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			Dedication

			For everyone who was ever afraid to be vulnerable but did it anyway. That is a superpower.
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			Chapter 1

			When Justin rolled over, Vaughn made the move with him and landed astride his lap. Sunshine streaming around the edges of the window shades limned her silhouette with a goddess glow that heightened Justin’s desire. She slid herself up his length, then down, pulling him into her and rubbing her pelvis against his. Justin exhaled and put both hands on her ass, squeezing as he pushed deeper.

			Vaughn sat back, rocking her hips, and stretched. She reached forward, grabbed the antique metal headboard, and dangled her breasts over Justin’s face. He lifted and captured one nipple with his mouth and teased it. Then he moved to her other breast and covered the one he had just kissed with his hand, rolling the nipple between his fingers.

			Vaughn sat up again, put her hand over Justin’s, and increased her rocking. She dropped her head back and sighed. “Ahh, Justin.”

			He sat up and ran his hands up and down her back, wanting to be closer as she pulsed around him. He held her against him and searched for her mouth. When he caught her in a kiss, he groaned, basking in the feeling of her body’s grip as he came.

			She laughed against his mouth and gave one more firm thrust against him then pushed him down. She lay on his chest for a beat then rolled off, leaving one leg across his waist. “Good morning.”

			Justin held onto her leg, massaging her supple skin, and rolled to face her. “Yes, it is.” With a hand in her hair, he pulled her to him and kissed her hard. “Miss me?” He had only been away a few weeks, but it’d felt longer to him.

			Vaughn laughed again. “Never.”

			He smacked her ass, loving the ripple of her body against his. “Liar.”

			She kissed him then got out of the bed. “I’ll never tell.”

			He smirked and watched her sashay into the bathroom, the ends of her newly colored hair forming a vee that pointed to her sweet ass. “I like the color you added. I would’ve expected black or bright red, but that dark wine color is sexy.”

			“Thanks.” Vaughn stood in profile, her still erect nipples distracting him. “I figured since I was getting rid of the dishwater blonde, it should be a lot more interesting.” She ran a hand through her straight locks, a glossy chestnut color with a burst of burgundy along her nape. “The under color gives it a pop.”

			Justin walked into the bathroom and smacked her ass again then turned his back to her as he removed and disposed of the condom. “Perfect for the bar owner seeking investors, who wants to keep her edge.” He leaned over the bathtub and turned on the shower.

			“Ugh. You went from hot booty call to sounding like my dad.”

			Justin laughed and climbed in the shower. “Great minds.”

			“Whatever.” She pulled the shower curtain back and joined him.

			Head under the stream of water, Justin grabbed her wrist when she slapped a bar of soap against his chest. He held onto her, lowered his head, and kissed her, pulling her against his semi. Vaughn always appealed to him but with water running over her lush body? Irresistible.

			“Already?”

			“I’m not afraid to admit I missed you.” His voice was hoarse.

			Vaughn hugged him then stepped back. “Not now, Sparky, I’ve got a banker to meet.”

			He groaned. He didn’t necessarily need sex, but he wanted that connection with her again—damn near craved it. “What if I’m fast?”

			“You’re never fast. Especially not in the shower. That’s why I like you.” She spun them around and put herself under the water.

			“Fine.” He handed her a bottle of shampoo. She was right. He did like to savor her when they showered together. Everywhere, really. The only time quickies interested him was that first romp after he’d been away for a while. But when it was time for round two? That took a good while. They both liked it that way. He knew because after his most recent homecoming, Vaughn had reached for him first after they had taken the edge off.

			They traded spots again, and Justin rinsed off. “Need help shaving?”

			“I got it under control, Just.”

			He squeezed her ass, kissed her neck, and stepped out of the shower. He pulled a towel from the rack nearby and dried off. “Wanna grab lunch after the banker?”

			“Um, maybe.” The knob squeaked as Vaughn adjusted the temperature. She made a noise as though she’d been doused with a bucket of cold water and turned off the shower a few seconds later.

			“Why do you always do that?”

			“Do what?” She took the fresh towel Justin offered.

			“That shot of cold water. It sounds like you suffer through it every time.”

			She finished drying her legs and wrapped the towel around herself, securing it between her breasts. “Beauty is suffering, Justin.”

			“Chicks are weird.”

			She pulled the towel from his waist and cracked it against his ass before re-hanging it.

			He rubbed the spot she’d hit and grinned. She’d said no to another round of sex, but she was still playful. He liked it and was tempted to show her how much. But he figured her meeting was important, so he went to the bedroom, found his pants, and pulled them on. “Any idea where my shirt might be?”

			“Look between the couch and the kitchen,” Vaughn called from the bathroom.

			He checked the living room, finding his phone wedged between the couch cushions. He picked it up, continued to the kitchen and got a glass of water, then started a pot of coffee as he thumbed through the alerts.

			He had a missed call from Sue Douglas, his close friend and the PR genius for his band, Words Fail Me. He listened to her voicemail then sent her a quick text. When she responded a moment later, he called her.

			“Hey, Sexy Sue, what’s going on?”

			“You know I’m flying in today, right?”

			“Yep. When do I get to see you?” Justin chugged some water.

			“Sooner than I’d planned,” Sue said. “Well, I hope sooner.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“Our usually reliable band manager talked me out of renting a car, and now he can’t pick me up. I tried to reserve one online, but they say they only have minivans.”

			Justin set a mug on the counter next to the brewing coffee pot. “We can’t even use that to go to a gig.” Minivans were great for moving gear or people, but not all their gear and people at the same time.

			“I know. Hang on.” A garbled announcement overpowered Sue. “Okay, Adam flies in tomorrow, and he has a rental, but I need a pickup in Detroit today. Can you do it? I can get a cab when I land, but I’d rather buy you lunch.”

			“When do you get in?”

			“About three hours.”

			Justin plucked a caramel from the half empty Halloween bowl on the counter, crinkling the wrapper, then popped the candy in his mouth. Halloween already? He checked the date and time—shit, October already—and read his schedule, which was empty until the evening when he and Brad, his best friend and the band’s lead singer, would meet at the recording studio to listen to the tracks they’d laid down over the last few days. “Yeah, I can do that.”

			“Later, Sexy Sue.” Justin disconnected the call and got the milk from the refrigerator.

