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			chapter one


			Noah


			I should’ve struck a better deal with the devil.


			It wasn’t like I’d gone down to the crossroads and sold my soul all at once. I hadn’t needed to; the devil had come to me.


			But I’d sold my soul all the same.


			I looked around the afterparty to tally up what I’d gotten in exchange. Was this what people called success? 


			Two women who’d been circling like vultures suddenly flanked me, arms tucked around my lower back—no check that, one hand on my ass, of course—as they tried to squeeze into the shot for a duck-faced selfie. In the phone’s viewer, I saw myself, and I didn’t like who looked back. The dark circles under my eyes could’ve been mistaken for smudged guyliner, but the death pallor and ugly sneer were equal parts insomnia and self-loathing.


			This was a never-ending parade, all part of the satanic bargain. You get to do the only thing you know how to do well, the thing you love, every night for lots of money. In exchange, you’re never in the same city two nights in a row—alone, except when you’re with strangers. And after selling your talent onstage, you’re obliged to charm the people who buy the product with the promise of access.


			Well, fuck that.


			I ditched the groupies and found Shane hiding against a back wall, hamming it up with a different pair of fans.


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


			He was always moping that I got more action just because he hid behind a drum set while I strutted around like an oversexed rooster, but the truth was, he was never cut out for a string of mindless hookups. That was my area of expertise.


			Lennon’s expression was a weird mix of judgment and aloofness, like she could see exactly how fucked up I was but didn’t care. If I didn’t cross her, she wouldn’t cross me. Shane treated her like a stray cat, never noticing he’d adopted a mountain lion. She’d proven herself on bass, and that was all that mattered to me.


			The girls giggled. One said, “Hey, Noah,” suggestively. The other echoed her, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear with a coy half-smile that said she’d like to see the back of the tour bus.


			I cast them a glance but zeroed in on Shane, my heart rate rising. “I have to get out of here.”


			Before Shane could protest about contractual obligations, I shoved my way through the remaining crowd out into the wide halls of the arena. Security and roadies clogged the arteries, but I just needed to get to one of the green rooms and breathe for a minute. My shoulder crashed into someone as I barreled down the hall, my vision tunneling. The first door I came to had the name Samuel Tucker pasted to it. As the lead singer of Whiplash, the much bigger band we’d just opened for, Samuel was likely at his own afterparty.


			I took a chance and turned the doorknob, then froze as I came face to face with Samuel, on a leather sofa, pants down to his ankles, knees canted wide, and his dick in the mouth of Crystal Cunningham.


			My girlfriend.


			Well. I guess ex-girlfriend now.


			Samuel’s eyes went from slitted with pleasure to wide-eyed what-the-fuck in the time it took me to cross the room and pull Crystal off him, her long straight hair flying out like a cape. Security was faster still and had my cocked arm in a vise before I could take the first swing at Samuel.


			As they pulled me from the green room, I snarled at Crystal, “Hey, babe. Don’t bother coming back to our bus.”


			The funny part was, I didn’t even really care. I’d been in a mood to punch someone since long before I entered the room, and aiming my rage at Samuel was a pure caveman response to fight for my woman, but Crystal was just the groupie who’d stayed around past the end of one leg of a tour. I felt nothing. I’d given up my soul years ago, and tonight was another down payment on eternity.


			Security let me go once they realized I wasn’t going to be a problem. I wanted to hit something, but it wasn’t Samuel. This existential crisis wasn’t new. I strode down the hall toward the exits, pushed open the doors, and kept walking. My name shrieked by teenage girls reminded me I couldn’t just hang out here, so I put my head down and ran.


			The thing nobody told you about selling your soul was that it wasn’t a one-time deal. You sold it again, night after night after night.


			By the time my phone started ringing, I’d reached Pennsylvania Avenue. I answered the call.


			“Hey, Shane.”


			“Man, where the hell are you?”


			I stepped into the crosswalk. “I needed to get away.”


			He sighed. “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.”


			Jesus. That would make the gossip rags in the morning.


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


			“I want my soul back.”


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


			I glanced up at the white columns of the National Gallery of Art lit from behind. “I don’t think you can drive the bus on the Mall.”


			“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.”


			When Shane didn’t answer right away, I knew he was looking for the words to talk me out of the decision my feet had made before I’d even realized where I was going. At last, he said, “If you see Lucy, tell her I said hi.”


			“Thanks, man.”


			I hung up and slowed my pace. I might have been rationalizing my actions, but I took it as a sign that we were in D.C. when Crystal opted to trade me in for the bigger rock star. It was a wake-up call to remind me I’d been trying and failing to forget what success had truly cost me. All the Crystals in the world couldn’t fill the void Lucy had left when she told me never to contact her again.


			Honoring her wishes had been damn near impossible, but I’d done it—almost. 


			Did it count if I occasionally walked past her house after midnight when the band came through town?


			I just wanted to be close to her, breathe the same air under the same moon and all that shit. I had no intention of walking up and ringing her doorbell.


			She’d be fast asleep already anyway. As would her husband.


			Even before she was out of reach, she’d always been out of my league. Despite that, I’d caught her once, with luck and a bit of charm. How had I been such a fool to think I could put Lucy on hold and find her waiting for me?


