, take a deep breath, and mentally thank the heavens there’s an empty spot at the bartender’s counter where I can sit and rest a little while I place my order and wait.

“I’ll have a Piña Colada,” I inform the tattooed man with gauges in his ears as he approaches to listen. Yeah, no more Margarita, I’m over it. “Make it strong, please.”

“Of course, miss. Just a moment.”

He turns to start making it, and I sit there drumming my nails on the bartop, waiting.

“Fuck!” I flinch when I hear the curse right next to me. “Shit, shit, shit!”

Trying to be discreet, I turn to the side, catching the man beside me muttering the curses at his own phone screen, so pissed off anyone here could tell.

My gossipy instinct with a charitable soul stirs.

“Any problems? Need help?”

“No, it’s all good, just work stuff, sorry if I scared you.”

I’m ready to say no, don’t worry, it was nothing, but all the words evaporate from my mind when he takes his eyes off his phone, shoves it in his dress pants pocket, and looks at me.

At the same moment my reasoning flees, my breath goes hand-in-hand with it, because I’ve just realized I’m standing in front of the most beautiful man of all time.

And I blink, hypnotized.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Michaela Mckenna

OLDER.

Oh, he is deliciously older, for sure.

A crisp white dress shirt, the first few buttons undone to reveal a hint of his chest, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, the veins on his forearms standing out. A neatly trimmed beard frames his slightly square jawline. The face and posture of a truly experienced man. Probably in his early thirties. I’d guess thirty-four or thirty-five.

Well-kept.

Completely well-kept.

And totally ripped, you can tell by his build that he hits the gym religiously. His biceps are huge; when he flexes, they’re gigantic. It’s absurd. Intimidating. Terribly, dangerously, temptingly hot, the kind you can’t stop staring at for a second, even if you tried with all your might, the kind that makes you drool.

And I bet there’s drool on my chin right now, as I slide my gaze over his imposing figure, which seems to fill the entire space.

I bet even more that he’s noticing everything, his gaze as fixed on me as mine is on him.

His eyes.

Holy fuck, his eyes are crushingly intense.

They’re dark brown, like his hair, but they’re... oh, god, I can’t even explain. It’s something extraordinary. Mainly because they’re focused on me, they’re watching me, analyzing me from head to toe, and they shine, and then darken several shades as, slowly, his lips twist subtly into a half-smile when he decides to tilt his head to the side, studying me.

I’m not even worried about whether this stranger might see through my disguise; I’m too busy just wanting to be seen by him. I even toss the strands of the blonde wig back so my cleavage is completely visible.

I have nice tits; it usually works.

I mean, it works on other guys, and this guy... he’s a man. A man with a capital M, as they say. There’s nothing angelic or boyish about him.

And even though I don’t have much experience in this department, I love the idea of getting involved with older guys, more experienced ones, who know what they’re doing and what they want. After romantic disappointments with guys my own age, after realizing they’re worthless and can’t satisfy me in the slightest, maybe this is exactly what I need. Maybe this man could be my little consolation prize after the breakup with Bradley.

I know I’ve implied to Dakota and Eric a million times tonight alone that I didn’t want to get involved with anyone anytime soon, but come on, look at the opportunity that just fell into my lap. I’d be crazy to pass it up. The man is absurdly gorgeous and he’s right next to me, devouring me with the same look and the same intensity with which I’m devouring him.

Involuntarily, I fan myself, and I’m not entirely sure if it’s because of the infernal heat I’m feeling or because of the fire I see growing in his irises and in certain other forbidden areas of my body.

Both. That’s definitely the answer.

“Excuse me, but do I know you from somewhere?” he asks, the ghost of a smile still dancing on his full lips, which he makes a point of wetting when my attention shamelessly drops to them. I sigh audibly because, damn, if this man has any flaw, it must be on the inside. Every little detail of his is of unparalleled beauty, and he’s so masculine, so strong. If he stands up from this stool, I’m sure he’ll reveal himself to be as tall as he seems. A full-size stainless steel fridge. Just the kind any woman is drawn to.

“No. Why? Should I know you from somewhere?” The question shouldn’t have come out of my mouth sounding so much like a flirt, but that’s exactly what happened, and honestly, I’m not even surprised at myself. If I’m already like this naturally, imagine when I’m at a party, in disguise, pretending to be someone else and able to do whatever I want because no one will know. I clear my throat and bite back a not-so-innocent smile. “Although, if I had seen you anywhere in this city, I could never have let you go unnoticed.”

He shifts on the stool and runs his hands through his hair, messing it up a bit.

So sexy.

Actually, anything he decides to do, no matter how silly, will be attractive to me. I think this man has that great power of breathing near a woman and her panties are already soaked. It’s not far from happening to me. You know how it is, under the influence of alcohol, my hormones get more agitated than usual, and they’re already pretty agitated.

Am I coming on too strong too fast?

Screw it, this is a club. In the end, people come with the same intention as you, Michaela, the slightly more sensible voice of my subconscious decides to advise me.

And it’s right. I’m sure I’m not the first and I certainly won’t be the last to throw myself at a complete stranger I might not even remember tomorrow.