			“Sexy Sue?” Vaughn tossed Justin’s shirt at him then beelined for the coffeepot. She hovered over it, taking deep breaths. She was so addicted to coffee that despite the chill in the apartment, she only wore her bra and panties, with a towel still wrapped around her hair. She wouldn’t finish getting dressed until she drank half a cup. On the rare occasion when there wasn’t coffee to brew, Justin would take her to her favorite coffee shop, pretending it was a real date—the downside to his “hot booty call” status being that Vaughn refused to let him take her out for breakfast. She used her night owl schedule as a bartender as her reason, but it had started to feel more like an excuse.

			“Yeah, I told you about Sue. She got us on The Tonight Show. She’s flying in to work on promos for the new album.”

			“Still.” Vaughn faced him and leaned against the counter. “Not many guys call a chick ten minutes after they banged another one. And while they’re still half naked to boot.” She made an obvious show of dragging her gaze down his bare chest.

			Justin grinned and handed Vaughn the small jug of milk then caged her in his arms against the counter. “Last night you said you like me naked.”

			“Oh, I do.” Vaughn didn’t back down as Justin grazed his lips up her neck and past her mouth. “I especially like how you make me coffee when we’re done fucking.”

			Justin pulled back enough to look Vaughn in the eye. “Is that all this is?”

			“Isn’t it?” Vaughn turned in his arms and poured the coffee into the mug Justin had left out.

			He pulled on his shirt then kissed her temple and rolled his shoulders back. He honestly didn’t know what it was between them. He’d spent two weeks in Brazil for his bandmate Darryl’s wedding, and in between amazing sight-seeing and the epic reception, all he could think about was getting back to Vaughn. Even that had to wait. He’d spent his first three days home in the recording studio with Brad and Chris, the rest of the band. When they ran out of new ideas to record, he didn’t even think. He drove straight to Vaughn’s bar. Now that he’d be home for a while, he planned to explore his feelings for her and whether she felt the same.

			Justin walked through the apartment. He found his shoes between the coffee table and Vaughn’s bedroom. “Can I see you before you go to work tonight?” His keys lay on the floor next to the front door.

			“I don’t know. What’re you doing with Sexy Sue?” Vaughn raised her eyebrows when she said the word sexy.

			Justin grimaced. It figured—out of the whole conversation, that’s the part Vaughn would hear and remember. “Brad gave her that nickname.” He put special emphasis on Brad’s name. “It’s strictly business. I’m picking her up from the airport, possibly grabbing a burger. and talking about the album. No big deal.”

			“Call me after burgers.”

			“You should come with us.” Justin fished in his pockets for an elastic then pulled his damp hair into a low ponytail. “You two have a lot in common.”

			“Hard pass.” Vaughn bristled as she set down her coffee. “Besides, I probably won’t get out of this meeting before two. We can hook up later.”

			“Okay.” He wanted Vaughn to meet Sue, see that the only things between them were hard work and friendship, but more than that, he wanted more time with Vaughn. Maybe he could arrange a meeting between the two women at the coffee shop Vaughn liked. Justin returned to the kitchen and leaned against the sink. “When did you move the table away from the door?”

			“While you were on tour.”

			Justin shook his head. “Nope. That’s where I left my shirt last time.”

			Vaughn’s cheeks pinked. She must’ve remembered how her roommate came home that night and screamed when she saw the T-shirt, thinking something bad had happened. “That’s right.” She sipped her coffee. “Must’ve been when you were in Brazil. You weren’t here when Marnie broke up with her boyfriend, right?”

			“Right.”

			“Yeah, he kinda slammed his way out when she ended things. I moved the table to save it.”

			Justin put a hand on Vaughn’s hip. “Did he slam you or Marnie?” He loved traveling and having new experiences, but he hated that bad shit could happen when he was away, and he couldn’t do anything about it. Vaughn ran a bar. That situation was ripe for bad shit.

			She softened toward him. “No. He wasn’t a jerk or anything. Just melodramatic.”

			“Good.” Justin pulled her toward him and wrapped his arms around her. She was warm and soft, fresh from the shower and velvety from the honey scented lotion she used. “You should’ve come to Brazil with me. Darryl’s wedding was awesome.”

			“And keep you from Brazilian pussy? Never.”

			He forced a smile despite the sting her words delivered and kissed her. “There isn’t a woman in Brazil who can hold a candle to you.” In fact, he’d yet to meet a woman anywhere who could outshine Vaugh. He hadn’t even been looking. It took the wedding to make him realize it. That she encouraged him to experience other women burned on multiple levels and forced him to consider whether she had another guy, or guys, waiting in the wings. He saw the way men looked at her. Vaughn had more than a few admirers.

			“Friends with benefits aren’t supposed to get sappy.” She kissed his cheek then stepped out of his embrace, pulling the towel off her hair.

			“What if I want more?” He’d been dying to ask her this question since the end of their European tour a few months ago. She’d been the first person he saw when he got home, and while she’d obviously been happy to see him and took him home that night, she held him at arm’s length. He needed that to stop. He didn’t want to freak her out, though. They’d met right as Words Fail Me had gotten their first big break and wound up being casual for a few years.

			“You stick around town for more than a season, and that might happen.” She walked toward her bedroom.

			Justin followed and goosed her. “Is that all it takes? I give up my nomadic life?”

			“Maybe.”

			He pulled her into another embrace, trying to remove the distance her shrug had put between them and taking comfort from her settling into his arms. “Or you can come with me. You might like seeing the world with me.”

			Vaughn ducked her head and chuckled. “Sure, rock star.” She pushed on his shoulder. “Go see your publicist.”

			He tightened his hug and kissed her forehead. He needed to figure out how to express his feelings. He was into her, and not just for the sake of beating out other townies. He’d never felt comfortable asking her to be exclusive when there were times when he didn’t know when he’d be able to call her, let alone come home. The tour that had just ended had been extended twice, with Darryl’s wedding quickly following. He needed a strategy before he kicked this into high gear so he wouldn’t scare her away.

			“Fine. I’m giving you an easy out. Don’t be surprised when I bring it up again.”

			“Okay.” Vaughn gave him a light kiss. “Get out of here. I have to make sure my stuff is ready for the bank.”

			Justin let her go and backed toward the door. “Let me know how it goes.”

			“I will.”

			He stopped with his hand on the knob. “I mean it!”

			“I will text you as soon as the meeting is over.”

			“All right.” Justin winked. “Good luck.” He meant it. Whether they were an on again off again fling, or something more, Vaughn was good people. He wanted to see her achieve her goals.

			Vaughn ran her hand through her hair and smiled. “Thanks, Just.”
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			Chapter 2

			Vaughn pulled into the bank parking lot and left the motor running for the heat. She checked her reflection in the mirror, running a finger under her lip to smooth her lipstick. She pushed her fingers against the bottom of her chin—the point of her heart-shaped face the same as Maeve’s—and sighed. “I look like my mother.” She slid the door closed and flipped up the visor.