			Here I was, twenty-nine years old, skulking around like I was sixteen and I could just show up at her door and woo her with a song on my guitar.


			That time had passed, my soul belonged to the devil I’d sold it to, and I needed to move on.


			 


			* * *


			 


			The first time I really noticed Lucy Griffin, it was my sophomore year in high school.


			That morning, before I left for school, my dad reminded me I’d never amount to anything useful, like him—the head mechanic at the Tire and Auto Center. He said, “Do you expect you can bum money off people on the street the rest of your life?”


			First of all, I wasn’t bumming money. I was busking.


			And second of all, yes. I did. My guitar was the one thing in life that promised me a way out. School surely wasn’t getting me anywhere.


			For some reason, I kept trying. With him, with high school. It was all a cosmic joke that hadn’t yet reached the punchline. Or maybe I was the punchline.


			I rolled into school just as the warning bell rang. A group of teens destined for greatness with their perfect GPAs and outstanding extracurriculars blocked my locker. I cleared my throat, and some guy named Todd or Chad shot me a dirty look, like I might be contagious, but he moved. I had a sneer that could frighten any ordinary Bradley. As I collected my books, the group began to break apart, leaving a clear view of her, that girl I’d seen around, too pretty to be anywhere as mundane as a school hallway.


			I’d never paid much attention to the superlative people. You know, most likely to succeed, most school spirit. I would’ve nominated Lucy for best hair. Hers was unnaturally black. A rock ‘n’ roll shag. Sexy as fuck, and way too dark for daytime. With the her pale skin, she could have passed for Joan Jett. She would have made a hell of a goth or a punk with her coloring.


			Except she was one of them, one of that crowd, or so I’d always assumed.


			For a heartbeat, once the group disbanded, she stood alone, and the smile that had seemed so easy a moment earlier slipped. I saw such unmistakable sadness, recognizable like looking in a mirror, that I froze in place and watched her. I might have missed it, might have missed her, if I hadn’t looked right when I did, because in the next heartbeat, someone called her name, and that smile went back on like a mask.


			The rest of that week, I watched for her. I saw her at the lunch table surrounded by friends, or at her locker. We never exchanged a glance or a word. We were in totally separate worlds, like a double helix, spiraling around each other but never touching. Yet, I sought her out, looking for those signs that she was like me.


			But she wasn’t like me. She was popular with the right crowds, the academics, the jocks, the preps. I was popular with the outsiders, the losers, the burnouts. We had nothing in common. Except we did. It was a hunch or my imagination or sheer fantasy, but after observing her from afar, I started to see beyond her social affectation to the face she wore when she thought nobody was watching. I was that nobody.


			Deep in my heart, I believed she and I shared a connection, if only I could get her to see me.


			I told my best friend Shane, “I’m going to ask that girl to homecoming.”


			When I pointed her out, he said, “Lucy Griffin? You’re crazy.”


			He was right, but I figured I’d never know as long as I remained invisible. After all, a person only has one life, and I intended to live mine on full tilt. Somehow, I’d get Lucy to notice me.


			I had no idea how far off the mark I was because she’d already clocked me and rejected me before I ever spoke to her.


		


	

		

			chapter two


			Lucy


			Smithsonian parties were always stodgy and refined affairs. The same tinkling piano music or inoffensive jazz bled into the spaces between words as people sipped Prosecco and made small talk about topics that hadn’t been relevant in a century, as if we had any idea what Picasso might have intended with his painting La Vie.


			My feet hurt to my ears, and all I wanted to do was soak in a hot tub. The Uber pulled up to the corner, and I thanked the driver as I got out, fishing in my purse for my keys. Lipstick, gym fob, binky, hair tie, fast-food toy of some variety…no keys.


			I weighed the choice between dumping the contents of my purse onto the stoop outside my door or knocking. The porch light glowed, but all the windows stood dark. That settled it. I turned the bag over, and everything spilled out. One by one, I put everything back, and there at last were my keys, plain as day. I was convinced my purse contained a portal between dimensions and things appeared and disappeared with no regard to the laws of nature.


			Once I shoved everything back into the bag, I stood, wobbling a little due either to the high heels I wasn’t accustomed to or the alcohol that I was.


			“Steady, there,” a voice said through the dark, and I nearly tripped over the first step in my sudden panic to get in the house and away from errant men out this late. “Lucy?”


			I stopped. I knew that voice. “Please tell me it’s not…”


			With eyes closed, I turned toward him, willing him not to be there when I finally looked, like a magical creature who only exists when you aren’t looking at him. Or like my keys, which only existed when I wasn’t looking for them.


			Before I even peeked, the air around me changed, particles becoming denser with the pull of gravity as celestial bodies approached. The sounds of the night stilled, and though it was the middle of spring, the silence was as deafening as snow falling. A chill skittered up my skin, and I hugged my arms across my chest.


			And then when I couldn’t stand the torture any longer, I looked up, and he was there. Noah Kennedy. I didn’t know if I wanted to punch him or kiss him. He wasn’t supposed to be here. My hands shook, and the keys dropped from my fingers.


			“What are you doing here?”


			He looked like shit. I mean, he looked like he’d been kissed by an angel at birth. There was never a time Noah didn’t rival the world’s greatest sculptures in beauty. But I knew what demons also lurked, and I could tell they hadn’t given the boy any peace of late. That much was obvious from the fact that he stood on my front stoop, after midnight, with no warning, nearly three years since the last time I’d seen him—two years and eight months, to be exact. The day I’d begged him never to contact me again.


