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Layla Harper

I SAW THE LOVE OF MY life for the first time when I was fourteen. Or rather, I saw the person I thought for years was the love of my life and would be my future husband when I was fourteen.

He just didn’t know it at the time.

Not for a good few years, until everything happened, but I won’t get ahead of myself here.

And don’t you dare judge me, okay? We’ve all been fourteen once, and if it’s been a long time since you were that age, let me remind you of something: at fourteen, everything feels more intense and alive than ever, which, as a result, makes boys into assholes and girls into emotional wrecks.

All right, really emotional wrecks.

But what could I do? If you were in my shoes at fourteen, and you saw Kiergan Cross, the new kid in town who was going to be my neighbor, you would’ve gotten emotional and started planning your wedding too.

It’s not like I was the only one.

And it’s not like only fourteen-year-old girls had that fantasy back then.

I’d understand if you turned to me today and said, “Hey, Layla, Kiergan Cross is soooo hot, I’d really love to marry him, or sit on his face.” Okay, that second part was a little bold, but trust me, I wouldn’t be surprised.

Ever since Kiergan arrived in town, I think every girl between the ages of twelve and forty must have fantasized about him. The guy was that beautiful and that captivating.

And even though it’s gross—and illegal—to imagine a sixteen-year-old boy with a forty-year-old adult woman, I bet plenty of single mothers—and married ones too—would have gotten caught in the act.

But I couldn’t exactly judge them.

Everything about Kiergan screamed mystery and a bad-boy aura, which, let’s face it, who didn’t love that?

With smooth, dark blond hair, almost brown, tousled in that way that meant he’d run his fingers through it a hundred times, a gorgeous square jaw I fantasized more than once about tracing with my tongue, and those eyes... Better not get me started on those dark green eyes, so dark sometimes they looked black, and when they met yours, they put you in some kind of trance.

So, yeah. The guy looked like he stepped straight out of a romance novel or off the TV.

It was hard for a little girl to contain her imagination.

And that imagination was my ally through long, torturous teenage years, tracking Kiergan—already gorgeous—from sixteen all the way to his beautiful nineteen-year-old self. For God’s sake, was the guy drinking from some kind of sex-appeal fountain to get hotter and hotter? He never told me. And now, well... there’s no way to find out anymore, is there?

If Kiergan was already all that before, then imagine my surprise when I saw the guy who had been a fantasy since I was fourteen, almost eight years later?

He grew up! And not just that. Layers of muscles seemed to consume his body, along with, from what I could see through his clothes, and also from what I’d already seen in photos online, tattoos. Lots of tattoos.

If the sixteen-year-old Layla were here, she would have clung to this man like there was no tomorrow, and the twenty-four-year-old Layla wasn’t that different.

Kiergan was hot.

Not that I didn’t already know that, because even though I tried to avoid running into things tied to his image over the years—something that proved way harder than I imagined, since the guy was everywhere. I dodged running into Kiergan every time I knew he was passing through, which, thank God, was short and rare in town. I switched radio stations every time his voice came through the speakers, and I hid from social media for years, afraid of finding more of him there—which I admit I didn’t always manage successfully, and I often saw or discovered things about him, from time to time.

It had been about two years since the last time a photo of Kiergan invaded my vision, when I passed a gossip magazine stand on my way to work. Yeah, I started taking a different route after that, which added about thirty minutes to my commute, but it was worth it.

Today, though, I couldn’t escape. Not when I saw him on the little TV screen in a bar on Friday night. The shock wasn’t just from his monumental beauty—it was the headline.

“KIERGAN CROSS, SINGER OF THE DREAMERS, INVOLVED WITH AN UNDERAGE GIRL AT A PRIVATE PARTY IN LOS ANGELES.”
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Kiergan Cross

Present Day

A SONG STARTS LONG before you think it does. Before the chord, before the lyric, before the melody. It starts with a feeling. With the sensation that drowns you inside your own mind and body. And when you finally swim to the surface, you’re full of it. You overflow inside yourself with that drowning feeling, until there’s nothing left to do but give in to it, and find a way to tell everything that’s happening inside you. To turn your internal storm into words.

Sometimes the sound came first, that faint timbre slipping through even your dreams with a melody that somehow evolved inside you, until you had the full symphony of every instrument that belonged to it. Sometimes it was the words that pulled at you until you started hunting for the perfect chord for every goddamn syllable. And no matter how long it took, when you finished those last few seconds of the story, you knew it was worth it.

I used to dream in melodies. I’d wake up with almost all my songs finished, just needing the lyrics fitted or some small detail adjusted here and there. But it had been so long since the last time, I’d forgotten what the feeling was like, until, still lying there, I felt it.

Soft as the breeze coming through the bedroom window. The melody echoed through my ears, along with a husky laugh that warmed my heart. Inspiring me, pushing me.

I opened my eyes at the warm touch on my skin, her small hands gliding tenderly along my jaw, and I couldn’t help but smile, because I knew what she was doing. She always did this when she woke up before me. Like she was memorizing me with her touch.

The pale dawn light filtered through the thin curtains, the gentle breeze of what felt like the start of a summer rain raising goosebumps on my skin, but I didn’t give a shit about the cold. I turned to those honey-colored eyes, watching, hypnotized, as her smile widened, the soft hush of a tiny laugh sinking deeper and deeper into me.

“Good morning, sleepyhead.” God, that voice.

A little squeak escaped her throat when I flipped us over, pinning her beneath me. I buried my face in her neck, grinning like an idiot while she squirmed, and I breathed in deep, that delicious vanilla scent of hers soaking into her skin, loving the way she shivered.

“Now that’s a good morning.” My voice, a blend of lust and drowsiness right in her ear.

Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling lightly.

“Kiergan...” she begged for what I knew she needed just as much as I did.

My hand sank into her face, gripping her jaw as I guided her lips to mine.

I closed my eyes, ready to lose myself in the touch that never came.

“Kiergan...” Her voice suddenly sounded distant, like a whisper.

I couldn’t feel the heat of her body beneath me anymore.

When I opened my eyes, I frowned, noticing she wasn’t in the bed anymore.

I turned over with a strange tightness in my chest, not understanding where the panic was coming from as I searched for her around the room.

“KIERGAN!” A terrified scream made me bolt upright out of bed.

“WHERE ARE YOU?” I shouted back, feeling the breeze turn the room colder and colder.

“I’m so sorry...” A whisper brushed against my face, and I was crying, without knowing why.

“Kiergan.” A voice called me again, but it was different. Deeper. Older. Real. “KIERGAN!” The voice grew more and more solid, until I sat up sharply, my vision taking a moment to focus on my surroundings, realizing it was all just a dream. That the hands gripping my shoulders weren’t small or delicate, with long nails that I didn’t even need to look at to know had scratched me somewhere during the night.

My breathing steadied as reality set in—where I was, and who I was with. Or rather, who I wasn’t with.

“Nightmare?”

I turned to the female voice right beside me in the bed.

The woman gave me a sensual smile, despite the slightly worried look in her eyes.

I took a deep breath and got a better look at her half-naked body pressed against mine.

I usually didn’t let them stay the night, but last night had been wild, and I’d probably passed out right after some heavy making out. My eyes darted over her brown skin, her swollen breasts covered in hickeys I’d left, and I couldn’t help my dick hardening at the memory—still a little hazy—of just how much fun we’d had last night.

I let my gaze travel appreciatively over every part of her feminine body, down her neck, to her sharp jawline and angular face, her full, pouty lips and dark brown eyes. Nothing honey-colored.

I shook my head.

Fuck, I hated dreaming about her, because this was what happened: she followed me around for the rest of the day, making me compare every woman I fucked to her. In this one’s case, we hadn’t even gotten that far.

“You okay?” the woman asked again, no longer smiling.

What was her name again?

Katherine? Karina? Something with a K, definitely. Not that it mattered, since all the groupies I or the guys got involved with knew we’d never remember their names, even though I’d made her scream mine a bunch of times last night.

Oh, yeah. Now that I was more awake, my mind clearer—though still a little hungover—the memories started coming back.

“Yeah, sorry. I think I drank too much yesterday,” I answered, my throat dry.

K-something licked her lower lip, staring at my dick covered by my boxers without the slightest shame.

“If that was you drunk, I can’t wait to see you sober.”

Despite the hot invitation—which my balls definitely felt—I got up.

“I appreciate the offer, but I have an appointment now at...” I turned to the clock on the nightstand, cursing under my breath when I saw I was already late.

Karen noticed and tilted her head, making part of her curly hair fall over her shoulders and cover her breasts.

I was already halfway to the bathroom.

“If you’re already late, why can’t we have some fun?”

I took a second look at the hot, very willing body waiting for me in bed. But before I could throw caution to the wind and go fuck her, an insistent knock at my apartment door proved my point.

“Because when I’m late for an appointment, the appointment comes to me,” I muttered, heading down the hall in just my boxers, because fuck it, they were used to my lack of modesty, and I wanted to get the door before it got knocked down.

I glanced over my shoulder at the woman still standing by the bed.

“You’d better get dressed and go,” I said.

Karina’s mouth dropped open like she was in shock.

“Seriously?” Her tone was offended.

I shook my head, and Kiara huffed, though she started doing what I asked.

This was why I didn’t let them stay the night. I liked good morning sex, but they always ended up building up too much expectation just from spending a few extra hours between the moon and the sun in my bed, so I wound up depriving myself of that activity. I didn’t need more drama in my life.

I watched Kiara throw daggers at me with her eyes for a few more seconds until she was decent, then I turned the knob, greeted by five pairs of furious eyes staring right at me.

“What?” I raised my hands, already on the defensive as they just barged into my apartment.