And no one has the right to judge a horny woman, for God’s sake.

“No, that’s exactly why I asked.” The guy shakes his head. “You were looking at me like you wanted to lock me in your memory.” His whole body turns toward me, and I blink, unsure whether to pay more attention to his thighs or to his voice, which even over the music manages to rise above any sound that could be between us. It’s deep, sensual, and, like all of him, very masculine. It sends a shiver through my fucking soul. “I was impressed,” he admits.

My indecent little smile doesn’t fade; it only grows.

“I hope it was with me.”

As if he’s a little more impressed by my lack of shame around him, his sideways smile widens. But just a little. That’s what makes me understand everything, actually. It’s as clear as water that he’s one of those stubborn, cocky guys who are hard to get an open smile from and who are difficult to deal with.

At least I don’t scare easily, and I love a good challenge, in the end.

“You’re pretty forward, girl,” he reflects a moment later, his eyes roaming over me again, including my breasts pushed up in my cleavage. I could very easily rub them in his face if he wanted. “How old are you?”

Shit, wrong question.

“Old enough for you not to worry, I guarantee.” I shrug.

“You hiding the game like that actually makes me pretty worried.”

“Well, it shouldn’t.”

“Alright, just tell me your age and we can continue.”

I narrow my eyes.

“Look, how indiscreet of you. You shouldn’t ask a woman’s age so insistently like that. And I already said, old enough for you not to worry. Do you really think they’d let me in here if I were underage?”

“I don’t think you’re underage, that’s not why I asked. It’s just that you seem a little younger. And anyway, even if you were, you could very well be here. Fake IDs still exist, you know?”

Oh, absolutely. Sabrina Larsen can attest to that.

“Not in my case,” I lie with complete calm and the utmost audacity. “I really can be here, trust me.”

“Okay...” And he goes back to analyzing me with his hypnotic irises. “Not to be indelicate, but you’re what, twenty-five?”

I shrug again as I say, “Around there.”

This time, there’s no lie on my part. Twenty-one is pretty close to twenty-five, and anyway, I didn’t confirm anything.

“And not to be indelicate...” I continue, hoping to shift the focus of the conversation. “Can I ask what you saw on your phone that made you so angry like that?”

A tired sigh escapes him the second he hears me, as if he’s only now remembering what was tormenting him. And it’s impressive how, in seconds, his expression becomes a little more serious and cold. He even picks up the glass of whiskey I only just now noticed he was drinking and downs the rest of the contents in one go, so fast it seems more like he wanted his problems to disappear along with the amber liquid in that last long swallow than anything else.

“I came here to escape work,” he explains after licking his lips and lightly tapping the glass on the bar top. “However, when you have a phone, work can find you in the blink of an eye. And it’s a little irritating when you realize people not only have no sense of time, but also no discernment to understand what a person on their day off wanting to enjoy at least a little of their free time means. I work too much, and today, especially today, I just need to destress because starting tomorrow, if my work was already hard, it’s going to be twice as hard. Unfortunately, not everyone understands that.”

Now turned sideways, looking at him, I plant my elbow on the bar and rest my head on the palm of my hand, saying nothing, just watching him. I think it makes him uncomfortable, because he shifts again.

“Can’t you stop?”

“Stop what?” I play dumb.

“With that look of yours, girl. It’s kind of dangerous.”

I lift my shoulders, my ego soaring.

If before I was thinking I might hook up with this guy, now I’m sure it’s going to happen.

“I’d say I’m all dangerous,” I inform him, whispering as I lean closer. His strong cologne immediately fills my nostrils as I inhale, already wanting to smell him. It’ll definitely stick in my memory; after all, I love a man who smells good, they always leave a mark. “I can show you anytime, and I’m sure that instead of telling me to stop looking at you like that, you’ll be begging for more when you see what I’m capable of.”

I hear him take a sharp breath, and it’s such a heavy sound I swear I can feel its roughness. It’s exactly the sound of an affected man, a tired man, with desire and an uncontrollable urge to relieve himself and distract himself after a hard day, as he implied his was.

And I think he uses my encouraging words to change how he proceeds with me, because before I know it, he closes any distance between us, his face very close to mine. Every hair on my body stands on end, my heart rate triples, and from his lust-filled gaze, with that predatory air, I feel he’s electrified too, feeling the sparks crackling around us.

It’s surreal, indescribable. At the same time that his brown irises transmit heat, they freeze me with their arctic observation, his jaw already clenched.

“You shouldn’t go around playing with fire, girl. Haven’t you heard fire burns?”

“I already feel like I’m burning.”

He clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth and I almost fall backward when he finally shows me his smile. It’s devastating to see how fatal it is, capable of annihilating any living human, especially because there’s nothing kind in it. It’s a very wicked smile, actually. One that makes it seem like, in his mind, he’s imagining a thousand and one dirty things between us. My head isn’t much different at the moment, however. It could be described as the devil’s own dwelling, it’s so wicked and perverse.

“That easy, huh?” asks the bastard who now seems to understand how to play my game. “I don’t think you really know what you’re feeling.”