			He hadn’t. I wondered if that request had cost him as many sleepless nights as it had me.


			“You know. I was in the neighborhood, and I thought…” One half of his lower lip curled back between his teeth, and my heart broke for him. And for me. But choices had been made.


			“And you got lost?”


			He laughed. “Or maybe found?”


			I rolled my eyes. “Cheeseball.” My voice broke, and I swallowed, hoping to hide my nerves. It was like attempting to banter casually with a ghost.


			“You were always the sensible one.” His expression darkened, and just like that, we were back at the beginning, reliving the same conversation we’d been having with each other for nearly a decade. Before we stopped talking altogether.


			I was in serious danger of swooning onto the sidewalk from the combination of high heels and the vapors from this unexpected haunting from my past. “I need to sit for this.”


			He settled on the top step, elbows on his knees, hands steepled. “Are you mad I came here?”


			I took off my heels and sat a step down, sideways, so my toes pressed into the side of his Converse. I envied him the job that let him wear sneakers. “Mad? Confused, maybe. What were you planning to do if you got here and I wasn’t awake—or home. What if I no longer lived here? What if I didn’t want you to come?”


			He tapped his fingers together. “I don’t know. I hadn’t planned to come here at all. I thought I’d probably walk on by. Or maybe knock on the door. I hadn’t gotten there yet. Shane says hi, by the way.”


			I snorted. “Only you could go somewhere with no plan and still arrive bearing messages.”


			“Did you want me to come? Do you even think about me, anymore?”


			He had no idea. I thought about him every fucking day. But did I want to see him again? That was a more complicated question. I’d known Noah since we were teenagers. Once he’d caught my eye, there was never a time I didn’t want Noah to appear out of nowhere, but I didn’t entertain fantasies. Noah had his own dragons to slay, and fair maidens could either wait back in the village or suit up and find their own adventures. I was no fair maiden.


			I exhaled a near three-year-old sigh. I’d missed him, but confessing that would only encourage him to keep showing up unannounced. I settled on a truth. “You’re impossible to forget.”


			He slid forward, dropping his butt onto the next step down, then lifted first my left foot, then my right across his knees. Like no time had passed since he’d last touched me, he pressed his thumbs into the ball of one foot and kneaded. And whether because my feet hurt so desperately or because I ached as much for him, I laid my head against the porch rail and allowed myself to be caressed by the keeper of my heart.


			A car horn sounded in the distance, and reality rushed back. I pulled my feet away and sat up straight. “What’s going on? Why are you here?”


			In the moonlight, his beauty somehow magnified. He looked nearly elven, immortal, preternatural. I shook my head to rid myself of stupid childish images. He was just a man, not a beautiful vampire. But the way he was looking at me made me consider letting him bite me, turn me, drag me into his nighttime underworld.


			And this was a problem because we never did have self-control when our bodies got within sparking distance of each other. He was flint to my rock, but the fire we’d make could consume us—and had already once before.


			He leaned close enough I could smell the stage lingering on him, and underneath that, a pheromone mix concocted specifically for me, like we’d bonded, and I could no more resist his scent than I could change the course of the stars. And I knew that if I stayed here a minute longer, it was inevitable he’d kiss me. It was inevitable I’d let him. I glanced up at the front door, wondering if anyone watched. His eyes followed mine.


			“I’m sorry.” The spell broke, and he pulled back, his hand raking his already disheveled hair. “I shouldn’t keep putting you in this position. I swear I didn’t expect to find you out here tonight. I just needed to know you were near. How is John? Did you—”


			“John and I divorced.” I braced myself for his reaction. “A little over two years ago.”


			He frowned, a hard groove between his brows, as he processed that. “Two years?”


			“Two and a half, give or take.” I waited for the next logical question.


			“And you didn’t think to tell me?”


			“I considered it.” I straightened my spine. I’d been prepared for him to one day appear and demand an explanation for my life’s choices. But they were just that. He was out on the road. I had my own to protect. “And I considered every single outcome that might result from telling you, and they were all the same as if I didn’t. Besides, it was public knowledge.”


			He scoffed. “Well, not to me. I don’t go looking for you online because I”—he squeezed his fists, like he was physically wrangling the demons—“I don’t want your ghost, Lucy.” He exhaled frustration. “You should have told me.”


			“And then what, exactly?”


			“What do you mean?”


			This was the conversation. It was always this conversation. We were going to end up in a nursing home together one day never having resolved this one argument. If we were so lucky.


			“Will you be here tomorrow night?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. It was a rhetorical question. I knew his answer. His time was not his own. If he could say yes, if he could stay—not for a hour or a day—this conversation wouldn’t be so futile.


			His shoulders slumped, but then he met my brow raise with an imperious eye narrowing. “No, but I can come over Tuesday night.”


			My stomach knotted, and I realized I’d been half hoping for an impossibility. Noah had come back, and I was going to have to make him leave again.


			“Why can’t you come over tomorrow night?”


			Defeated, he told me what I already suspected. “We have a show in Philly.”


			“Yeah.” I gave him a wry smile. “That’s what I thought.”