“I’d better go,” Kate said, echoing the words I’d spoken to her not minutes ago, trying to slip past the human wall at the entrance of my penthouse.

I frowned at her embarrassed posture while everyone stared at her. Usually they were polite to the girls, or just pretended not to see them as they tiptoed out of the apartment, but not this time.

“Don’t even think about it.” Sienna, the elegant brunette, also known as my publicist, stood at the door with the other four fuck-ups.

Then she pointed a finger at Kim.

“You stay,” she ordered.

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked, lost, meeting my PR’s deadly gaze.

I gave in, because knowing Sienna Cruz, there was no way out except to do what she wanted. I closed the door, keeping Kristen from escaping whatever the hell she wanted from her.

“You were late again for our meeting with IMLA,” Si said as she made her way to sit in an armchair—the one she always sat in when she was giving me lectures and sermons.

Fuck! That’s what I was late for?

All I knew was that I had to be up at eight in the morning to get to the van that was picking me up, because I had an appointment at ten. The rest of the details had completely slipped my semi-sober mind, and now I felt like a complete idiot.

IMLA, or International Music Los Angeles, was one of the biggest musician interview shows in the country, and even though we were pretty big, we hadn’t had another interview on the program since that one years ago, right at the start of our career, which was one of the things that got us off the ground and brought us to where we are today.

“Shit, I’m sorry. I was heading there right now.” It was only ten minutes past the agreed time, so there was still a chance to get there, even with the horrible Los Angeles traffic.

“It doesn’t matter now. They canceled at the last minute,” she said with an almost disinterested tone, and even though the looks from Dylan, James, and Victor—also known as the drummer, bassist, and guitarist of the band—staring at me like they wanted to rip my balls off suggested it was nothing good, I was already suspicious.

Sienna had been talking about this fucking interview for weeks, ever since she got us the invite, but obviously my drunk-ass mind from last night forgot it was today. And somehow, I knew it wasn’t just because of my lateness that the show canceled, since it was supposed to air at eleven.

“What did I do this time?” The almost standard question left my mouth as the guys joined Sienna, sitting on the couch and armchairs in the living room, which, since my penthouse didn’t have an entry hall, was right in front of the door.

Carter Hastings, also known as our producer, was the last to come over, but not before smacking his phone hard against my chest, forcing me to look at the article on display, as if answering the question I’d asked.

I swallowed hard as I read the article, rage bubbling up more and more inside me, momentarily dulling the fucking killer headache that was starting to form.

“You’re in serious trouble.” No shit, Sherlock, I wanted to answer as I read the piece.

“We’re in serious trouble,” Sienna corrected, her voice hard.

Pictures of me and a woman—now huddled in the corner of the room—were everywhere, but the biggest problem was what the captions said.

“KIERGAN CROSS, VOCALIST OF THE BAND THE DREAMERS, SPENT A HOT NIGHT WITH A MINOR! CHECK OUT THE DETAILS.”

I ground my teeth as I read the things this so-called Kelina had revealed.

“Sordid details of our night together,” and shit that definitely didn’t happen, fuck!

As I scrolled further down the page, I came across the photos the bitch had taken while I was asleep. Pictures of me, selfies of the two of us together, images that made it look like we weren’t wearing anything under the sheets.

“What the fuck?”

[image: ]

A LOT OF THINGS HAPPENED at once.

“What do you mean you’re a minor?”

“Who are you?”

“Who paid you for this charade?”

These three questions exploded one after the other, with only the first one being mine. The rest came from Carter and Sienna, both wearing the cold masks they’d cultivated for situations like this. None of them got a verbal answer from the intruder huddled in the corner of my fucking apartment.

K-something just shrank even further into the corner of my wall, as if she could disappear into it entirely.

I clenched my jaw, feeling not just my own rage, but everyone else’s in the room, radiating like a hot veil against my skin.

I wasn’t an idiot.

I knew I was a womanizer, partied too hard sometimes, and could be considered an asshole by plenty of people around me, but if there was one thing I wasn’t, it was a pedophile or a sick fuck, goddammit! I didn’t hook up with women much younger than me. Even if some of the guys in the band didn’t mind picking up the twenty-one or twenty-two-year-olds, I always made sure to focus my attention on someone with an ID that said at least twenty-six, which was only a year younger than me. Which meant two things: Either Kelly had managed to fake her ID in a very convincing way, since I met her at our team’s fucking private party—and they were anal as hell about ID checks—or she was lying to the paparazzi. Either way, one thing was certain: She didn’t pull this stunt alone.

“I... I... I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kristy finally spoke up, but she didn’t convince any of us.

But before anyone could do or say anything, Sienna stood up and gave a serene smile.

Sienna Cruz was a forty-year-old woman who had been working for us for almost six years. Most of the time, it felt like we were the ones working for her. And if there was one thing Sienna wasn’t, it was serene or calm. She wasn’t who she was and she wasn’t where she was by being calm, gentle, or receptive. Sienna was terrifying. Not just to me, but to all of us. And when she gave that little smile—which, thank God, had only been directed at us a very few times, mostly at me—nothing good was coming.

Our PR sighed.

“That’s fine.”

Then she turned to us.

“Boys, why don’t you leave me alone with Miss Warren for a bit?”

We didn’t even bother to argue.

The guys just got up from the couch, one of them tossing a blanket that was on it to me. I covered myself and followed them out of the apartment, just catching the calm question—like a snake coiling to strike—directed at the girl still huddled in the corner of the room.

“It’s Katherine, isn’t it?”

So that was her name.
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CHAPTER 2
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Layla Harper

10 Years Earlier

Summer 2012

I SAW KIERGAN CROSS for the first time when I was fourteen. It was a Sunday in July, right in the middle of summer, when our new neighbors—the ones who would be moving into Mr. and Mrs. Latherfield’s old house—arrived.

I was sad at first, since I was really fond of the old couple. Mrs. Latherfield always gave me the leftover cookies she baked before her husband took them to sell at a few restaurants on his way to work, and a lot of the time, they were my only decent meal of the day.

Mom used to leave me and Avery, my older sister, at their place when she worked double shifts at the hospital. It was a house like ours, simple, but the place was always so tidy, full of nice furniture—nothing like the constant mess of bills and papers we tried to keep organized at our own house.

I liked being there, whether I was helping Mrs. Latherfield with dinner or a batch of cookies, or playing checkers with Mr. Latherfield on his days off. They were like the grandparents I never had, and they always said I was just like one of their little granddaughters—the ones who never came to visit.

Avery didn′t care as much. She usually stayed glued to her phone the whole time or went home early with the excuse that she needed to sleep. She was in that insufferable phase of being almost sixteen. Then again, well... Avery had always been insufferable, and we were never really close. Just two girls who happened to share the same DNA, doing the same with our room.

So between staying home with my annoying sister, who would either ignore me or pick a fight over my attempts to interact with her on the grounds that I was “trying to start something,” I spent the time I couldn′t be at school with the two coolest old people on the block.

Even though they were both just past seventy, they were still active and hardworking. Like everyone else in the neighborhood.

Living just a few miles from Hollywood might have sounded glamorous, but the truth was, in Windswood, there were two kinds of people: the ones like Mom and the Latherfields—modest and hardworking, racing against the clock to rack up as many hours as possible and maybe have some money left at the end of the month... or the other kind.

We called them the wannabe stars or the Lafields, because that′s exactly what they were: people with money and influential connections in the industry, looking to climb the ladder of success and become famous in Hollywood.

“They′re the future stars. The real future of this town.” Insert sarcastic tone here for the line we′d heard our whole lives.

The girl who stuck gum in your hair could be the next Britney Vegas, the country′s newest favorite actress, starring in some teen show whose name I could never remember! So I should be grateful for the piece of edible glue with her spit on it and save it. Someday I could sell it online and make my fortune, after all. Same went for if someone threw a drink on your shirt, stepped on your shoe, or used your school bag as a trash can: make sure to keep everything well preserved, because in the future it might be a priceless relic.

At least, that was the spiel the Lafields used to bully the people who lived in this part of town... my part. We were called Latrashs—Los Angeles trash. I guess that was self-explanatory. There was a clear feud between the Lafields and the Latrashs, but I never really cared much about it. I learned early on that to survive in this little zoo, I had to stay invisible. Keep my head down at the right moment and never try to stand out too much.

That was all I needed to do to get what I wanted soon enough. The reason Mom was killing herself working as a nurse at a hospital two hours away every single night.

Belairs′art School.

The reason the Lafields, and everyone else really, moved here wasn′t just because it was close to Hollywood and way cheaper to live in than over there.

The whole world was in Hollywood. And even though it had some of the best schools for every type of performing arts in the country, the competition was insane. But BAS? It was ranked in the top twenty, which put your résumé on top if you wanted to be someone in Hollywood, and since it was a network, it had a campus right here in Windswood. Not that there wasn′t competition to get in here, but it was way smaller. So while us—Lafields and Latrashs alike—fought like crazy to get in, we were all stuck together at Windswood Prep High, better known as hell, or preparatory school.

But while everyone else was trying to be actresses or singers—Avery included—I spent hours locked in the auditorium with my headphones and my worn-out ballet slippers that Mom had bought for me two years ago. I′d grown, and my feet weren′t the same as when I was twelve, so they barely fit, but it was either that or dancing barefoot—which wasn′t an option when you did classical ballet. Buying a new pair was out of the question for now. Unless I was willing to sell my phone or go a month without meals at home. But I was figuring out how to save up and buy them.

The thing was: despite all the difficulties, I was grateful.

Some people might look at Mom and judge her crazy for killing herself working so her two daughters could study at an art school and chase their Hollywood dreams, but she′d fallen in love with an artist herself. It was in our blood.