			“Who is stunning.” Her dad somehow sounded both stern and supportive when he spoke. “It could be much worse. You could look like me.”

			Vaughn gave a soft laugh as she switched the phone from her car’s Bluetooth to the handset. “Looking like you would not be a hardship, Dad.” Her father was the most handsome man in the world, and she told him that often. She truly believed it, but neither of them hung their esteem on their looks. In fact, resembling Maeve wouldn’t usually bother Vaughn. Today, it tormented her.

			“That’s what you think, but I bet my face wouldn’t make the tips you do.”

			That got a genuine laugh from Vaughn. Her dad had been in the bar when she worked. He saw the no-nonsense expression she gave all her customers, save a few regulars and Justin. She couldn’t live off tips from that crowd.

			“Is your face calling me from home or the office?” Vaughn asked, changing the subject.

			“The office. I had an early root canal.”

			Vaughn grimaced then checked her teeth in the rearview mirror. She’d been in her dad’s dental office often enough when people left with swollen mouths that she was meticulous with her teeth. “Did you tell Maeve about today?”

			“You can still call her Mom, and you asked me not to, so I didn’t. She’d be really proud, though.”

			“You sure about that?”

			“Positive.”

			Vaughn’s mother was a gifted accountant and had taught her everything about money. As a result, Vaughn’s business plan covered every financial aspect of the new bar she planned to open and how she’d repay the loan. Her current location, Crawford’s, was profitable, which meant even in lean months, she wouldn’t struggle to make the payments on the loan for a new place. She was proud of that and hoped it would strengthen her application. But she wouldn’t share any of that information with Maeve. The woman had made it clear when Vaughn started college that she thought Vaughn taking over her grandfather’s bar wasn’t “ladylike,” and Vaughn was “too smart” to spend her time “dealing with drunks.”

			She remembered the moment she learned exactly how much her mother was against her with unflinching clarity. It had been a week after her grandfather’s funeral. Maeve had asked Vaughn to go with her to the office to pick up paperwork. Vaughn hadn’t expected her uncle and an attorney to be there, or to learn that Cil had left Crawford’s to her, not Maeve or Uncle Lorcan.

			Maeve had directed her into the room where everyone waited, made her sit, and then perched on the edge of the desk while the attorney explained the inheritance. The moment the man stopped speaking, Maeve pounced.

			“Sweetie, I know this is a lot. But we have a plan.”

			“What plan?” Vaughn had asked. She’d officially been on staff at the bar for two years and running it with the general manager-in-training for six months. Being an owner operator didn’t scare her. But she worried that her uncle might be insulted. The bar had long been a point of contention between Uncle Lori and Cil. Did he want it?

			“I asked Lori to buy the bar.”

			Vaughn turned to her uncle. She wouldn’t stand in his way if he wanted Crawford’s, but she hoped he’d let her continue to work there. “You want it?”

			Uncle Lori hesitated before he answered. “If you want Crawford’s to stay in the family, I’ll buy it.”

			“I’m not sure what that means.”

			Maeve gave Vaughn a placating smile. “It means you don’t have to worry about the bar. You can go to graduate school or explore other jobs. You can do whatever you want.”

			“But I love Crawford’s.”

			“We know,” Uncle Lori said. “And if you want it to stay in the family, maybe take it later, I’ll hang on to it for you.”

			“Hang on to it? I want it, but do you?”

			Uncle Lori shifted, his discomfort clear. “Crawford’s was Dad’s dream.”

			“If you don’t want it, why are you offering to buy it?”

			Maeve smiled and squeezed Vaughn’s hand. “To give you freedom. To let you find work you’re truly suited for.”

			Vaughn reared back, pulling her hand away. “What?”

			“A bar isn’t a place for a young woman. You have so many options. My father is tying you down. Uncle Lori is offering you freedom.”

			Vaughn sat in silence, blinking as she tried to rein in her anger before she said something she might regret. She let her brain sift and sort all the news into place. Then she addressed her uncle. “Be honest. Do you want Crawford’s?”

			He shook his head.

			“You made this offer because she asked you to.” Vaughn jerked a thumb toward Maeve.

			“Yes.”

			Vaughn whipped her glare at Maeve. “What the fuck, Mom?”

			“Why do you have to be so coarse? This is exactly why you need options.”

			“Are either of you upset that Cil skipped over you and gave me the bar?” If this was a case of either her mom or uncle feeling cheated, she’d make it right.

			“No, you love the bar more than anyone,” Uncle Lori said.

			“Mom?”

			“You should have your own dream.”

			“Crawford’s is my dream!” Vaughn stood, feeling like a caged animal. She’d long known her mother worried that Cil had pushed the bar on her, but it had always been the opposite. She’d always wanted to be at Crawford’s, had dreamed of being a bartender, and eventually, of being in charge. She didn’t understand why it was so difficult for her mother to grasp.

			“What young woman dreams of hosing vomit off the sidewalk in front of her business and dealing with roughnecks?”

			“Oh my God, Mom. Seriously?”

			“It’s not the right life for you.”

			She took a step closer to Maeve. “I’m an adult. I get to decide that.”

			“Vaughn, use some sense.”

			Blood pounded against Vaughn’s temples. All she wanted to do was scream in frustration. “I can’t have this conversation right now.” She tried to smile at the attorney who’d been silent through their conversation. “Do you need to finalize paperwork today?”

			“No.”

			“Perfect. I can’t do this with her here.” Vaughn glared at Maeve again. “Do you have a card?”

			The attorney gave her a folder with his card stapled to it. “For your review. Let me know what you decide.”

			“Thank you.” She stormed out of Maeve’s office and hadn’t been back since. She told her father what had happened, and he’d been angry on her behalf. He’d known about the plan but didn’t realize Maeve would spring it on Vaughn.

			Uncle Lori flew back to Spokane the next week and Vaughn signed the papers making her the new owner of Crawford’s. Maeve had left countless voicemails arguing the point, rife with insults toward the bar. When the calls went unanswered, Maeve resorted to sending so many emails that Vaughn blocked her.

			The encounter had struck deep. Cil had started Crawford’s, and her mother and uncle had both worked there over the years. When Cil suffered a stroke then got a bout of pneumonia that hospitalized him and took months of recovery, Vaughn’s parents moved their little family from steamy Miami, Florida to Ann Arbor, forcing her father to start a new dental practice while Maeve and Uncle Lori kept the bar open. Vaughn’s first job had been doing inventory at Crawford’s. But at the first opportunity, Maeve had been ready to bury the bar, right alongside Cil.