			“You could come with me.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Come up for the show?”


			He made it sound so simple. His life took him wherever the wind blew—or more accurately, wherever the tour bus went—and I had to be at work on Monday. It was an age-old dilemma. As long as he chased after that rock ‘n’ roll drug, he was never really mine.


			“You know I can’t. Not all of us can take off for parts unknown at the drop of a hat.”


			His coy expression was eclipsed by that darker, haunted look. “You think I’m always on the road by choice?”


			“It’s what you signed up for. It’s in the job description.”


			His eyes closed, and I took the opportunity to drink in the face I normally only saw in my dreams. There he sat so close I could actually touch him, and I knew he’d let me. I knew I could have him to myself for one night. It wouldn’t be the first time, but it had never been the right time.


			As if my thoughts had entered his mind, he whispered, “Two and a half years,” and I tensed. He peered at me through a fringe of disobedient bangs, wincing. “Was that because of me?”


			What could I tell him? “No, it wasn’t because of you. Not directly.” That at least was true. Misleading as hell, but true.


			“It’s why I stayed away all this time.” He shook his head. “You never think that one day you’ll grow up to seduce a married woman.”


			I brushed away a hot tear, reminded of how I’d come to him that one night, so upset, crying, and he’d taken me in. That was the last time I’d seen him, and we’d made a mess of everything. “You weren’t the only one there, Noah. I share in that blame.”


			“Did you tell him about us?”


			“Yes. Of course.”


			He dropped his head and stared at his shoes. “I wish you’d been as honest with me. It’s been almost three years, Lucy. All that time wasted.”


			I wanted to wrap my arms around him and admit how I’d struggled the past few years. There were so many things I could confess, but I needed to put on my brave face and convince him to go home, move on, and let me try to forget him again. I wasn’t the only one liable to get hurt.


			“It’s not wasted since this was never going to happen. That night was a bad idea from the start, but that’s the story of us, isn’t it?”


			“No.” He took my hand. “That’s revisionist history. We were always good together.”


			I was about to break his heart all over again. I could at least let him have that one delusion. “Yeah, okay. We were always good together. From the moment we first met.”


			He snickered at my sarcasm. I’d done everything I could to ignore him in high school, but he’d persisted. Once I gave in, though, it had been fireworks. No, it had been rockets. And then grenades. And finally, detente. Here we were in the cease fire.


			But it had always been good, even when it wasn’t, as long as Noah was here with me. Our only problem, the fundamental divide, was that Noah couldn’t always be here, and here was the only place I wanted him. So I stood, then bent again to gather my keys.


			He got up as well, and when we were more or less eye to eye, he reached up and ran his fingers through the tendrils of hair that had fallen loose from my braid. “God, you get more beautiful every time I see you.”


			I smiled. Who wouldn’t revel in a compliment like that from the loveliest creature God ever imagined? I’d long ago stopped flattering Noah for his looks because it was wasted breath. He wanted to hear he was clever or brilliant, and he was in his way. But he lacked external proof, the degrees, the certificates. He hadn’t even graduated from high school, and he’d let that lack define him, eat at his self-esteem. He had so much more potential than he knew.


			So I drank my fill of my favorite face in the world before mustering the courage to say, “It was good seeing you again.”


			He was never one to miss a shot with me, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when he closed the distance between us and tugged me in for what I already knew would be the kind of kiss that my mother warned me against. The kind that unmade virgins. I could never withstand a kiss from Noah Kennedy.


			In what would probably be remembered forevermore in our history of “Lucy’s bad form,” I laid my hand across his face like an octopus, blocking him in the most humiliating way imaginable. I wished I could reverse time and find a better way to thwart him and save myself from the heartache that would follow. But I worked with the tools before me.


			“I’m sorry.” I drew back toward the door.


			Noah’s eyes widened. “So that’s it?”


			What had he expected? Nothing changed because he’d shown up on my doorstep. Nothing changed because I’d gotten divorced. I’d had years to contemplate the risks of inviting him back into my life.


			“You know what I’ve always wanted.” My hand lifted like it had a mind of its own, pressing against his chest. I imagined I could feel his heart beating, and that was the most I could hope for. That somewhere Noah Kennedy’s heart still beat. But it shouldn’t beat for me. “Are you prepared to give it to me?”


			His lip curled in the most unfortunately bratty sneer. 


			“You want someone who isn’t stupid, like me. That much is clear.”


			I shoved him. “You aren’t stupid, stupid.”


			He laughed, which I took as a pretty good sign that I could pull out of this quagmire without destroying Noah in the process. But he repeated his mantra. “I’ve never been smart enough for you.”


			“Use your ears, please.” As much as I wanted to keep shoving him until he got some sense, I took his hand and looked him deep in his eyes. “You are exactly smart enough, Noah Kennedy. You could always give me what I wanted. You’ve never been able to give me what I needed: you, here, now and always. And that is why I need you to promise you’ll stop doing this.”


			His face dropped, but then transformed into that wild determination that was both his greatest strength and his most toxic trait. He’d won me over with that delusional persistence. It had driven him to achieve legendary guitarist status. He shrugged. “No, I don’t think I will.”


			I chuckled. “Well, it won’t be too hard for me to take out a restraining order, so I wish you the best of luck on your continued midnight sidewalk stalking, but as for me, I have to be on Meet the Press in the morning.”