I touched the necklace around my neck and cracked a small smile. It was just an old guitar pick my dad used when he wrote his songs—or, more like, a piece of one. A few years ago, it had split after being roughed up by Jhonny Calbrone, the old country singer who had a bit of success in the 80s, and Mom, his wife, decided to save it, so he could give each of his two daughters a necklace.

Our only memory of him...

The man who got emotional at the first crappy performance I ever did for him and Mom when I was only three, and who immediately took me to a ballet school so I could learn and keep getting better.

For him.

Every blister on my feet, every muscle ache, every sleepless night was for my father. Not just for him, because I loved to dance. Music flowed through my muscles, and in the moments I danced, the world, the problems, the longing for my father—they all stopped existing.

So I trained harder than all my classmates at WWP High. I woke up at four in the morning, ran around the neighborhood, and had a big breakfast—when there was food at home—before dancing until class started. After that, I′d stay until Mr. Broots, the janitor, got too tired of waiting for me past hours and locked up the school. Then, on my way home, Mrs. Latherfield would receive me at her place with a big glass of milk and her delicious cookies. It was a very flawed routine, and one I was sure wasn′t healthy at all, but to me, it was heaven.

A heaven I wouldn′t have anymore when school started back...

“Think it′ll be another old couple?” Avery asked beside me, startling the hell out of me and yanking me back from my daydreams as I stared at the house of my now-former neighbors. “I hope not,” she went on. “Those two old geezers were enough.”

“Don′t talk about Mr. and Mrs. Latherfield like that,” I scolded, but all she did was roll her eyes.

We were both staring out the window, which faced the side of the house, catching just a slice of the entrance, where a moving truck had just parked.

A few months ago, Mr. Latherfield got sick. Even with his wife taking care of him and Mom helping as much as she could in her spare time, they couldn′t meet his needs at that point. So their distant kids—who never visited or called, by the way—decided to put the two of them in a nursing home and sell the house.

When I found out, I almost had a fit. I wanted to call those so-called children and scream at them for being so heartless with their parents. But a hysterical fourteen-year-old wasn′t going to accomplish much.

So they left. I gave Mrs. Latterfield my last goodbye, and the house sat empty for an entire month.

It was weird to go outside and not see them on the porch playing cards, or not smell another tray of cookies that filled the whole street. But it wasn′t any weirder than the sight I was seeing right at that moment.

A man got out of the vehicle and started unloading the truck. I couldn′t see him because his back was turned, but it was obvious he wasn′t as old as Mr. Latherfield.

“At least he′s not seventy,” Avery commented, pushing me aside to try to see too. “But still way too old.”

I raised an eyebrow and turned to her.

“What were you expecting? That the new neighbor would be your boyfriend?”

“Shut up!” she snapped back, annoyed.

I bit back a smile and shook my head. Avery was so clueless.

But the smile quickly faded as we watched the man, maybe in his forties, wearing a button-down shirt and black jeans, carrying the sofa and other furniture into the garden. It was real. He was going to be our new neighbor.

I couldn′t see much beyond his dark-brown hair, but my sister was right—he was way too old.

“I wonder if he has a family,” I found myself asking.

Knowing that someone—whether it was that man alone or his family who hadn′t shown up yet—would be living in Mr. and Mrs. Latherfield′s house made me sad. I knew, from what Mrs. Latherfield had told me, that her husband had built the house, back in the 50s. Even working until he got sick, they were happy there. With both their sweat and blood to have that place. A place that was ripped away from them at such a critical moment in both their lives, and sold to other people.

Would their stories still be inside those walls? Would they fade away so new ones could be written? And what if the new ones were so much uglier than the beautiful ones I knew had lived there?

I wished I could have those answers.

Avery just shrugged at my question and walked off, already uninterested in staring at our new neighbor once she′d concluded he wasn′t her type.

“Hopefully—and if he′s got a son my age, as hot as the dad, even better.”

I frowned.

“You′re disgusting.”

And that′s when I saw him.

A gray car appeared at the end of the street and parked right next to the truck. Even from far away, I could see there was more than one person in the car, but only one woman got out first, from the driver′s side.

She was blonde, with tanned skin, and very, very pretty. It wasn′t a surprise when the man unloading the truck stopped what he was doing and walked over to her, giving her a quick kiss on the lips. They made a handsome couple.

But my attention quickly shifted back to the gray car, to the passenger seat that still hadn′t opened.

Somehow, the fact that whoever was inside hadn′t gotten out yet gave me a strange feeling of anticipation. Like my body already knew exactly what I was about to see when that door opened, even though I didn′t.

I had no idea.

There was no way to know or prepare for the way my heart suddenly started racing in that funny way, almost like it did when I danced—like it was syncing up with the beat around me, only this time, there was no music.

My hands started sweating and I gripped the window frame, trying to calm myself down, when a hand—definitely a guy′s—appeared over the top of the door and it swung open.

Then he stepped out.

And my world completely changed.

It was like the floor of my room wasn′t holding me up anymore and I was floating in the air. Even from far away. Even without seeing every detail clearly—details I was sure would be even more perfect—I knew in that moment that the boy with the dirty-blond hair, wearing dark jeans and a gray T-shirt under a black leather jacket with a torn sleeve, was, besides being gorgeous, my future husband.

And it was almost like he knew I was staring at him, because he looked up, and his eyes met mine.

I couldn′t breathe.

Breathing is overrated anyway, right? Especially when you′re staring at the love of your life and you feel your soul leaving your body—breathing is just a minor, insignificant detail.

I didn′t know how long we stared at each other. To me, it felt like an eternity.

But the moment he broke eye contact, when the man—who I now knew for certain was his father—touched his shoulder and called him, I let out all the air trapped in my lungs.

Was I getting dizzy? What was this thing in my stomach?

The boy walked away, and I couldn′t see any more of him from where my view allowed.

I looked back, scared that maybe Avery had caught my little freak-out, but she was buried in her phone with her headphones on.

“Girls!” my mother′s voice called. “Come eat lunch!”

I forced myself away from my spot at the window and shook my head.

What was happening to me?

I walked past Avery and nudged her foot, pointing downstairs.

She rolled her eyes and turned over in bed, still ignoring me with her earbuds in.

Looked like lunch today was just going to be me and Mom.

I went downstairs and headed for the counter stool, grabbing my plate from the kitchen island. We didn′t have a dining table at home, so we ate our meals here.

“Looks delicious,” I complimented my mom before kissing her cheek.

She was already sitting at the counter eating, in her uniform, her brown hair—the same shade as mine and my sister′s—pulled up in a bun.

“Your sister didn′t want to come have lunch?”

I served myself a generous portion of spaghetti from the leftovers my mom was a master at making. Basically, you boil the pasta and throw everything you have in the fridge into the sauce. Today there were some pieces of chicken and omelet, with a little tomato and cheese.

“I think she′s trying to figure out if she can stay on her phone long enough to start doing photosynthesis with the screen brightness and live off that forever,” I joked.

Mom let out a short laugh.

“You learned about photosynthesis in school this week, didn′t you?”

I nodded with a tight smile before taking a big bite.

“That′s my smart little girl.”

Her words made me blush.

“I′m not a little girl anymore.”

Mom finished her plate and gave me a kiss.

“You′ll always be my little girl.”

I snorted, pretending to be annoyed, but the truth was, I didn′t mind the affection I got from my mom one bit. We′d had tough times, but I knew that as long as she was here for us, for me, we would be okay.

“Real original,” I teased.

Mom smiled.

“It′s the honest truth.” We stared at each other for a while, and I could predict what she was going to say before she even said it. “Your father would be proud of who you′re becoming.”

And just like that, the lump in my throat got too big to swallow. Mom let out a wistful sigh, and I knew she was thinking about him.

Cristina Harper and Jhonny Calbrone were the love of each other′s lives.

An event that was impossible to stop from happening. Just like what happened at the end.

Dad was a very handsome man, but Mom was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I′d ever known. But after all these years, I could see the exhaustion settling into her features, just like the thinness from not eating properly and working herself like crazy.

The worst part about finally finding your soulmate was that once you lost them, you’d never feel whole again. Dad wasn’t even my soulmate, but that didn’t stop the hole he left in my chest from being just as big.

“I’ll be back tomorrow, around lunchtime,” Mom announced, already composed as she gathered her things. “I’m trusting you and your sister won’t kill each other by then. I left twenty dollars stuck under the landline so you can order something good for dinner.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

She shrugged.

“I wanted to spoil my girls a little.”

I blew Mom a kiss, then sprinted to the landline, grabbed the money, and stashed it in the emergency jar we’d put on top of the cabinet.

I could survive on just lunch in my stomach. Avery could too.

I went back to the counter and finished eating before cleaning up the kitchen.

I did everything on autopilot, thinking about Dad. But then my mind drifted back to something interesting. To the moment that boy—the one who now lived next door—looked at me. My heart started beating in this weird way, just like it had a few minutes ago.

Strangely enough, by the end of that Sunday, when I lay down in bed and started ignoring my sister on the other side of the room to put on my playlist through my earbuds, I wasn’t as sad as I’d been when I woke up and remembered the old neighbors had moved away, or when I remembered my father.

All I could think about was the boy with the blond hair and dark eyes, and the feeling that something was about to begin.

I just never expected that years later, my heart would be shattered by that same boy.
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Layla Harper

Present Day

THE ALARM WENT OFF at exactly six-thirty in the morning, making me groan and shove a pillow over my head. God, I just needed five more minutes.

I had a million things to do today, I knew that, but I really needed a few more seconds of silence and sleep. I meticulously planned every extra second I could steal to make it happen.

Yeah, just five more minutes, and then I’d get up and...

The phone rang again, but the sound wasn’t the one I’d set as my alarm, which meant someone was calling me. At six-thirty in the morning.