			Vaughn pushed away the anger that memories of Maeve’s scheming always brought up. “You know how she feels about my business.”

			“And I know how she feels about you. She’s impressed, Vaughn. She doesn’t express it well, but she wants you to have every success.”

			“Yep. Every success that doesn’t involve owning and operating a bar.” Vaughn banged her head back against her seat.

			“Are you sure you want to discuss this right now? Aren’t you about to present to the bank?”

			“You’re right. I should focus. Get in the zone.” Vaughn opened the mirror again and smoothed her hair.

			“You’re gonna be great. Your presentation is fantastic. I’ve never seen a better practice session.”

			Instead of pouring over the loan application and the accompanying presentation with Maeve, Vaughn had done most of the work alone. After running the numbers and carefully building her presentation, she’d practiced in front of her roommate and best friend, Marnie, and again with Gusty, one of the regulars at Crawford’s. The older man had taken great pleasure in sitting behind Cil’s desk in the bar office. But he’d grilled her, demanding answers to all the questions he’d faced when he’d applied for his own business loan. He’d been hard on her, and it was worth it. By the time Vaughn did her final run through with her dad, she’d felt more prepared than ever. It would’ve been nice to call Maeve for one last check, but she’d gotten used to not talking shop with her anymore.

			“Thanks, Dad. Maeve always encouraged practicing. And I like feeling prepared.” Her mother was a smart woman and giving her credit wasn’t hard to do, but it still stung. Maeve had groomed her for success, and Vaughn would never share it with her.

			“She gives a lot of top-notch advice.”

			Vaughn sighed. Sooner or later, they’d have to fight this out. Her dad constantly tried to bridge the rift between the two women, but it wasn’t getting fixed today. “Maeve’s right about all kinds of things, and I admire that. It’s her misogyny I have a problem with.”

			Now her dad sighed. “It’s not misogyny.”

			Vaughn pressed a hand against her eyes. “Another time, Dad. I have to get in there.”

			“I love you, and I’m proud of you no matter what.”

			“Love you, Dad. I’ll call later.” Vaughn hung up and dropped the phone in her purse. She turned off the car and got out, reaching into the backseat for her blazer. As she buttoned the black wool, she shook off thoughts of her parents and focused on all the prep she’d done. She smiled as she gathered her printed materials—they were excellent—and turned toward the bank.

			A young man in a sweater vest with an “assistant” badge greeted her when she entered. The main room of the bank was trendy and open like a computer store, but as soon as she turned into the hallway leading to the conference rooms, it was all old school institution. Thick carpet that smelled freshly cleaned dulled the sound of her steps, and framed stock certificates and historical photos lined the walls. As she made her way, she noticed a placard outside an office with the name “Susan.” She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The last thing she needed was another reminder of “Sexy Sue.”

			Her relationship with Justin had always been blissfully casual, but his timing when he called that woman was...not the best. In fact, Vaughn had hated overhearing the conversation. She knew who Sue was and believed Justin when he said their relationship was platonic. She shouldn’t even care. Justin did whatever he did when he was on tour. And when he was home, he was with Vaughn. She’d always been fine with that. Even when he left, and she had to take a few days to adjust to not getting regular texts from him asking when he could see her.

			It shouldn’t matter, anyway. When she got approved for this loan, she’d be too busy remodeling the new space, hiring and training new staff, and launching her mixology curriculum. Justin had never been more than a temporary pleasure. Him calling some woman didn’t change that.

			Turning into the conference room, Vaughn got another hit of institutional banking: a long cherry conference table, high back leather chairs. A scent like tobacco lingered, though smoking in buildings like this had been banned long ago. She smiled. After years of hearing business people talk in Crawford’s, Vaughn knew she could handle this.

			“Can I get you a drink?” The assistant’s words snapped Vaughn back to reality. “We have water, coffee, and several sodas.”

			“No, thank you.”

			“The Wi-Fi password is on the card next to the wires.” He pointed to a hub of different colored cords on a credenza at the front of the room. “Can I help you set up?”

			“Actually, a glass of water would be great.” Vaughn went to work, attaching her computer to the projector and setting out the materials she’d prepared. She quietly thanked Justin for taking her mind off her parents and then the assistant for taking her mind off Justin.

			She finished arranging her materials as several people filed into the room and gave them each a warm smile as they introduced themselves. She flipped open the small notebook she’d brought to look prepared. She’d remember anything they asked her without having to write it down. In the lower left margin was a little stick figure drawing that looked like her behind her bar and a note.

			You’re smooth like 30-year-old Macallan. Can’t wait to celebrate your new biz. -J

			Vaughn smiled then started her presentation, hoping she’d have good news to share with Justin when she was done. Celebrating with him was always fun.
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			Chapter 3

			Justin turned at the tug on his ponytail and grinned. “Hey, hey! How you doing, Sexy Sue?” Yes, the nickname sounded like a come-on, but he’d never meant it that way. If Justin were to design a sister for himself, it would be Sue.

			She greeted him with an enormous smile and a hug, the neat bun she put her hair in before every flight skimming Justin’s chin. “I’m great. How are you?”

			“Getting better every day.”

			Sue laughed. “You sound like Darryl.”

			He nodded toward the luggage area. “We picking anything up for you?”

			“Yep.” She scanned the signs and moved toward one of the carousels. “The so-called giant but actually standard size suitcase I took to Europe.”

			“You still homeless?”

			Sue’s Maryland townhouse had caught fire during their European tour that summer. She’d been lucky, and the damage to her end unit had been mostly on the roof and second floor. As she worked on repairs, a developer offered to buy the entire building. Between her insurance and the proceeds from the sale, Sue had a few options. She seemed to be taking her time choosing one.

			“Nope. We’re gonna be in Ann Arbor for a while. Adam’s working on a documentary about Big Blue and profiling a few of Michigan’s Olympic Development athletes. We’re renting a place. I’ll commute between here and Cleveland to work with you guys and Bloody Maggots.”

			Justin watched the rotating belt for the suitcase he’d helped Sue move on and off the tour bus all summer. “You and Adam officially shacking up, huh?”

			“Yep. It’s a weird adjustment. No more hotel rooms and airplanes to see each other.”

			Justin squeezed her shoulder. “It’s not weird. It’s great. You two are miserable apart, anyway.”

			“You’re right.”

			When Sue’s roof had caught fire, something else had as well. After she rejoined the tour, she hadn’t been her usual self. She continued to kick ass at her job, but when she wasn’t working, she was sleeping or lost in thought.