			His eyes widened.


			“I’m joking. But I do have responsibilities.” I’d promised a guy a museum tour, tomorrow. “So if you’ll forgive me, I’m going to go to bed.”


			And to my extreme shock and dismay, he let me go.


			I unlocked the door, and with one final excruciating look—both to assure myself I hadn’t imagined him and to etch this memory on top of so many others—I slipped inside, pressing my back against the door, counting to one hundred, then to two, willing him to please be gone when I checked because I wasn’t sure I could resist that temptation forever, but as long as I could bluff my way through and make him believe it, I could protect my realm from wandering poets who meant no harm, but left devastation in their wake.


			Once my heart had settled into a regular rhythm, I crept up the stairs and entered the bedroom at the end of the hall, sitting on the edge of the wee bed. I bent to brush the overly sweaty blond hair off the head of the boy sleeping there. My son.


			I kissed his dewy forehead and whispered, “Good night, Owen. I love you.”


			And then I stripped off the party gown and slid into my own bed, praying Noah would let me go. But I knew better. The only thing keeping him at bay all this time, my marriage, had vanished. Once he set his mind to wooing me, he wouldn’t relent until he’d succeeded. It was the story of our lives. I’d be hearing from him again. Of that I was certain.


			But he was just as married to his band as I ever was to John. And maybe I’d be content to be the other woman, desperate enough to take what I could get, but half a dad would never be good enough for my child.


			Maybe Noah would stay if he knew. I didn’t want to force him to make that choice, and besides, it wouldn’t be worth the risk. My existence had never been enough to keep my own dad at home, and growing up with a fly-by-night dad had fucked me up.


			I’d protect Owen from that brand of heartache. They could both hate me later. 


			 


			* * *


			 


			The first time I ever spoke to Noah Kennedy, back in high school, he tricked me.


			That morning, before I left for school, my mom reminded me to roll the garbage can to the curb, something my dad would have done if he were ever home. But we hadn’t seen him for, I checked my watch, several months. We’d become a kind of motel or seasonal family situation for him. We got him on his time, whether we wanted him or not. I was already in a pretty foul mood, and specifically mad at the entire male gender.


			“Just a reminder that I’ll be late tonight,” I hollered back. “I’m on the dance committee!”


			I was on every committee. I was in the GSA. I was an honor student with impeccable extracurriculars: color guard in the fall, debate team in the winter, and track in the spring. Over the summer, I volunteered for a women’s shelter and the SPCA. I studied on weekends for the SAT, and I had straight As, of course. I’d set my entire focus on one thing: getting accepted into Georgetown as an undergrad, then Georgetown Law.


			My life would look nothing like my mother’s. I’d have a lucrative career, and I’d marry someone who’d put me first, someone who wouldn’t come and go at his own convenience. We’d plan our family, and our two children would be raised by parents who loved them, who spent time with them, who wanted them. Every single thing I did was an investment in my picture-perfect future. It would be the mirror opposite of my current home life.


			So, like the competitive student I was, I sat in Mr. Spurlock’s APUSH class, arm raised, prepared with the right answer to his question about the Stamp Act of 1765. When he dismissed us, the hallway became a free-for-all. I shoved through bodies to my locker, jostled by the stampeding teens. As soon as I had my textbook and cahier for French, I spun to head upstairs only to run face-first into the chest of Noah Kennedy who, for some reason, leaned against the locker beside mine.


			I knew who he was, of course. Not that we’d ever shared any classes. He’d gone to a different junior high than me, and he hung out with kids from that school. But I knew who he was all the same.


			The first time I’d seen him had been at a talent show where he’d dragged out an amp and played a Yes song. His singing was kind of adorably off, but everyone cheered him. He’d played the guitar better than most kids our age. He was also prettier that most boys, even though he never seemed to do anything special. He didn’t wear the crisp, clean clothes of the boys I normally befriended, and his blond hair was a wild disaster, like that guy from Duran Duran my mom still drooled over.


			What I knew about Noah came through gossip. They said he was a “troubled kid,” though nobody ever explained what that meant, and it left me picturing him doing a stint at juvie. I’d heard rumors he talked back to teachers, had rocky grades, and had gotten an in-school suspension once for fighting. Also, he seemed to be quasi-homeless.


			To me, that was enough reason to avoid him. Since our schedules didn’t overlap, it was easy enough to do that.


			At least it was, before he planted himself in front of me, his long hair half covering his right eye, which was a crime against nature because his blue-gray eyes, framed by long blond lashes, were mini works of art.


			I started to walk away. I probably should’ve run, because when he spoke, he opened a crack in my personal space-time continuum.


			The first words Noah Kennedy ever said to me were, “I was wondering if you could settle an argument.”


			Have some pity on me, please. I was on the debate team. I loved to weigh both sides of an argument and make the logical leaps from one point to the next to find the most compelling case. But I was still young and naïve, and I couldn’t have seen someone like Noah Kennedy coming. I couldn’t have known about the rut already carved in my road that would make me vulnerable to the wheels of his vehicle.


			So I tilted my head, ready to provide the correct answer to whatever question he’d pose.