What kind of human being did that, for the love of God? Wasn’t there some etiquette rule about not calling someone before the sun was fully in the sky?

The sound kept getting shriller as I ignored it, which made me grunt, but I finally found the courage to open my eyes, pull the pillow off my head, and grab the device.

When I saw Avery’s name on the screen, everything started to make sense.

Of course my older sister didn’t give a damn about etiquette, especially since where she was calling me from it was probably at least noon, thanks to the time zone.

Where was she this time? Italy was last month.

I answered almost reluctantly, because I knew exactly what she was going to say, and I was so not in the mood for it, especially at this hour of the morning. But trying to escape Avery was like trying to outrun the wind in an open field: impossible.

I put the phone to my ear and flopped back onto the bed.

For this conversation, I needed to be at least comfortable.

“Hm?” was all I said to let her know I was there.

“Still not up? You’re usually on your feet by five in the morning.” That was the kind of greeting we had with each other.

“Didn’t sleep well last night.” Lie. I hadn’t slept well in years, but Ave knew that as well as I did.

“I assume you know why I’m calling, then.”

I thought about putting this off for a few seconds, pretending I didn’t know, but the sooner we had this conversation, the better.

“Yeah.”

The line was silent for a few moments.

“So?” my sister pressed. “What do you have to say?”

“You know I can’t afford this, Ave.”

“And you know I’m not going to let you pay for it, Layla,” she shot back immediately. “Come on... Consider it my birthday present.”

I rolled my eyes, even though they were closed again from sleep.

“I don’t want to... owe you anything.” Any more than I already did. And it was a lot.

The rest of the sentence got stuck on the tip of my tongue.

Avery huffed.

“You’d be doing me a favor.”

“How is a Caribbean cruise a favor? Especially if I’m not the one paying? And it’s your birthday, not mine.”

“Because I want to be able to do this for you. For her. It’ll make me feel good, believe me.”

Avery and I weren’t always that close. We still had our little digs at each other, but in the last few years, we’d gotten a lot closer, especially after Mom got sick.

Which was exactly our topic.

Mom developed fibromyalgia four years ago. Basically, it’s a disease where a person has chronic muscle pain, affecting their muscles and soft tissues, and since there’s no known or available cure yet, the patient suffers for life. At first, Mom was a warrior, but the double shifts at the hospital, working especially as an ICU and ER nurse, were killing her. In the first few months, she tried to hide the illness from us, but as she got sicker and sicker, it became impossible. Few medications worked, and she was in constant pain. Mom became more and more run down, and soon developed depression.

She’d always been an active person, and even though I knew losing our father, all those years ago, had destroyed her, part of me knew that working as much as she did helped with her grief and her longing. But it was like, when she finally stopped working, all the pain and suffering piled up. Depression snuffed out the light in the eyes of the woman who inspired me growing up. That’s when the lupus appeared.

As Ave and I started working, we were able to split the costs of Mom’s medication and her nurse, who stayed with her when we weren’t home to help. Avery kept going with her singing career, but she never became internationally known or anything like that. My sister used to sing in bars and open small shows around the region, until, a few years ago, her voice caught the attention of Tyler Manson, a millionaire businessman, who instantly fell for Ave. The two of them had been together and happy ever since, and my little sister never had to worry about money again, which deep down, I always felt was her biggest dream—even bigger than singing.

She was still in the art world, composing some originals, but she’d let it become more of a hobby.

Ever since Ave and Ty got engaged, my sister had been trying more and more to cut me out of this responsibility we shared for our mother, at least on the financial side, which honestly, pissed me the hell off.

I might not make as much as Tyler, and sure, what I saved helped me stay afloat, but that didn’t mean I liked it.

And now, Avery wanted to take this two-week Caribbean cruise, bringing Faith and our mother. She’d also offered to pay for me, but I’d never accept something like that, and I’d have to work until... well, until the end of my life, to pay for a trip like that.

“Please,” she insisted when I didn’t say anything.

“Mom isn’t 100%, Ave,” I argued. “She could get sick, get tired... She’ll need constant care, no one will end up having fun or relaxing, and...”

“If she gets sick, or if it’s too bad for her to continue, we’ll get off the ship immediately. Ty and I will handle it, Layla.”

I seriously thought about not letting her go, or at least suggesting she leave Mom with me so she could enjoy the cruise with her fiancé, but trying to negotiate with Avery was as impossible as trying to avoid her.

Finally, I caved.

“Fine. Go with them. But you’re going to let me...”

The line went dead before I could finish the sentence and say: “pay for part of the trip and the costs.”

Of course.

I let out a sigh as I stared at the screen flashing with my sister’s new message.

Avery: We travel next month.

Enjoy your two weeks of worry-free time :)

I shook my head and sent a reply.

Me: This conversation is NOT over.

Avery: If you say so...

A little later, another message lit up the screen.

Avery: I’m still going to convince you to come with us.

When I didn’t respond, she sent another one.

Avery: Come on... It’s not a family trip if the whole family isn’t there.

But it’s fine. I’ll respect your decision. I think you need some time alone anyway.

And just like that, I’d be free for a few weeks next month, something I wouldn’t admit to my sister, but... it was exactly what I needed.

Between working almost fourteen hours a day, taking care of Mom—because on top of her insisting on staying in Windswood, I also fought hard to keep her close and not let Avery take even that away from me—and the other thousand responsibilities I had, I barely had time to breathe.

I slept very late, woke up way too early, and I knew that sooner or later, the exhaustion would take its toll. Especially after not sleeping well last night.

Shivers ran over my skin with the vivid memory of the dream I’d had.

I really felt like I was fourteen again. And when I saw him... my heart raced exactly like it did all those years ago.

All of it—the dream, the unwanted memories—because of yesterday’s fiasco.

It started with the stupidity of agreeing to go out with Greg, the guy I’d recently met on a dating app. He lived in a town near Windswood, and he picked me up at my place. So far, so good. Greg was a good-looking guy, my age, still in college.

We decided to keep it casual, so we stopped at a bar in his town. Even though he was clearly living in a different reality than mine, with his expensive car and studying medicine, the date was going reasonably well, until I looked at the TV above the bar, just behind him, when he got up to use the bathroom.

The world stopped.

My breath hitched, just like all those years ago, as I watched Kiergan Cross’s face on the news report.

And then I read the headline and went into shock.

After that, I just couldn’t concentrate on the date with poor Greg anymore. All I could think about was Kiergan.

Getting involved with a minor? Okay, from what I’d quickly read on my phone while on the date with Greg—yeah, I was rude, but I couldn’t help it—she was under twenty-one and not under eighteen, but still. Kiergan was twenty-seven now. How ironic is it, when the guy who was ten years younger refused to be with someone three years younger, but now, he’s okay with someone almost eight years younger than him? Of course, the woman in question was gorgeous, from what I saw in her photos. I read the rest of the news and my heart jumped into my throat when a photo of a sleeping man... of him sleeping, appeared.

I locked my phone screen immediately, but the damage was already done. The sight of the photo was like a flash of memory from years ago, and...

“You okay?” Greg asked me.

I realized he’d asked me a question while I was on my phone, and I still hadn’t said anything.

I looked at him again.

Greg had black hair, a youthful face, and was very handsome. But honestly? If Samantha, my best friend, hadn’t forced the match on the app for me, I wouldn’t have been there.

There was no room for a relationship in my life. God, I barely had time to shower and moisturize my hair, let alone date. I shouldn’t have come. I should leave.

And that’s exactly what I did.

“Greg, you’re a nice guy, but... I don’t think this is going anywhere.”

After that, the rest of the night was a blur.

He offered to drop me off at home, but I decided to go back with a rideshare driver—a decision I knew I’d regret later since the fare was anything but cheap. I lay down on the bed in my street clothes, and here I was, awake and disheveled, wishing I could go back to sleep for just a little longer.

But the day wasn’t going to wait for me to start, and hearing someone call me from outside, I knew I was right.

“Here we go.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Kiergan Cross

Present Day

HERE’S SOMETHING EVERY Hollywood star thought but never said: Hollywood was shit.

Not that it was all bad. It had its upside, all the glamour that came with being a star—the money, the luxury, the recognition, the fans, the female fans, women, and every fucking thing we wanted.

It was good.

Especially in the beginning.

Fuck, how I missed that feeling from the beginning.

Everything was new. You were new. So every luxury hotel room, every limousine that picked you up, every flash of the paparazzi was fucking intoxicating.

Walking into Hollywood was like being a kid again, where everything was more colorful and brighter than it used to be. We were alienated by the industry our entire lives, watching that goddamn Hollywood American dream play out on television, on the radio, on social media. We learned to dream and strive for that reality, and like everything that seemed good and attractive at first glance in this fucking place, you just had to look closer to see the rot. The problem was that every kid grew up, and what once seemed bigger, more important, more magical, lost its color. And the dream became a nightmare.

Now I understood why most of us didn’t last long in this life.

When I was a kid, I always wanted to be a rock star. I loved Freddie Mercury, Jimi Hendrix, John Lennon, Cliff Burton, Elvis, and so many others. Every fucking thing they played was like a hymn to me when I was eight years old. They’d been dead a long time already, but by my calculations back then, Freddie would have been fifty-seven. He died at forty-five. Jimi at twenty-seven. Cliff at twenty-four. Elvis at forty-two. Janis Joplin at twenty-seven. And the endless list of music and rock and roll legends just kept going. If someone made it past fifty, they probably died not long after.

And why?

It wasn’t just the drugs and the booze. It wasn’t the fucking loneliness that started to fill your chest after a show ended, like the absence of that addictive-as-shit energy of having all those people looking at you, singing with you, was actually going to kill you. It wasn’t the crazy, fucking exhausting routine we subjected ourselves to either, because we loved it, especially on tour.