			Eventually, she confessed to Justin that she’d fumbled introducing her boyfriend, Adam, to her parents. She’d hurt him so much that their relationship hung in the balance. They’d figured it out, though, and she and Adam had been damn near inseparable ever since. That was impressive because Adam was a prominent sports journalist who chased stories around the world, and Sue often traveled to oversee press events for her clients. The publicity firm she’d started when she’d taken on Words Fail Me was still small and required a lot of her attention.

			“Where’s the place you’re renting?”

			“A neighborhood kind of close to the school.” Sue adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “A lot of the non-tenured professors live there.”

			“Not near the stadium?”

			Sue grinned. “The story’s not just about football, my friend.”

			Justin nodded. “There’s the behemoth.” He pointed at the slow-moving conveyor belt.

			“Yep.” Sue took a step forward, but he held her back.

			He heaved Sue’s suitcase off the carousel and rolled it to her. “Heavier than last time.”

			“Longer stay.” Sue grinned.

			“This new life looks good on you.”

			“Thanks, Just.”

			He took Sue to his favorite sports bar. It sat right between the University of Michigan and the apartment he shared with Brad.

			“I can’t believe you ordered a salad. That’s such a girl thing to do.”

			Sue finished her beer and set the mug on the table. “I ate salads all the time on tour.”

			“You did?”

			“Yep.” Sue stabbed some greens. “At least once a day. I also ate most of the protein bar stash.”

			Justin sat back. “That explains so much.”

			Sue raised her eyebrows.

			“Those bars weren’t touched across the US. I was shocked when we threw away the empty box halfway through Europe.” Justin shook his head as Sue grinned. “Chris picked them, convinced they’d keep him buff.”

			“Ha! He started out buff?”

			“Nope.”

			She wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Chris is the reason I’m here now. Tom said we’re still a few weeks away from picking the final song list.”

			“Yeah. We have too many songs, and none of them are clicking anymore.” Justin winced at his own words. Before Brazil, the songs had been amazing. They even debated a double album, but the tide had turned. He couldn’t wait for Darryl to get back so they could figure out how to fix it. “Once we have it narrowed down, you can do your thing.” Justin signaled to the waiter for more beer. “What did Chris do to bring you here early? You’re too calm for him to have pissed off another reporter.”

			Sue rolled her eyes. “You never would’ve seen me coming if he had. I would’ve swooped in, beaten the crap out of him, and swooped back out.”

			Justin laughed, relieved that at the very least, Chris hadn’t caused another problem. Not long after Sue joined their tour, their bass player and resident skirt chaser hit on a reporter. When she declined his advance, he’d turned surly. The woman wrote a scathing article that tore Chris to shreds. Sue had killed the article but at no small cost. It strained the delicate relationship between her and Chris and required her to grant more than a few favors to reporters to make up for it.

			Sue sat back and crossed her arms. “Chris applied to be on Love Shack.”

			Justin almost spit out his beer. “Wait. The guy who’s terrified of the press volunteered to be on Ann Arbor’s version of The Bachelor?”

			Sue nodded. “A radio interview will make him piss his pants, but living in a hotel suite with 24/7 television cameras for a month or so is no big deal.”

			“You know why he likes the idea.” Justin used a French fry to mop up ketchup and popped it in his mouth.

			“Women.”

			“Yep. Easy sex.”

			Sue drank part of her new beer. “At least he’s consistent.”

			“You gonna let him do it?”

			Sue pushed her empty plate to the middle of the table. “It’s really whether you guys’ll let him do it.”

			Justin took the last bite of his hamburger and washed it down with a swig of beer. “Did they already offer it to him?”

			“Wouldn’t he tell you if they had?”

			“You never know with Chris. We’re not touring. We’ve got a ton recorded. If he thought it wouldn’t impact what we’re doing, he might keep it under wraps.”

			“Huh.” Sue crossed her arms again. “Well, he only passed the first round. He has to do in-person interviews. He asked me to come to the first one this afternoon. If he gets a green light, they’ll follow him with cameras for a few days. They’ll decide after that.”

			“You here to prep him?”

			“Nah, reality TV wants whatever drama people stir up, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Mostly, I’m here to oversee the process and advise you. If they choose him and you guys give him the okay, I’ll negotiate the contract.”

			Justin drained his beer. “You’re a lawyer and a publicist now?”

			“No. I’ll handle the rider type stuff and rely on our lawyer for the legal side.”

			“Does that mean she’ll fly out?” Justin wiggled his eyebrows.

			Sue laughed. “We can do this online, but I can probably talk her into a visit.”

			Justin shrugged. “Hot blonde attorney who can tell a wicked dick joke. What’s not to like?”

			“I didn’t realize you were into her.” Sue gave him a wry smile.

			As he lifted a fry to his mouth, it finally struck him how fucked up it had been to call Sue from Vaughn’s place. Sure, it’d been innocent, like his comments about their lawyer, but Vaughn didn’t know that. All he wanted was to be in her space, and he’d fucked it up by being playful with another woman. He needed to do a better job of showing Vaughn he cared for her. Whether he found someone attractive didn’t matter. He only wanted Vaughn. “Shit. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

			Sue shrugged. “When do D and Lena get back from their honeymoon?”

			“End of next week.” Justin paused and held up a finger. He pulled his chirping cell phone from his pocket. A text from Vaughn. “Sorry, I was waiting on this.”

			V: Meeting went well. They’ll tell me Thursday.

			J: Good job, wanna hang out?

			V: Only if you come to me.

			J: Bar?

			V: Yeah.

			J: See you in 20

			There was no doubt he’d go to her. Aside from wanting to be around her, it was the perfect opportunity to make amends for his thoughtlessness. He thanked his lucky stars she hadn’t written him off for that shit.

			“What’s next on your agenda, Sexy Sue?” Yeah, okay, the nickname was bad, but Justin knew as much as it might annoy Vaughn, it irritated Sue much more. Her eye twitched every time he used it.

			Sue checked the time. “I’ve got about an hour before I have to meet Chris and go to his face-to-face.”

			“Still need a car?”

			“Maybe. Can you drop me at Tom’s? I need to stash my suitcase. I can figure out the rest with Chris from there.”

			“Let’s do it.”
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			Chapter 4

			Justin pulled his head out from under the hood of the 1987 Mustang hatchback and looked for Chris. That asshole had gotten him into this. He found Sue first, leaned against his 1970 Roadrunner. She shrugged, then gestured toward Chris as if to say, “what can you do?” Justin gave her a slight nod. He had no problem showing up wherever and helping Chris with his car—they’d rebuilt the engine together after all—but getting the third degree from one of the producers of the show Chris wanted to be on? Not his idea of a good time.