			“You see, a friend of mine and I were talking,” he went on, with a nod of his head in the direction of the other locker bay across the hall. I glanced around for this friend, but nobody was paying attention to us. Still Noah continued. “And he said that there’s no way a girl like you—”


			My head whipped back around, and I cut him off. “What do you mean, a girl like me?”


			“Well, you’re going to be valedictorian, right?”


			I chortled. That was a stretch. It would be another couple of years before we graduated. I shrugged. “I don’t know that.”


			“And you’re also objectively the prettiest girl at this school.”


			That elicited a full-on dork snort. Oh, my God, he was going to ask me for money. I was such an idiot. I stacked my books in the crook of my elbow, shaking my head at this nonsense, but as I turned away, he touched my arm. “So I take it, that’s a no, then. Shane was right.”


			That did it. My curiosity would haunt me all day if I didn’t ask. “Right about what?”


			“He said you wouldn’t give someone like me the time of day.”


			I straightened my spine and pointed a finger at him. “That is the most emotionally manipulative statement I’ve ever heard.” I turned to walk away, but then stopped and pulled out my phone. “It’s ten-fifteen, by the way. We’re late for class.”


			I was one hundred percent positive that would be the last conversation I would ever have with Noah Kennedy.


		


	

		

			chapter three


			Noah


			The trouble didn’t start until I got to Philly.


			I’d walked to Union Station without incident. The streets were empty, and I’d lost myself in my thoughts, working through anger and sadness over what I’d just learned. Here I’d been starving myself, honoring my promise, on the misguided belief Lucy had chosen someone else over me. Not once, but twice. Despite how fucked up things were with her husband, she’d wanted him over me. It sucked, but nothing compared to discovering there’d been nobody there this entire time. She’d chosen literally nobody over me.


			That should have been a strong enough message to back off, but she never said she didn’t want me. The opposite, really. She said she wanted one hundred percent of me.


			I didn’t know how to make that happen, but if that’s all she wanted, I’d find a way.


			At around 3 a.m., I boarded a dark and quiet car, searching for an empty row. I probably should’ve sprung for a sleeping compartment to maintain my privacy, but it was only a two-hour ride, so I took my chances. Slunk down, trying to catch a nap, nobody bothered me at all.


			Crossing the lobby of 30th Street station as the sun rose, I deluded myself that I might make it out to the taxi stand unnoticed.


			The first voice was conversational, almost a question. “Hey, that’s that guy.” 


			That could have been about anyone. Still I picked up my pace. The doors to the street came into view. But speculation traveled at the speed of a whisper through the crowd. 


			“...seen him somewhere...”


			“...watch ad?”


			“...Micah Sinclair?”


			“...in that band.”


			I could almost feel them moving toward me even if they weren’t sure who I was, just in case I was famous. I slipped out my sunglasses and put them on, barreling forward with purpose. It only took one person to trigger a crowd. Nobody wanted to miss their chance at a selfie or an autograph. Just in case.


			But that was a minor irritation compared to what came next. And it always did.


			“Noah, hey Noah. What happened last night in D.C.?” The guy matched my pace, a camera catching any reaction.


			I glanced over, but the sun filtering in through the huge lobby windows blinded me, and I didn’t know if I had the foul luck of crossing the path of actual paparazzi or if some fan happened to be boarding a train in Philly at dawn.


			Either way, I had no intention of talking about the previous night with anyone. I curled my lip and leaned into my stride, walking with as much intention as I could display. Nobody would respect my obvious desire to maintain some privacy, but I didn’t have to pretend to like it.


			At last, I pushed out onto the street and hailed a cab. Ducking down into the backseat, I gave the driver the name of the arena, and we were off.


			As we flew across Philadelphia, I Googled my own name, looking for any hints as to what the story was, expecting Crystal to have started talking. But her name hadn’t come up anywhere. The only real item I found was a local column about the show tonight, with added speculation about why security had escorted me out of the arena the night before. It didn’t begin to surprise me that it wasn’t accurate, but it would seed the gossip, and gossip sold papers.


			I texted our booking agent, Jane, to let her know I was en route. She directed me to our hotel where I checked in and fell face down on the mattress without pulling down the covers or even kicking off my sneakers.


			Exhausted, I willed myself toward oblivion, but when my eyelids closed, they became a canvas, like the night sky. Instead of stars painting a galaxy across my field of vision, I rewatched my memory of last night, as Lucy turned toward me when I called her name. Her whole body had transformed like a flower opening to the sun. I could always do that to her. But the magic never lasted more than a heartbeat. Her mind always followed behind, dragging reality in its wake. For those few seconds, I’d beheld the Lucy only I knew. Her lips curved with a hint of amusement and a heap of sensuality. It had taken all my force not to run my thumb along her beautiful mouth, even more to resist tasting her. But she never would’ve let me kiss her. Not yet. Not after last time.


			She’d had that incredible black hair tied back in a braid. In my mind’s eye, I could reach out and tear the band free. She’d shake her head, and a mane, dark as night would flow over her shoulders. I’d fantasized about dragging my hands through that hair so many times, it had become a fetish.


			I had to stop thinking about her. My pants were getting uncomfortable, and I needed sleep before the show. I forced my mind to go blank and then, what felt like minutes later, a loud banging on my door pried my eyes open.


			I felt...better. For about thirty seconds, and then the world closed back in.