The sleepless nights, the unprotected fucks, the shared needles... the depression—they were always the ones blamed for their deaths. Not that they didn’t play an essential role. They did. But the real cause went far beyond what they let people see. It was the rotten interior of the fucking iceberg, polluting the frozen ocean.

It’s the goddamn industry.

That’s what destroyed us. What corroded every soul that dared to enter this world. Too innocent, we thought we could avoid the bad side, or at least focus on the good. But when your entire life was narrated by other people, you started to doubt even yourself. Who you were and who you would become.

We were goddamn puppet dolls for the executives who ran this industry.

They didn’t give a shit about what was fair, moral, or ethical. They only wanted to profit. And if that meant throwing us to the wolves, or making us turn on fresh meat so we could stay in the game, so be it.

So it wasn’t exactly a surprise when, even a month after the scandal, everyone was still talking about the shit they’d set me up for.

Oh, yes, they set me up.

Kelly wasn’t a minor, and she wasn’t under twenty-one, no fucking way. It was all orchestrated to fuck up my life even more and make my few days of peace even harder. Sienna found out everything. But of course, like everything done in Hollywood, things were handled behind the scenes and resolved that way too. Katrina had her fifteen minutes of fame, but now she had a multi-million-dollar lawsuit hanging over her head that she sure as hell would never be able to pay me. Who was responsible for it, though, was still a mystery.

But like I said before, the paparazzi didn’t give a damn about the truth or what was fair. They cared about what sold. And the singer of the most-played rock band in the US for the last two years being a fucking pedophile scumbag sold a hell of a lot more than him being an innocent guy who got tricked into some fucked-up scheme to ruin his career.

I’d reached a point in my life where I couldn’t give less of a fuck what they said about me.

Kiergan Cross, Hollywood’s new talent.

Kiergan Cross, the darling of the American female audience.

Kiergan Cross, voted one of the most handsome singers by American Magazine.

Kiergan Cross, the bad boy.

Kiergan Cross, the misunderstood.

Kiergan Cross, the criminal.

Fuck all that shit.

I didn’t want to be like Elvis, Joplin, or any of my idols. I wanted to die old, past ninety, thank you very much.

Even if it might not seem like it sometimes, since I knew how to enjoy a good party, there was one thing I’d always stayed away from since I started playing music: drugs. And even if it seemed unbelievably impossible to have a clean, drug-free rock star, it was true. I got drunk as fuck, fucked up my liver, but I never put anything besides alcohol into my system. I learned my lesson before I even set foot in Hollywood. And that’s exactly why I didn’t care anymore what they said about me. Because if I let it get to me, then they’d win. I’d be the pawn they wanted me to be, and then I’d sure as hell have signed my own death warrant.

If it only affected me, I’d tell everyone to go to hell and keep singing my music for whoever wanted to listen. The problem was that it didn’t just affect me.

“That’s the third show they’ve canceled in the last two weeks,” Dylan said irritably, throwing himself onto the sofa next to me. Then he grabbed his drumsticks, which never left his pocket, and started spinning them between his fingers. The guy always did that when he was pissed or anxious.

From the way he gripped those coated wooden sticks, I was surprised they didn’t snap in half.

“Fuck!” Victor exclaimed from the other side of the room. “I was really looking forward to the Dallas show.”

James shrugged.

“At least we still have D.C.”

I wouldn’t count on that, my mind said, but I kept my mouth firmly shut.

We were all at Hastings Recording Studio, right in the middle of Los Angeles.

I wasn’t an idiot. I knew the situation was getting worse, and being called in like this by Carter to his office, without any warning and in the middle of the week, couldn’t mean anything good.

The door opened, and we all watched Sienna walk in with such a fierce expression that we all stood up, like goddamn soldiers at attention. Carter came in right behind her and closed the door.

Si’s eyes swept over all of us, until she stopped on me and clenched her jaw.

James exhaled and lowered his head.

“Looks like we lost D.C. too.”

What the holy fuck!

“We need to think of a practical solution,” she began.

Don’t say it! I wanted to scream at her, but I didn’t dare interrupt.

Sienna sighed and sat down in the chair behind the desk that belonged to Carter, but he didn’t seem to mind at the moment. He was too busy staring at us with a disappointed expression. At me with that expression. And even though he was just our producer, Carter had been with us since we signed with the label, over eight years ago. He’d watched us grow up. He was like a father to me. A better one than I had, anyway. Which made my chest burn.

“I thought by now the paparazzi would have found another bone to chew on, or maybe someone else’s dirty laundry to air, but apparently, we’re in a streak of bad luck, since after Kiergan’s scandal, all the artists have kept to themselves, more private than usual, to avoid exposure,” our PR person rambled. “We can’t let things stay like this. We can’t afford not to play anywhere this year, especially since we don’t have a new album expected anytime soon.”

I knew that last comment was aimed at me too.

We hadn’t had a new album in almost three years, which was the last time I’d written a song. And even though some hiatuses in a band’s career were normal, with the fucking rise of new musicians from social media, we had to constantly innovate and create songs that could hit the trends, or we’d fall into obscurity.

The bad part? I wasn’t an artist who composed something just so it could be a “trend,” not that I saw anything wrong with musicians who did that. You had to be smart in this business, and yeah, always aim to deliver something the public liked and connected with. There was no point creating art that nobody wanted to appreciate and that didn’t pay the bills. But even knowing that, my creative process could be considered annoying and fucking slow sometimes. I needed to feel the music before I wrote it. I liked telling a story with my music, making the fans feel everything I felt when I was composing, when I played the last note after finishing another story. The problem was that I was in a goddamn block. For. Three. Fucking. Years.

It was almost funny. Before, I couldn’t leave the house without a notebook and a pen, because inspiration would strike at any moment. I’d written on restaurant napkins, on my goddamn jeans, and on my arms, simply because I had nowhere else to write.

Now, even if you put a thousand notebooks in front of me, I couldn’t write a single word.

Writer’s block was shit.

And even though the last album was still going strong, with several songs returning to the most-listened charts thanks to some trends fans had created on social media, I knew we needed to innovate.

If we lost the few shows we still had left at the end of the year, we’d be completely fucked. Like I said, we all had bills to pay. We needed a new album.

I felt the mortification and self-loathing take over my body. It was my fault. My fault we didn’t have new music, my fault we were on this goddamn ship sailing to hell because of the mess they’d set me up for. And that’s exactly what I said to them.

“Blaming someone isn’t going to change our situation. Finding a solution will.” Sienna waved me off, and I knew that was her way of comforting me, even though she’d been furious as hell with me a few minutes ago.

The guys nodded, but it didn’t ease the weight on my chest one bit. Even if my friends and bandmates didn’t blame me or weren’t pissed at me, I was. For being dumb enough to drink at that party, for letting a groupie sleep with me, for not seeing the malice in her eyes when I agreed to let her take me home that night. All fucking planned!

“I have a suggestion,” Victor spoke up, pulling me—and apparently everyone else—out of my thoughts.

Besides Sienna and Carter, our guitarist was the most strategic and smartest guy among us. The tattooed blonde might just look like another pretty face from “The Dreamers,” and even though he was the second best-looking of us—after me, of course—Victor Vous was a fucking genius, who could have studied astrophysics if he hadn’t grown up in Windswood and wanted to be a musician.

“But you’re not going to like it,” the genius said, looking at me.

“Whatever you guys decide is fine by me,” I replied.

Victor cracked a little smile, like what he was about to say was going to make me regret my words.

“We need to disappear.”

Sienna leaned in, interested.

“That’s a good idea. I mean, if you guys drop off the map, we can let the dust settle before you come back with a new album. Then we’ll book more shows, maybe a new tour, since it’s been two years since the last one,” Carter chimed in for the first time, already calculating all the steps.

“Disappearing would be good,” I agreed. “Maybe a change of scenery will help with my creative block.”

“Plus, we can use it for marketing when things get better,” Sienna added, spreading her arms dramatically. “‘Where Did the Dreamers Go?’”

“A fan hunt for the band members,” Carter continued. “We can leave hints of the places until they’re found.”

They both smiled while Dylan, James, and Victor got more and more excited, and I did too. Finally, something that seemed promising.

“But the first step for all of it is to disappear. Let the dust settle. Lay low for a few months, do the minimum, maybe build some positive publicity for the band, maybe play some charity gigs,” Sienna said, standing up.

“The idea sounds wonderful,” James agreed, grabbing everyone’s attention. “But where exactly would we go to ‘drop off the map’?”

Victor flashed that smile again, looking directly at me, and I knew that was why he said I wouldn’t like it.

“We’re going home.”

No fucking way!
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ASHLEY, THE BEST FRIEND in the world: WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU’RE GOING BACK TO WINDSWOOD?

I let out a sigh at the text. Right after, my phone started ringing.

Since I knew it was useless to ignore it—Ashley Delaine was the only woman besides Sienna who had my number, and she happened to be my best friend, as she’d dubbed herself when she saved her number in my phone five years ago—I knew she’d harass me with calls until I picked up.

“Tell me everything,” was the first thing she said when I put the phone to my ear, which made me smile.

The young Hollywood actress and I had crossed paths more times than I could count over the years, and from that, an unexpected friendship had grown. We were both new to this world, and it was good to have someone besides the guys to talk to, someone who went through similar things and could understand me perfectly, like she always did. Not that I hadn’t tried to sleep with her at first. I wanted her to be just another notch on my bedpost, not someone who’d come in and mess up my life with her friendship, but when I hit on the blonde, all Ashley did was flash a sensual smile with her lips painted that famous red lipstick she always wore, and gave me a light pat on the shoulder before saying: “Kiergan, you’re hot and all, but I only date actors.”