			“Would you rather have Thunder, Seven Nation Army, or Bad Guy stuck in your head?” The producer asked.

			Justin frowned as he tightened Chris’s battery cables. Things had started to get busy at Vaughn’s bar, and he was due at the studio soon, but he’d much rather be sitting around watching her work than answer these random questions. And why wasn’t Sue intervening? Surely, Chris hadn’t brought her for moral support. “Bad Guy”

			“Why?”

			“Billie Eilish is great. And Wet Leg. The Linda Lindas. The Donnas too. Who wouldn’t want a cool song by talented women stuck in their head?”

			“Earworms don’t bother you?”

			“I’m a musician. Earworms are candy.” He stepped back from the car and straightened, stretching his neck as he did. “You shouldn’t drive this pile tonight, Chris. We can fix it, though.” He slammed the lid shut. “I need better light to tighten up some stuff. Then it should be good to get back to Mrs. B’s driveway and tinker some more.”

			“How much for parts?” Chris asked.

			Justin wiped his hands on a napkin the producer handed him. “Hundred bucks? Probably not even that.”

			“’Kay.” Chris shrugged. “Can we take Suse back to Tom’s? I wanna come to the studio with you tonight.”

			“Let’s do it.” Justin tucked the soiled napkin into his pocket and pulled out his car keys.

			“Hang on, Justin.” The producer scribbled something on a business card and handed it to him. “We’re having a party in a few days. It’s an excuse to get Chris and some of the other guys on camera in a more natural setting. Please come.”

			Justin squinted. He’d played nice but a party? “You want me there?”

			“Yeah. We’re inviting friends and other staffers from the station to make it feel more normal for everyone. You seem to put Chris at ease. You should come.” The woman turned her attention to Chris.

			He’d spread out against Justin’s car almost as though it were a couch, one arm loosely around Sue. He straightened then rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Come to the party.”

			Justin snickered. After all those two had been through together, it was nice seeing Chris comfortable with Sue. More importantly, this party might have some prime opportunities to give his friend some grief. He’d consider it. “It depends on your shitty car and what’s going on in the studio, but I’ll add it to my calendar.”

			Sue barked a laugh. “You mean you’ll forget about it until I call you.”

			“It’s an effective system, Sexy Sue. Don’t knock it.”
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			Justin strode into the studio, following the sound of the last song they’d recorded before their break for Darryl’s wedding. Coming here was bittersweet. D had worked here before they got their record deal. He would sneak them in after all the paying customers had left, sometimes at truly horrendous hours, so they could record demos. Now, they were recording their new album on the up-and-up with dedicated time. It should’ve been a moment of pride. The reality was painful. “Fuckface Russo here?”

			Brad spun his chair away from the control board. “Nope. Why?”

			“What the fuck did he do to that track? It sounds like shit.” Justin coiled his fists, desperately wanting to punch something. When they first wrote this song, he’d loved it. Darryl had tweaked the rhythm and made it really smoke. Then Russo came along and fucked. It. Up.

			“Don’t hold back your feelings, man.” Brad nodded at Chris. “What do you think?”

			Chris shook his head. “Ain’t right.”

			Sue entered the small room last. “Why’d you guys slow down the song?”

			“Suse!” Brad jumped up from his seat and waved. “You’re supposed to fly in tomorrow with Adam.”

			“Nope.” Sue gestured toward Chris. “Panty dropper had a thing today that he needed me for.”

			“Whatever.” Chris flopped on an old leather couch. “Let’s talk about how even Sue knows the song is off.”

			“Yeah.” Justin nodded, eager to get back to business. “If Sue can tell it’s wrong, then it’s really bad.”

			“Hey!” Sue gave Justin’s shoulder a light punch. “I’m not tone deaf.”

			“I know. But you haven’t heard that tune in a few months. You still noticed a difference.” Justin glowered over the board, reading the settings. He moved a few of the sliders then straightened, listening.

			“At least the sound is richer now,” Chris said.

			Sue took a seat next to Chris. “It’s still too slow.”

			Justin grunted in agreement, his bandmates making similar noises.

			“Do you still have a recording of the original version?” She asked.

			Brad shook his head. “Rocket Russo’s had his fingers in everything.”

			“How can you use that contrived name?” Justin crossed his arms.

			“It’s better than ‘shitbag,’ which is what I want to call him, and he refuses to tell us his real name.” Brad flopped into the chair and turned off the song. He scrolled through some files on the computer and turned on another version. “This is the closest thing I have here. I don’t want to bring in my back-ups, I’d kill if he fucked those up too.”

			No one spoke until the end of the first chorus.

			Sue leaned forward and put her elbows on her knees. “It’s still too slow.”

			Justin cursed and shut off the music. This album should’ve been easy. They’d written all the songs and recorded base versions on the tour and while they were in Brazil for Darryl’s wedding. They had booked these formal sessions to fine tune and get better quality recordings. Somehow, with Russo at the helm, it felt like they were starting from scratch.

			“I’m sorry we’re stuck working with Rocket Russo.” Chris scrubbed a hand over his buzzed head.

			“The label wanted this.” Brad tapped a finger on the console. “Do you really believe he was the only one able to come out here to work with us? This would’ve been done in two weeks in L.A. with almost any other producer.”

			“You guys didn’t want to go to L.A.?” Sue asked.

			Chris blushed. “It’s my fault. I have a year left of school. I was hoping to finish before another big tour.”

			“It wasn’t just you, man.” Justin spun a chair around and straddled it. “D and Lena planned to come back here after their honeymoon. I wanted to drive my car.”

			Brad smirked. “We were all homesick after that long-ass tour. And you know we support you finishing college.”

			“I know.” Chris fidgeted. “I still feel responsible. Especially now with the show. I didn’t know anything about that until we got home.”

			“What show?” Brad asked.

			“Chris is trying out for Love Shack. They haven’t decided on a cast yet.” Justin used his fingers to drum on the back of the chair. “And show or not, we planned to record here all along. Losing Darryl is the problem.”

			“How so?” Sue asked. “Didn’t you record this before Brazil?”

			“Yeah.” Brad scratched the back of his neck. “But Darryl mixed the last album. He and Rocket were mixing this one and were almost done, but when we left for the wedding, Rocket took too many liberties with the tracks. Before that, D kept him in check.”

			“It’s like he wants us to sound like a dirge. Like fucking Coldplay.” Justin stomped his foot on the floor.