			“Noah!” More pounding.


			That would be Micah, self-appointed leader of the band. I rolled off the bed and staggered to the door. Before I could even ask him what time it was, he grabbed my elbow and dragged me into the hall.


			“Do you have everything?” He didn’t wait for an answer and turned down the hall without checking to make sure I followed. Micah hadn’t always been so bossy, but he’d filled a void when Adam left the band. Out of habit, I fell in behind him, after one last gander back at the hotel room where I hadn’t so much as undressed.


			Micah punched the down arrow on the elevator before spinning back to face me, one eyebrow arched. “So?”


			“I don’t wanna talk about it.”


			“I got word Crystal rode over on the Whiplash tour bus. Are you gonna be okay to do the show tonight if she’s here?”


			I shrugged. I’d performed under worse circumstances. “Obviously.”


			Since I’d left the arena the night before, I’d barely spared a cursory thought about Crystal. I didn’t care where she went. I’d called her my girlfriend out of convenience, but we’d never shared anything more than time and a bed. It was laughably ironic that I was the essence of the sexy rock stars I used to idolize, and my romantic options were limited to casual fucking or getting screwed over. I envied Micah for finding a regular girl to fall in love with. Hell, I envied Adam for his boring-ass married life. At least my best friend Shane didn’t have anyone either. We were like monks in a sea of carnal desire.


			The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. Micah waited a beat before entering. “So everything's okay?”


			I ran my tongue across my teeth, sucking back all the bitter thoughts I wasn’t going to confide. Micah hadn’t known me back in high school. He’d never even met Lucy. He hadn’t been there during the years when every tour date in D.C. was followed by storm clouds, back when Lucy would still come to our shows and we’d do this dance where she’d pretend to have happily married some suit, and I’d pretend I was living the dream. Micah joined the band in the aftermath, right after Lucy and I blew past all pretense, right after the night I’d foolishly thought everything had changed.




			All Micah knew of Lucy was her shadow.


			Shane might get it, but Micah could never understand, so I nodded. “Yeah. Don’t worry about me.”


			“Okay.” He smacked my shoulder. “Let’s go get you something to eat before we need to be onstage.”


			That was all that mattered. That the guitar monkey show up to do the one thing he knew how to. Micah at least created something with his songwriting. Shane still loved the life of the rock star. Me? I wondered why I’d gotten on that train the night before.


			In the elevator, I slipped out my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I found her name. I’d looked at it thousands of times since she’d last told me not to call. What would she do if I texted? Ignore it most likely.


			The doors opened, and I made the decision to hit Call as we walked, bracing for her to answer, already planning what I’d say when it would more likely go to voicemail.


			My heart sank at the sound of three notes in arpeggio followed by an uncaring voice telling me the number was no longer in service. She’d changed the number, and I had no way to reach her. Score another point for the Soul Sucker, but I still had one more ace up my sleeve.


			I still knew where she lived.


			 


			* * *


			 


			The first time I showed up at Lucy’s house unannounced was sometime during my junior year of high school. I’d just bought myself a garbage ‘97 Skylark—a much uglier car than its ancestor, but one I’d bought with money I’d earned busking.


			That morning, Dad had bailed me out of jail. He’d said, “You’ll never amount to anything, Noah.” He normally had nothing new to add to that, but I'd reached a new low. He told me, “You’ll find your things on the curb by the trash.” He called me a “fairy” to boot since I hadn’t had a haircut in a while.


			Mom watched from the living room as I sorted through the pile of clothes, childhood souvenirs, and musical equipment, shoving only what I absolutely needed into the trunk and backseat of my car. She didn’t come out to tell me goodbye, and when I looked back, she was gone.


			I knew the charges would be thrown out because busking wasn’t illegal, but that didn’t stop me from being thrown out on the street as well.


			Literally homeless, I drove around without a destination. My car wasn’t fit to live in. I should have gone straight to Shane’s. At least there, I could crash in his basement until things calmed down at home. I spent half my time at Shane’s anyway, practicing songs for the two-man band we planned to one day take on the road.


			I ended up parked in front of Lucy’s house and sat there idling, talking myself into walking up to her door to beg her to run away with me. We could go to New York City or California. Her choice.


			Of course, she’d never be so impulsive. She had a whole future planned, and I didn’t want to ruin that for her. I started to put the car in drive when her front door opened, and she ran out, a pair of shoes dangling from her fingers. She jumped in the passenger seat and yelled, “Take me anywhere else!”


			Her cheeks were wet with tears, and I didn’t even stop to ask her why. I tore out of there and headed up the highway without a destination. We drove for hours, singing along to a garbage playlist of boy-band music from her phone.


			I’d finally gained her attention, if not her friendship, mostly by sliding in next to her at lunch when she didn’t have a polite out. She didn’t seem to care that her circle of friends slowly moved to a different lunch table. She didn’t tell me to leave.


			As tolerant as she was of my company, she made it clear from the start she’d never go out with me. She turned me down flat for the homecoming dance for a second year in a row. She turned me down for everything.