She wasn’t lying.

For as long as she could remember, Ashley had always wanted to be an actress. Talented and hardworking as she was, she’d been working her ass off since she was sixteen, just a few months before I entered Hollywood too, and since I’d known her, every single guy she got involved with was an actor. Mostly, they were the supporting actors in the roles she worked on—which could be a headache. So even though I’d wanted to sleep with her back then, nowadays, I saw her as a sister, which made those past thoughts even weirder.

“Not much to tell. It’s exactly what you said,” I replied with my typical bad mood, which had gotten worse since I left the meeting at Hastings Records a few hours ago. I wasn’t even surprised she’d found out. Jamie or Dylan probably told her, the two gossips they were.

My friend let out a long sigh, sympathetic to my plight.

She was the only one besides the guys who knew about my past, and about why I hated going home, so I didn’t need to vent—she already knew exactly what I was feeling.

“You could come here,” she suggested.

“Your offer’s almost good enough that I want to take it, but you know it’s not a great idea right now.”

“Hate that you’re right.”

Ash was on set shooting a short film in Tokyo, and even though the idea of going anywhere that wasn’t Windswood was tempting, I had to stick with Sienna’s plan. Sure, it was practically a suburb of Los Angeles, and the residents of Windswood had internet and cell phones like everyone else, but it was still better than being right next to Ashley right now.

Ever since we became friends, the media went crazy whenever we hung out or visited each other. They’d been fantasizing about a possible romance between us from the start, and even though we’d both taken advantage of those rumors more than once, that wasn’t the case now—and I didn’t want to give the paparazzi any more material to mess with either of our lives. Adding traitor to the gossip wouldn’t go over well.

After spending the afternoon talking with Sienna and Carter, we decided the best move was for me and the band to disappear without actually disappearing. Go off the grid, but still be seen and followed enough to rebuild that “good boy” reputation—and who better to help with that than the gossips from my hometown?

I flopped onto the bed, still on the phone with her.

I’d never admit it, but I really did need someone to talk to about this.

Ashley went quiet for a few seconds, which—knowing her as well as I did—meant she was deciding whether or not to make the comment she was clearly dying to make.

“Just say it already.”

“Coming back means you might run into—”

“I know,” I cut her off. “Don’t worry about it.”

My friend let out a sigh.

“You know you can’t avoid her forever.” And that was enough to make my chest tighten.

Wisely, she dropped the subject after that, while I stayed silent, trying to reason with my racing mind.

Once, Windswood was my home. The place I came back to at the end of tours, after shows. My safe harbor—even back then, when I hated living with my dad. But she took even that away from me.

She took everything from me.

And now I was being forced back to the only place in the world I always avoided returning to, the place where I always made sure to stay as short a time as possible, terrified of running into her on the street.

The problem was, something told me this time it would be unavoidable.
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CHAPTER 4
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Layla Harper

Ten Years Earlier

Summer 2012

THE SECOND TIME I SAW Kiergan Cross is one I’d rather forget.

They’d been our neighbors for only a week and weren’t exactly winning any popularity contests, since none of them had bothered to introduce themselves to the neighborhood—except for Mr. Anderson, who lived two houses down from us. He’d stopped by last week. He told us he’d brought them a pie as a welcome gift. The blonde I’d seen on moving day answered the door, and apparently she wasn’t very polite to him. She kept asking if his recipe had too many carbs, which automatically made us all decide we didn’t like her.

Anyone who didn’t like Mr. Anderson’s chicken pot pies wasn’t human.

After that little episode, everyone on the street started avoiding them. Not that they seemed to be home much anyway. With that family living there, and the state the old Latherfield house was in before they moved in, it was like nothing had changed. The house was haunted by the ghosts of the Cross family. They were never home during the day, and each of them came and went at random hours late at night. How did I know that? Not something I’m particularly proud of.

“You think they’re serial killers?” I asked Avery last Tuesday.

She called me an idiot and told me to shut up and get away from the bedroom window, where I’d been spending most of my time when I wasn’t training. But Avery always called me an idiot and told me to shut up. That didn’t answer my question.

“I still don’t get this obsession you have with the neighbors,” Ave commented on Thursday, when she caught me at the window again, trying to see what was behind the window across from ours.

The truth was, I hated summer break. Weeks away from school meant weeks away from the dance studio, and weeks without dancing. There was no room at home, and even if there were, I didn’t have the right floor or a barre or any other equipment. I was stuck training my cardio by running up and down the street, and spending the rest of my time obsessing over the new neighbors—or rather, one specific member of the household.

Was that his room? Based on the house’s layout, which was similar to ours, it was either his room or the guest room, right across from ours. I was praying it was the first option, just so I could be even more curious about this guy.

Luckily, Avery hadn’t seen him yet. If my sister had, she’d be even more obsessed than me, and I didn’t need that.

School was still weeks away, which made him my new secret. Mine alone. It was stupid, I knew that. I knew the moment anyone in town—especially anyone from school—laid eyes on him, the secret would explode into a thousand pieces right in my face.

I’d catch myself biting my nails in frustration just thinking about how soon my future husband would be everyone’s crush. Part of me was even surprised to realize I wanted the vacation to last a little longer.

But that second time I saw him, as unbelievable as it seemed—especially since I’d been camping out, waiting for any glimpse of him for a whole week—I wished it had never happened.

It all started with my sister’s sixteenth birthday.

Here’s what you need to know about Avery: Her birthdays were always the family’s annual event. She’d be announcing her new age for at least a month before she actually turned it. Her sweet sixteen was no different.

My sister had never been as insufferable as she was that year. Acting like being the older one gave her some kind of authority over me, and always using it as a free pass to treat me like garbage. She’d been doing it for as long as I could remember, but that year, it was so, so much worse. And of course, the cherry on top had to be on her actual birthday.

Mom always made an effort. She’d leave her shift early and spend money we didn’t have to take me and Avery to JoHo’s Dinner, a trendy little restaurant that was totally out of our budget, in the middle of town.

And that year, the tradition almost didn’t happen. Avery asked if, instead of Mom and me joining the celebration, she could just take the money and go with some friends. But when she saw the look on our mother’s face, she dropped the idea.

The truth was, the tradition was for Mom, too. She worked so much she barely saw us, and according to Ave, when we were little, she and Dad used to throw big parties for our birthdays. My theory was that Mom was trying to make it up to us on those special days. Not that it mattered—I’d been insisting for about three years that she didn’t need to do anything for me. I’d rather save the money for new dance gear, like the new ballet shoes I was trying to buy. Ave didn’t care much about saving, with her expensive sneakers and clothes that almost made you believe she was actually a Lafield. My sister always liked to flaunt it, so even though she gave in and agreed to keep the tradition with us, she convinced our mom to let her go to a party that weekend at one of her Lafield friends‘ houses. Which, deep down, I think was her plan all along.

And yeah, that’s right. Lafields and Latrashs didn’t mix. There was this huge feud and blah, blah, blah, but the thing was... Avery managed to hide the fact that she wasn’t a Lafield pretty well, since she hung out with the other side all the time during the school year.

If I remembered correctly, that was around the time things between me and my sister started getting even worse. She never seemed to like me much, and ever since she became popular at school, she made it even clearer how much she hated me.

And there we were, on our way to celebrate my sister’s stupid birthday. She looked flawless, as always, in a dress that seemed more suited for a disco than a restaurant—purple, covered in sequins—and heavy makeup that made her look way older than sixteen. Mom wore worn-out jeans and a nice little black top, with her beautiful dark hair loose, which made her look younger and prettier. I wondered why she didn’t wear it down more often when she wasn’t at work.

I didn’t put much effort into my look like Mom and Ave. I just pulled my hair back into a ponytail and got dressed. I picked my white t-shirt with random splatters of black paint that I’d made myself after accidentally bleaching it when I was doing laundry. Even with a tear on the shoulder from washing it so much, the trick made it look like I’d bought it that way. And to complete the outfit, I wore a circle skirt that used to be Avery’s and didn’t fit her anymore.

There was no reason to get more dressed up than that for my sister’s birthday. It would’ve been a waste of energy. Couldn’t have been more wrong, I realized, when my eyes met the person holding the glass door open for my family and me. My hands went sweaty, my throat suddenly went bone-dry, and my heart started racing in that funny way, just like last time, when the mysterious neighbor had held the door for us and flashed that crooked smile.

“Welcome to JoHo’s Dinner. My name is Kiergan Cross, and I’ll be your server tonight.”

[image: ]

I NEVER CONSIDERED myself violent or dramatic, the way I knew my sister could be sometimes. But from the moment we arrived, shortly after Kiergan greeted us and led us to our table, I wanted to grab my spoon and shove it into the birthday girl’s eye. Not that she probably noticed my sudden bad mood—she was too busy eye-fucking the waiter, who also kept glancing at our table a little too often. The problem? The waiter was Kiergan.

I’d known his name since the first day, when I heard his dad call him to help unload the truck, but I’d never heard his voice until that moment. I liked knowing his name before everyone else, just like I knew he existed and that he was our neighbor. And now I had more material. His voice. Oh my God, his voice was... unique. A rough, deep timbre, even for a guy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Striking and beautiful. I’d never been one to pay attention to voices, but I guess anything related to Kiergan made me suddenly obsessive.

I kept replaying the few words he’d said tonight, over and over in my head.

“Welcome to JoHo’s Dinner. My name is Kiergan Cross, and I’ll be your server tonight.” “What would you like to order?” “More water?” That last one was directed straight at me, and I swear I almost choked just from having those vibrant, dark eyes aimed my way.

If I thought Kiergan was handsome from a distance, up close he looked like a Greek god or a young Leonardo DiCaprio.