“Then make me feel. I can be very quiet while you teach me.”

“I’m not sure I’d like to see you quiet, if you know what I mean.”

Fuck, just that makes my stomach clench.

“I’ll make noise for you, no problem.”

I could even say I smiled wickedly once more, but that would be a big lie. The gorgeous man hasn’t stopped smiling at me.

My stomach clenches twice as hard as his focus shifts to my mouth. I bite it just to provoke him.

“Unfortunately, girl, this place isn’t suitable for me to make you noisy.”

“Take me out of here and I’ll scream plenty.”

Oh, heavens, I swear I’m not that slutty, but I can’t resist. The Margaritas are dominating my bloodstream and giving me an extra dose of courage.

“You shouldn’t ask such indecent things of strangers, you know?”

“Why, is it dangerous? I know, but like I said, I can be much more. You have no idea.” I cross my arms over my chest, and this time my attitude is totally innocent, yet his eyes fall on my breasts again. He’s not trying to hide anything. I smile inwardly, knowing this outfit would be very useful for ensnaring potential suitors. “And you know what? I’ve already figured you out, and I kindly ask you to stop being a bore. It’s normal for people to flirt and hook up at clubs without even knowing each other, you know? How old are you, sixty, to seem and act so much like an old man?”

Immediately, he pulls away from me and returns to his initial position, just so I can see very clearly his not-at-all-pleased expression.

“I’m an old-fashioned man,” he explains, smoothing out his scowl and looking down, just to fasten one of the buttons on his white dress shirt. I almost pout in sadness because he’s ruining my view of his chest. “Or whatever, maybe I’m just rusty at this whole moving-my-love-life-along thing, since the only life I know how to take care of is my professional one. And you’re a bombshell, one who knows what she wants. I admit you’ve left me a bit flustered. I’m not very used to it.”

“Oh, what a lie,” I laugh. “I doubt thousands of women don’t throw themselves at you every day.”

“It might sound crazy, but I really don’t have time to even notice if that happens often or not. Obviously, I’m not naive; they come on to me a lot, but usually I’m too busy to reciprocate.”

“What do you do for work?” I ask, curious. “To me, looking at you like this, you seem like a CEO, owner of some successful company in L.A.”

He laughs.

He laughs.

It seems like a miracle.

And it sounds like an angel’s voice too, since I hear it perfectly because the song that was playing just ended.

If we were in a cartoon, hearts would definitely be shooting out of my eyes right now, just from the enchanted way I’m staring at him.

“I’m not a CEO,” he replies. “But let’s say I have something like a company.”

“Ooh, few details. I like it; it means you want to be mysterious. That’s no problem for me.” I even prefer it, because there’s no way in hell I can reveal my true identity. “I like this mysterious thing. You won’t know anything about me, and I won’t know anything about you, and then, the next day, we’ll just be memories of a fun night for each other. If you work as much as you say and need a distraction, you should use me. And it can be any way you want,” I sound mischievous. “I can help you with the flirting, hooking up, and all that. Why don’t you do these things anymore? Or are you celibate?”

Once again, to make me melt, he laughs.

He’s short, even brings his fingers up to cover his lips, but I like it. It makes me feel like I’m peeling away the serious mask he probably wears out in the world, whether in his daily life or at work. And I’d bet it’s only because he doesn’t know me and knows he’ll never see me again.

“No, you can bet I won’t. It’s a bit difficult, but believe me, when I want to, I have my contacts so I don’t have to spend my night alone.”

I purse my lips as if impressed and nod.

“Interesting you mention that, because if I hadn’t shown up here, you would be alone.”

He tilts his head to the side.

“How can you say that with such conviction?”

I shrug up and down, pretending I won’t reveal my strategies.

“And another thing, how did you know that, besides being alone, I’m single?” he continues. “I could very well have a girlfriend and you’d be over there flirting for nothing.”

As if.

“Oh, that’s easy. Your lonely expression told me you were unaccompanied, and your ringless finger revealed you’re unattached, free for me.” I smile. “Don’t be impressed, darling, I’m an observant woman.”

Before the man, whose name I don’t know, can say anything, we’re interrupted by the bartender bringing my drink.

I confess I’d completely forgotten about it.

“Your Piña Colada, miss,” he says as he hands me the glass. “Sorry for the slight delay, my coworker had to leave early and, at the moment, I’m the only one handling everything.” I make a gesture with my free hand so he understands it’s fine, not to worry, but the tattooed guy shifts his attention to the handsome stranger beside me. “Another glass of whiskey?” he asks, ready to turn on his heels.

“Please.”

And the bartender nods and goes for the whiskey. While we wait for him to bring it, I sit up straight on the stool again, stir the straw and bring it to my lips, sucking down the drink, which makes me moan with pleasure at the taste I love so much. I close my eyes and savor a little more.

It doesn’t take long for the guy to return and fill his glass with whiskey again.

I take this opportunity to look back, checking if I see any sign of Dakota and Eric approaching, but I don’t find them, which means they must be dancing horribly on the floor. Beyoncé is playing and Eric is crazy about her, he won’t leave for anything, even if they’re finding my delay strange.
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