			I once made the mistake of asking her why she wouldn’t even consider dating me and got an earful of my inadequacies as she counted off on her fingers: “You skip school. You shrug off your failing grades. You half-live out of your car, for God’s sake. You have no plans for college. You scoff at the idea of staying longer than necessary in the vicinity of the school for sports or clubs.” She switched hands and kept counting. “You spend every afternoon playing music with Shane or out on the streets. You aren’t serious about your future.” And with a beat on the last three fingers she punctuated, “You. Are. Trouble.”


			The proof was in the fact she was halfway across the state and hadn’t called her mom to tell her where she’d gone. By the time the sun was high in the sky, we were overlooking the Atlantic Ocean.


			“End of the line,” I joked. She hadn’t said a word about what was troubling her. We’d only checked in with each other to confirm we both wanted to continue east and east and east.


			But here, parked beside the boardwalk in Ocean City, I took her hand and asked, “Is it so bad I’m finally your best option?”


			She snort-laughed, but then the tears flowed, and she confided in me. “My mom struggles so hard, and she does it all for me. I don’t know why she lets him keep coming back. Do you think she does that for me, too? Like she thinks I need a father figure in my life, no matter how shitty? Because honestly, I’d rather he never came home.”


			I understood that all too well. If my dad had abandoned me with my mom, so many things would have been different. My entire T-shirt drawer wouldn’t be covering my back seat for starters. But this wasn’t about me. “I’m one hundred percent sure everything your mom does is for you.” She had that over me.


			She sniffled but looked up at me with the sweetest of smiles and said, “Thank you, Noah. Thanks for taking me here.”


			“Thank you for coming with me. Now we can be homeless together.”


			That shocked a sob-laced laugh out of her. “Seriously though. This isn’t a permanent solution.” She flounced a bit so she could face me directly. “I’m really worried about you. You need a plan for the future.”


			“I love it when you lecture me,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. Her concern touched me. Somehow when she said the same things my dad would, it sounded nicer. Like she actually cared what might happen to me.


			“What if you don’t graduate?”


			“No need to worry. I’m planning to make it big.” I gave her the cocky grin that ought to have made her want to sock me in the eye, but usually made her breath hitch in a way that affected me way more than it should have. “You’ll be begging me for money one day.”


			She didn’t laugh. Instead, she let out a breath that trembled with the weight of actual tears behind it. “What if I fail? What if I can’t do this? I don’t want to end up stuck like my mom working two jobs to break even. What if I don’t get scholarships or even admitted to Georgetown?”


			“That would be impossible because you’re such an epic nerd.” I waited for the laugh that would chase away her sadness and added, “Seriously. You’re going to do everything you want.”


			She breathed in and let it out, and her crooked smile made me want to wrap my arms around her.


			I wanted to tell her how amazing she was.


			I wanted so badly to kiss her and show her how amazing we’d be together.


			She thought we were opposites, but we were the same where it truly counted. We shared the same fear of being insignificant and the same anger at dads who made us feel unlovable. We made each other laugh despite the shit at home. We both wanted to get the hell away from there.


			We were soul mates, broken in the same places, but fitting together exactly right.


			This I knew. I just hadn’t figured out how to get her to see it.


			I reached over and wiped a tear from her cheek with my thumb, dropping my hand onto her shoulder with a little squeeze. I hadn’t exactly planned any of this, but my fingers were so close to the band tying her hair into the braid that lay on her shoulder, and I tugged at it, rolling it off. She didn’t protest. Instead, she shook her head as I threaded my fingers in to loosen the tresses. Ever since she’d grown her hair out, I’d had fantasies about doing just that.


			The way her eyes closed emboldened me, and I leaned over the console, pausing inches from her face. “Lucy, look at me.”


			Her eyes opened. “Shut up and kiss me, Noah.”


			What was I supposed to say to that? She might not ask a second time. But my nerves rendered me immobile, terrified of wrecking this delicate flame that had finally started to catch. I laid my forehead against hers, wanting her to know that I cared about her, even if this was all I ever got.


			When she tipped my chin up and lifted her mouth to mine, I didn’t hesitate. I kissed her like we’d been doing this forever, like she was already mine. Our lips didn’t lightly brush. There was nothing tentative in the way my tongue found hers. If I never got another shot with Lucy Griffin, I’d make this one count. And she responded like it singed her down to her toes.


			When she finally broke away, her fingers remained like an afterthought, tracing swollen lips she’d just kissed, her eyes following the same path, and I could only sigh, relieved that I had something good in my life.


			I threw her a cocky smile. “So you like me.”


			She smiled, too, bright and carefree. “You’re bad news for me.”


			Her endearing tone alone told me we’d turned a corner and this was only the beginning of something amazing. I’d chased her for so long, relying only on charm and daring, never truly believing I could win her over. Now that I had, how would I ever prove worthy of keeping her?


			We ended up walking along the boardwalk, veering in and out of gift shops and eating garbage fair food. When we finally agreed it was time to go back, she handed me a package. “A memento,” she said. “To remember us today.”


			It was a glass paperweight shaped like a dolphin leaping from the waves. “O-kay.” I didn’t mention it kind of looked like a dildo.


			She laughed. “Would you prefer a snow globe or a T-shirt? There weren’t a ton of options.”


			“No.” I lifted the heavy thing. If anything, I could use it for self-defense. “It’s perfect.”


			It was, too. It was implausible enough that I could never look at it again without thinking about the impossibility of the day I first kissed Lucy Griffin.
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