He had the same features I’d seen before: dark blonde hair, longer on top and messily pushed around, like he’d run his hand through it a few times, perfectly matching the paler tone of his skin that looked soft just from looking at it. And that jaw of his? Square, defined, marked by the shadow of a beard trying to come in—something none of the boys at school seemed close to having. It made me wonder if Kiergan would have a beard when he was older, one of those big, full ones. It would totally suit him. Just like that crooked smile he gave me at the beginning of the night and when he offered me water, which almost gave me a heart attack. Dimples. Kiergan Cross had dimples.

He was quite simply my birthday wish this year. Was it too late to light a candle? I’d turned fourteen a few months ago, right before summer break, and I hadn’t made any wish besides the usual one: a pair of ballet shoes, when I blew out the candle on the muffin Mom bought me.

Now I was more than sorry I’d wasted a wish. But not more than I was getting increasingly pissed off that my sister wouldn’t stop calling him over to our table for trivial things like: “Do you have any more napkins?” “Can you bring me some salt?” The one that annoyed me the most that night was when she dropped her silverware on the floor, the sharp noise drawing attention from the other tables and making me cringe.

Kiergan came over and knelt down in front of her, picking them up quickly.

“I’ll take care of that.” And then he smiled and went to get her new silverware.

He smiled. He smiled at Avery.

Jesus, I wanted to shove that spoon in her face so bad right now.

And our mom didn’t even seem to notice, too busy on her phone, or just smiling whenever we said something to her. The truth was, Mom could leave work, but work followed her everywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was talking to other nurses or doctors, trying to line up more overtime to make up for what she was losing by being at this stupid dinner.

“I’m going to the bathroom,” I said to no one in particular, since my sister was once again staring at Kiergan while he waited on other tables, and my mom was staring at her phone’s black screen.

Walking into that place and seeing my reflection in the mirror made me cringe. I looked awful. Up close, you could see some pimples that had started popping up on my face recently, as well as the dark circles under my eyes from waking up early every day to train and staying up late staking out the window.

I held my breath to keep from crying.

Of course Kiergan would look at Avery. She was older, probably closer to his age, plus she was much prettier and dressed up. We might share the same eyes and hair, but Avery outshone me in everything. Her body, her height, her defined jawline. Everyone would always look at her as someone they wanted to date, and at me as just the kid sister, the child, the boring one.

Part of me always knew it wouldn’t be any different with Kiergan, and I guess that’s why I wanted to keep him a secret. I knew that the moment he laid eyes on my sister, there’d be no going back. I’d become invisible.

A discomfort in my stomach made me frown. Ever since I saw Kiergan today, my stomach had been doing flips, but now it was different, more intense.

I went into the bathroom stall and peed, wanting to stall my return to the table so I wouldn’t have to watch my sister flirt with my crush. But I felt something strange start to come out, and it definitely wasn’t pee.

I looked down and froze.

“No. No, no, no. This can’t be happening.”

It was.

I squeezed my eyes shut and looked at the ceiling, praying God could hear me from inside a bathroom in a restaurant in Windswood.

“Pleeeeease.”

But nothing changed. The liquid kept coming, and an even bigger cramp settled in my stomach. I stared at the red in the toilet bowl and started crying softly, understanding dawning on me that I was getting my period.

Growing up in a house with two women had its advantages. I’d known about periods and pads for as long as I could remember, so seeing that blood wasn’t new. But this was my first time. I was only fourteen, and Mom and Ave had both gotten theirs at fifteen, so I was totally unprepared. No pad in my bag. No one to help me.

I considered just staying there and bleeding out until I died, but I knew that wasn’t practical. I pressed my lips together, staring at the roll of toilet paper on the holder.

“It’s the only way.”

I wrapped the paper around my hand over and over until the roll was almost empty and my arm looked huge. Then I stuffed it in my underwear. It would have to do until I got back to the table and told Mom. We’d probably go home, stopping at the pharmacy first, which was good, because I couldn’t stand another second of this trainwreck of a day.

I walked out of the bathroom with my head held high, terrified my expression would give away the fact that I was bleeding between my legs, and stopped in front of the mirror, which faced away from the dining room. I shuddered when I noticed so many eyes on me.

Did they know? Impossible.

I turned and started walking back to the table.

Why did the table have to be so far from the bathroom? It was practically on the other side of the restaurant.

Every table I passed, I felt eyes on me, my face getting redder and redder.

They know. I didn’t know how, but they knew I was on my period.

Then, just when I thought nothing could make the most humiliating walk of my life worse, Kiergan appeared beside me.

I jumped a little, startled, and he scratched the back of his neck, looking awkward.

“Hey, um...” I closed my eyes.

Please don’t ask about my sister. Please don’t ask about my sister. Please don’t ask about my sister.

I’m dying here, Kiergan, I couldn’t take that knife to the chest, not now, not ever.

“Hey,” I breathed, awkwardly, trying not to drool over his flexed arms, which were still behind his neck, as he stared at me.

“So, uh... your... there’s...”

Seeing him stammer while talking to me made me even more nervous and red.

For the love of God, just say it! End my suffering! my mind screamed.

But that’s not what he said.

It was much worse.

Much.

“There’s toilet paper sticking out of your skirt, and it’s...” Kiergan cleared his throat, and my eyes went wide.

Was it possible to die from embarrassment, literally?

God, your daughter is ready!

I held my breath, praying my death would come fast so I wouldn’t have to look at the face of the boy I was in love with for one more second while he said what he thought he was saying.

The goddamn toilet paper I’d stuffed in my panties was slipping out from under my skirt.

I glanced down, and nearly crawled under a table when I saw the blood on it.

Oh. My. God.

Someone kill me, please.

“Okay,” I said, cutting him off.

Kiergan let out what sounded almost like a relieved sigh.

“I... thank you.”

But instead of going back to the bathroom to fix the disaster creeping out of my skirt, I ran across the room, desperate to get to my table, grab my things, and get the hell out of the restaurant.

I didn’t even care about the irritated look on Avery’s face as I got closer.

I also didn’t see the cake already on the table, ready for us to light the candles and sing happy birthday. Or the cart sitting between the two tables I passed on my way to mine.

What happened after my foot met that cart’s little wheel proved that things could always get worse. Everything happened too fast.

One second I was standing, rushing toward the table, mortified that a bloody piece of paper was poking out from my skirt, and the next I was tripping over a dessert cart, accidentally bumping into a waiter who happened to be passing by, making him lose his balance and fall on top of my sister, who in turn had her face shoved straight into her birthday cake.

Happy birthday, little sister.
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Layla Harper

Present Day

I WAS AT WORK WHEN I felt it coming. I ran to the bathroom, cursing myself under my breath for forgetting my pad at home.

I knew it was that time of the month, but I’d been so fucking busy working like a madwoman this past month that I left my bag at home, with my lunch and my goddamn pads.

I went into the stall and started cleaning up the mess.

At least I hadn’t stained my uniform.

I grabbed my phone—which I at least hadn’t left at home since it was in my pants pocket—and texted Samantha, my best friend and coworker.

Not long after, the bathroom door opened.

“Girl?” she called.

“In here.” I stuck my hand under the gap at the bottom of the stall so Sam could hand me the pad. “My savior,” I said as I took the little packet and the spare panties she’d brought me.

When I came out, I went straight to the sink to wash my hands, feeling my best friend’s eyes on me.

“What?”

She shrugged.

“I don’t know why you don’t just do what I do and take birth control. Your life would be so much easier.”

I let out a sigh.

“You know my body is picky with meds.” I’d tried every method to stop ovulating over the last few years, but the shots made me nauseous and bloated, the pills gave me breakouts, and there was no way in hell I’d subject myself to any kind of surgical procedure for an IUD. “And my flow isn’t as heavy as yours used to be.”

Sam nodded and held the door open so we could leave the bathroom and head back to the hotel reception, where we worked together.

“You up for going out after this? It’s been a while since we caught up,” Sam suggested.

God, I’d love that.

Sam and I had been friends since high school, and we had this weekly tradition of getting drunk and gossiping, but it’d been almost two months since we’d done it, and it was all my fault.

“I’d love to, but I have to work tonight.”

My friend stared at me again with her light brown eyes as I sat down at the reception desk.

Samantha Ward was the hottest girl in high school, and in my opinion, she was still one of the most beautiful women in the city. With her olive skin and curly black hair, my best friend could have anyone eating out of the palm of her hand. Her girlfriend, Wendy, could vouch for that.

Even though she’d gone to BAS and had the chance to get out and build a life somewhere else, Samantha decided to stay in town to help her family—a story way too common among us. As prestigious as Belair’s Art School was, we were just another grain of sand in a sea of talent. If you didn’t get discovered or couldn’t afford every trip for auditions, it didn’t amount to much.

Sam looked at me with concern, and I already knew what she was going to say before she said it.

“You’re working too hard. When was the last time you rested or did something for yourself?”

I shrugged, like I didn’t care, but my tense, tired muscles told a different story.

I had two jobs. It wasn’t that crazy. Between supporting my sick mother and all the other costs and responsibilities... it hadn’t been easy, and it wasn’t like we were rich before all this. But we’d been through worse.

The truth was, in this city, either you had two jobs to pay the bills, or you had a car worth two houses put together.

And once a Trash...

“Layla.”

“Hmm?”

She sighed and leaned over the counter.

“I’m serious, friend. This routine of yours isn’t good for you. You need to rest. Maybe let Wendy and me take care of...”

“I’ll be fine,” I interrupted, turning down the millionth offer my friend had made me over the last few years.

When Sam tilted her head with an expression that said she didn’t believe me one bit, I gave in.

“Avery’s cruise is in a few days. I just need to hold on a little longer until then, and I’ll be able to rest.”