			Chris nodded. “If only that’s what we were going for.”

			“Our last album did fine without aping another band.” Brad sat back and blew out a breath.

			“Re-record the song.” Sue shrugged.

			Justin exchanged glances with his bandmates, then all three men swiveled their heads in her direction.

			“You don’t like how it sounds, re-record it the way you like it. I know it won’t be the same without Darryl, but Just, you, or Chris can play the keyboards and layer it in.”

			Justin straightened. Such a simple solution, and it had eluded all of them. He turned to Brad. “Fuckhead coming in tonight?”

			“Don’t think so. He said something about a date.”

			Chris snorted. “Yeah, okay.”

			“Whatever, man, if it means he’s not here, let’s do it.” Justin stood and addressed Sue. “You’re drumming.”

			Sue wrinkled her brow. “Funny.”

			“Yeah. You really want Suse to play on a recording?” Chris asked. “No offense, Sue.”

			She held up her hands. “None taken. You’re paying for this time. You shouldn’t have an amateur on your track, even if it’s not an official version.”

			Justin crumpled a piece of paper covered with Russo’s handwriting and threw it at Chris. “I taught her myself, dickhead. She can do it.” He refocused on Sue. “You had the basics down after a week. You could play drums at soundcheck, you can play this. It’s easy. I’ll play Darryl’s part. We can record it all together and save time on dubbing and get to the good stuff.”

			“My shitty drumming isn’t gonna help.”

			“You’re not shitty, just a novice. And your help could keep Russo’s muddy fingerprints off this song.” Justin took her hand and pulled her off the couch. The more he thought about this idea, the more he liked it; and he wasn’t willing to risk Russo fucking around with the new recording because they needed to mix something in. He needed to play the song again and remember why they’d chosen it for the record. Why they loved it.

			“This song is supposed to be a little rough around the edges.” Brad adjusted the controls and turned toward Sue. “It’s the perfect track for all of us to switch up.”

			Chris stood and joined Brad at the control board. “You wanna play the axe I just finished? It has a good sound for this.”

			“No.” Brad pushed his long hair off his face. “You play it. I’ll do bass.”

			Justin rubbed his hands together. “Brad, you wanna set the levels or mic up?”

			Brad nodded toward the door. “You get Suse on the kit, I’ll do levels.”

			Justin clapped once. “Let’s do it!” He pulled Sue out of the control booth and didn’t let go of her hand until he had her settled at his drums. “You need the sheet music?”

			“Yeah.” Sue rubbed her hands against her thighs before picking up the drumsticks. “It’s been a while since I’ve done this.”

			“It’s easy. Practice while I set up the mics. Once you get the count, you’ll be good.” Justin went to the keyboard and rifled through papers until he found the sheet music he wanted. He loped to Sue and handed it over then clapped out the beat for her. “You want the metronome?”

			She nodded.

			Justin set the metronome to the right pace and put it near the drums. “Practice.”

			Sue bobbed her head as she picked up the beat then played. She stopped midway through and re-started.

			“Don’t worry about mistakes. Run through it while we test all the mics. We’ll play it all the way through a few times when we start recording.”

			Sue kept playing, repeating the part she messed up until she had it, then started from the top.

			“Good. Good!” Justin nodded then turned his attention to the keyboards, making sure the microphones were in place and plugged in. He played a few chords for Brad, and once he got a thumbs up, he returned to the drums. While Chris played chords on the guitar, Justin readjusted all the microphones at the drums, plugging them in once he had them in position.

			A few minutes later, Brad bounded in and picked up the bass. “We’re officially recording. Do your warm-ups fast so we can get to it.”

			Brad and Chris faced Sue and Justin as they played, forming a circle. It made it easy to tell when everyone was ready.

			Justin stood in front of the keyboards and pulled the mic up with him. “Banshee, Sue on drums, Brad on bass, Chris on lead, Justin on keys. We miss you, D.” Justin counted down and pointed at Sue. She played the first combination, and the rest of the band joined in.

			They played the song twice, then Justin stood. “Let’s mix it up. Chris, you do D’s part.”

			After a few more run-throughs, Justin danced as he played Chris’s guitar. This was what he needed. This time with his friends and his song and nothing to do but play his heart out. Moments like these, getting into a song, making it soar, it’s what he lived for. “Okay, everyone, back to the usual.”

			They played the song with Brad and Chris in their typical roles, Sue on drums, and Justin on the keyboards. When the song ended, Justin whistled. “That’s how it’s supposed to sound!”

			Chris nodded and gave Justin a high five, while Brad continued to noodle on his guitar.

			“This is fun.” Sue played another combination and earned a big thumbs up from Justin.

			“I will make a drummer out of you, yet!” Justin ran behind her and squeezed her shoulders. He wouldn’t tell anyone, but Sue’s request that he teach her to play drums was one of his favorite moments from a tour that had been filled with amazing experiences. Brad had had a huge crush on Sue, and Justin’d offered to teach her to keep Brad away, but when she’d decided to learn in earnest, she took off. Justin was both proud and impressed with her progress. “Try this.” He talked her through another combination.

			“Who’s the fox at the kit?”

			Justin snapped his head up and crossed his arms, glaring as Rocket Russo sauntered into the room. “Our publicist. Lay off.”

			“The legendary Sue Douglas, huh?” Russo licked his lips.

			Justin didn’t consider himself a violent man, but he wanted to punch the smarmy smile off Russo’s face. Everything about this man’s approach was gross. From Russo’s hips forward walk, to the very obvious way he tried to look past the drums to check Sue out, and then the flash of his eyebrows, Justin was aggravated. Even Chris wasn’t this disgusting with women. Yeah, Brad had dubbed her “Sexy Sue” for reason, but Russo had never heard the nickname and didn’t know that Brad once had a crush on her. Would he be this creepy if he knew that Brad had once wanted the fit redhead for himself? Shit. Probably. That made it even worse.

			Russo ambled up to the drum kit. “And she can lay down the beat. Why don’t you show me what you got, sweetheart?” He smiled broadly and winked.

			Sue handed Justin the drumsticks and stood. “I need to change my tampon. Excuse me.”

			Chris snickered as Sue left the room.

			Justin hid a smile. Sue had always been capable of fending off unwanted advances, but the band must’ve worn off on her during the tour. Where she used to be polite and might’ve had to give someone the brush off a second time, now she made her boundaries clear, and she was usually creative about it. It was fun to watch, especially with someone like Russo. It reminded him of how Vaughn could level someone with a look and destroy them with a one-off comment.

			“What’s goin’ on, Rocket?” Brad punched Russo in the shoulder when the man leered at Sue as she made her exit. “I thought you had a date tonight.”

			“I brought her back here with me. She needed to make a quick pit stop, but I figured I’d play a few mixes for her. You guys doing a live show would be even better.”

			“We’re not your windup toys, ready to perform at will,” Chris said.

			Russo held his hands out. “Not at will. A favor. Help me score.”

			“Brad, take off your shirt, that might help him.” Justin cleared the drum kit and stood next to Brad.

			Aside from his song writing skills and accomplishments with the band, Brad was known for his long inky hair, his chiseled chest, and his distaste for shirts. Justin didn’t fault him for that. Stage lights tended to get hot, and Brad’s chest had sold more than a few albums.

			“Chris has those nipple rings.” Brad nodded toward the bass player. “I bet that’ll get her going.”

			Chris snickered again and smoothed his shirt down his chest, showing the outline of his piercings.

			“Come on, guys.” Russo rolled his eyes.

			“You come on,” Justin said. “We’re here to practice.”

			Brad checked his watch. “And time’s almost up. You’ll have to call Tom to book a show.”

			“Guys.” Russo put his hands on his hips. “What’s the big deal?”

			“We’re fucking frustrated,” Justin said. “Banshee is on life support, but you want us to play rockstar for your Tindr date.”

			“News flash, buddy.” Chris waved at Russo. “Tindr dates are down to fuck. If you’re working this hard, your window closed.”

			“Nah.” Russo smirks. “She likes to be semi-public.”

			Chris audibly gagged while Justin and Brad exchanged horrified looks. For all of their banter over the years, they never talked about their dates the way Russo did. Chris came close, but even he had a line.

			“Definitely don’t want to risk seeing your junk,” Chris said.

			Justin shifted uncomfortably, looking toward Brad to see if his friend had an idea to get them out of this awkward situation, but Brad was frozen. The guy usually wouldn’t stop playing when you put a guitar in his hands, but in this moment, Brad barely moved. Justin scanned the room again, looking for an out. Sue waved to him from the control room window with a flash drive. Russo’s slimey entrance had distracted Justin from the fact that they were recording this session purposely to keep Russo’s hands off it. Grateful that Sue remembered, Justin smacked Chris’s arm while Russo continued to detail his date’s supposed sexual preferences. When Chris looked up, Justin pointed his chin toward Sue.

			Chris carefully placed his bass in the stand then bolted out of the room.

			Justin pulled Brad to his side so that the two men forced Russo’s back to the window. A smile crawled across Justin’s face as he watched Chris work at the board. When Chris finally looked up and nodded, Justin and Brad gave each other a surreptitious fist bump.

			A static noise filled the room then Chris’s voice. “Sue wants to go home. Just, you taking her or should I give her your keys?”

			“I’ll take her. Be right there.” Justin turned to Russo and offered a hand. “Gotta go. Have fun.”

			“Thanks.” Russo held onto Justin’s hand. “Hang on a second.” He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “Sorry I hit on your woman. I had no idea. But can you blame me?” He adjusted himself. “She tightened my pants pretty good.”

			Justin squeezed the man’s hand. Hard. Why did this asshole always have to be so crude? “You take one step out of line toward her, or any of my people, and I will personally make sure you have to sit to piss for the rest of your life. You got me?”

			Russo paled. “Whoa. Didn’t mean to strike a nerve there.” He pulled his hand out of Justin’s grip and rubbed it.

			Brad stepped forward, forcing Russo to cower. “You may think we’re buddies. But she outranks you. Treat her with respect.”

			Russo backed away, hands up. “Heard you guys loud and clear. Next time, let me know when your women are coming in.”

			“Next time you see a woman, don’t be an ass.” Justin gestured to the control room where Sue stood with a young woman who looked like she was ready to disembowel Russo.

			Russo winced then offered a plastic smile. “You wanna meet the band, sweet peach?”

			Justin growled and walked out, drumsticks still in hand. He realized it when he pushed open the door to get Sue and shoved them in his back pocket. He jerked his head at her. “Let’s go.”

			She practically ran ahead of him, making her way down the long hallway toward the lobby. Chris followed her, with Justin last.

			Justin didn’t speak again until they were all in his classic roadrunner and the rumble of the engine had soothed some of his frustration. “You get it all?”

			“Yep.” Chris sat in the backseat and leaned forward, his head between Justin and Sue. “Got it all and deleted his most recent mix since it was complete shit, anyway.”

			Justin nodded. “Good man. You think D’s mom will let us play with it in her basement?”

			“Already texted her. She said come on, and she’s got chili. Brad’s right behind us.”

			“Perfect.” Justin pulled out of the parking lot and put Russo in his rear view.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter 5

			“Can I take you out for lunch today?” Justin’s stomach clenched as he talked to Vaughn. He’d actually picked up the phone and called her rather than texting. He wanted a real date and decided the best way to make it real to her was to approach it old school. He knew to be truly old school he should ask a few days in advance, but he didn’t have the patience for that. Between the mess at the studio and her calling him both a booty call and a friend with benefits, he needed a win. And he needed to stop Vaughn before she called him a fuck buddy. He didn’t want another buddy.

			“Sure. Wanna meet at Wing Shack?”

			“No. I was thinking I would pick you up and take you out for sushi. On a date.”

			“A date? Justin Arnold, are you getting fancy on me?”

			He chuckled. “You want me to get fancy? Because I can do fancy.”

			Vaughn’s warm laugh lifted his spirits. “You know you don’t need to take me on a date.”

			“I want to. I like spending time with you.”

			Vaughn snorted. “I know you do.”

			“Not only in bed.” Justin shook his head. “You said if I stuck around for more than a season, we might have a chance. Well, I’m gonna be home for a while.”

			Vaughn was silent far longer than Justin was comfortable with.

			“I don’t know. I’m kind of used to what we have.”

			He blew out a breath. “I’m not asking you for a commitment. But you’ve been taking up a lot of space in my brain. Maybe it’s because you light me on fire in bed. Maybe it’s because you light me on fire out of bed. I don’t know. I want to find out.”

			“You should really try your hand at lyrics, Justin. That was good.”

			“Good enough to get me a lunch date?”

			“Pick me up in half an hour at my place.”

			[image: ]

			“Who’s picking you up?” Marnie asked. She kneeled on the couch backward, her arms resting on the back as she stared Vaughn down.

			“Justin.” Vaughn slid her phone into her shirt, under her bra strap, and against her shoulder, hoping Marnie hadn’t been paying too much attention to her call.
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