That seemed to calm my friend down, and she finally sat down next to me at the front desk.

“You should call in sick when it happens. Then you’ll have two full weeks of total rest.”

“Tempting,” I said, almost tasting what it would be like to stay in bed until noon, “but the bills will still keep coming, empty house or not.”

A few people walked through the door just then, so Sam and I stopped talking to help them check in.

The traffic had picked up a lot in the last few weeks, which was good, but still felt strange. Windswood wasn’t exactly a tourist town, so seeing so many new people in just a few days, like what had been happening, was unusual.

I wasn’t about to complain about it, though. More customers meant more tips at the restaurant, and even though the hotel job paid well, the money went out easier than water from a faucet every month with the bills.

“Have you noticed how many people have been coming to Windswood this past week?” Sam asked once the guests had walked away.

“Pretty soon we won’t have any rooms left,” I commented.

“What do you think brought them here?”

I didn’t answer, because I had no idea.

After we checked in another group of girls who were staying here, I looked at the clock and stifled a groan of frustration when I saw what the hands were pointing at. I still had an hour before I could leave to head to the restaurant.

I closed my eyes and took a long breath.

Just a few more days, and then at least I’d be able to sleep more than a few hours when I got home, since I wouldn’t have to take care of anything or anyone.

I can do this.

“OH MY GOD, DID YOU GUYS HEAR?” Dorothy, the hotel’s maid, who was only twenty, asked us as she walked over.

Sam and I exchanged looks at her excitement, already bracing for some kind of problem. The girl was a complete disaster. I didn’t even know how Eloise, the hotel owner—the only five-star one in the city—hadn’t fired her yet. The girl had broken more vases in the lobby than I could count trying to “clean” the entrance hall. Just thinking about the damage she must do in the rooms...

“What?” Sam asked, curious.

“I’ve been wondering about all this traffic the last few days, but after what I heard, it makes perfect sense...” Dorothy started rambling.

“What did you hear?” I asked, while I was scanning the new guests into the system to see how many rooms we had left.

“So, I was cleaning room 302C when a group of girls went into 305D, right across the hall, and I heard them talking excitedly about coming here. And even though I don’t like eavesdropping, I started paying attention, because, well, who would want to come to Windswood and actually be excited about it?” she asked, but she barely gave us time to answer before she started babbling again. “So I started cleaning the hallway, all casual, to see if I could hear anything...”

“Dory,” Sam interrupted the girl, who was barely breathing as she told us the story.

I held back a smile.

Sam had nicknamed Dorothy “Dory,” which was a much more fitting name for the young redhead.

“Sorry,” she said before sighing.

“Just tell us already. Why are so many people coming here?”

My fingers froze on the keyboard, like they were bracing for something. I held my breath, and my heart started racing as the pieces clicked together.

More traffic in the last few days. More female guests, especially young ones, excited to be here. A reason for that...

My ears rang as thoughts started crashing in.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

No. No.

I’d only started working at the hotel this year, and every other time, I made a point to stay indoors or leave town entirely, since I never stayed around this long. But now I was here and... oh my God. It couldn’t be, could it?

It could be anything else. It didn’t have to mean that...

“THE DREAMERS ARE COMING HERE!” Dorothy shouted excitedly, and I choked.

Sam gave me a knowing look, and the redhead frowned at our reactions.

“The Dreamers! You know? They’re one of the biggest rock bands...”

“We know who they are,” my best friend cut her off.

Dorothy didn’t seem to notice the harsh tone in my friend’s voice, because she immediately broke into a smile.

“That’s cool, right? I mean, I know they’re locals, but they almost never come here and...”

I stopped listening after that.

“I’m going to...” I walked out of the reception without another word.

Dorothy had only lived here for two years, so she hadn’t gone to school with us or known the boys or... him. She didn’t know our story, or that there was a reason they almost never came here... and that I was that reason. At least for one of them.

And even though no one was saying anything about it and it was just rumors, the way my body was trembling in that moment confirmed the truth I already knew.

Kiergan Cross was coming back to town.

And something told me that this time, it wouldn’t be for a weekend or three days. Which meant we would eventually cross paths.

That couldn’t happen.
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CHAPTER 5
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Kiergan Cross

Present Day

IF THERE’S ONE THING I could never get tired of, it was this.

That was the exact thought running through my head, and glancing sideways at my friends, I knew they were thinking the same thing.

It was funny how the flash of fan cameras never bothered me the way paparazzi flashes did. Neither did the screaming, or the bodies trying to push closer to us. Maybe because I knew they were on our side. That no matter how much shit the media had been slinging at us almost daily since we first hit it big, it never touched their love or their devotion. Sure, not all of them wanted what was best for us, and not all of them were really our fans, but the ones I considered real were exactly like the ones surrounding us right now.

“So much for staying off the grid,” James said, laughing, after we took a picture with one of the girls we’d let slip past our security.

“The plan barely started and it’s already going down the drain,” I said after they walked away.

We were stopped at a convenience store on the road to Windswood when a group of girls who were also filling up their tank flagged us down.

“I bet the whole internet already knows where we are,” James said.

“Relax, we’re still in Hollywood territory. I bet once we get to Windswood, things’ll calm down,” Victor said from beside me, stepping out of the store with his arms full of bags of chips and candy. Honestly, I had no idea how the bastard stayed so ripped eating that much junk.

“Okay, boys, I’m ready!” Dylan finally appeared from the side of the convenience store.

Like I said, Windswood wasn’t that far from LA—fifty minutes tops if you drove slow—but Dylan had a bladder the size of the peanut Victor just popped into his mouth.

“Finally!” James shouted before climbing back into the car.

“Dude, I still think you should see a doctor,” Victor called from the back seat.

I agreed, settling into the front beside Brody, our driver and security.

“That was the second stop on a forty-five-minute drive that, thanks to you, we’ve been on for over an hour,” I said.

Dylan looked at us, offended.

“You know the motion of the car makes me gotta go.”

“Oh, we know. Doesn’t make it normal,” James muttered.

Dylan had always been famous for holding up our trips. After years of tours and road trips, he still insisted we stop so he could use a bathroom—even though there was one on the fucking bus. He claimed he could only go on solid ground. And of course, as good friends do, we never let him hear the end of it.

James and Dylan launched into a heated argument about his urinary issues, but I tuned out, focusing on the road. I couldn’t help the shiver that ran up my spine when we passed the sign that read “WELCOME TO WINDSWOOD,” knowing we were close to our final destination.

I glanced at Victor, only to find him already watching me carefully, like he was gauging my reaction to all of this.

“This shit better work,” I muttered under my breath before turning back to the road, watching the familiar stretch ahead.
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IT DIDN’T WORK.

I wasn’t even surprised, unlike my bandmates, who cursed under their breath when they saw the hotel entrance packed with women staring through the glass.

Brody, who knew the drill, circled around to the back entrance, where there were still a few fans, but way fewer than out front.

“Shit!” Victor shouted, but I grinned in victory, because I knew what this meant.

“Looks like we’re gonna need a Plan B.” The sweetness of those words on my tongue came from knowing that now, staying in Windswood was officially off the table.

“Not before we get inside and talk to Sienna,” Dylan said.

The car parked, and the fans rushed toward us, like they knew we were in there, even though the tinted windows gave nothing away.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Brody said, already holding the door handle, waiting.

We looked at each other and let out a collective sigh.

Even though I was happy knowing the plan to stay here was officially dead, the question of what the hell we were going to do now still hung in the air. We needed this to work, even against my will, damn it.

“Let’s go.”
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Layla Harper

Present Day

I WAS NEVER REALLY the type of person who liked to curse, but... FUCK.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. A thousand times fuck.

What do I do now?

That question was written all over my face when I looked at Sam, who looked just as desperate as I did.

The past few days, I’d been working so hard I barely had time to breathe. Usually the hotel reception was pretty quiet—we didn’t get many tourists, mostly people here for work. But ever since news broke that The Dreamers might be coming back to Windswood, we’d been slammed.

And imagine the panic attack I had when a woman named Sienna called a week ago, said she was their PR, and asked for a reservation—plus our discretion when checking them in?

Samantha grabbed the phone out of my hand and handled everything, because I had frozen solid.

When I first found out about the possibility, I freaked out. But now that I had confirmation that Kiergan would be back in town for at least three weeks—according to the reservation—I was definitely in crisis mode.

After all these years, that was still the effect he had on me.

I was terrified of running into him, and now I knew it was definitely going to happen, since he and the guys would be staying at the hotel where I worked. And today was the day they were supposed to arrive.

I seriously thought about calling in sick, but Mom had a pain crisis over the weekend, and I had to buy more meds. I got paid by the hour, and Miss Eloise always paid me weekly because she knew my situation. So I couldn’t be selfish enough to skip work just because I didn’t want to see Kiergan—plus, today was payday.

Like I said, I needed the money. So here I was, trying not to hyperventilate while Samantha and I worked the front desk.

The fact that our desk was directly in front of the glass doors, and there were at least twenty pairs of eyes staring at us from outside, wasn’t exactly helping calm my nerves, either.

All day, the fans hadn’t made any move to stake the place out, which meant they knew—I don’t know how—that they’d be arriving any minute now.

So the thing I’d been avoiding for seven years had finally come. The thing I’d prayed and hoped would never happen, that I’d never have to face this truth again, never have to face him.

“They’re here,” the hotel security guard said before heading to the back exit to pick them up.

I was never really the type of person who liked to curse, but... FUCK.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. A thousand times fuck.

What do I do now?

My chest tightened, making it impossible to breathe. My hands started sweating, and I began shaking violently.

Oh my God, this can’t be happening.

Not after everything.

I can’t, I can’t...

I turned to Samantha, who was sitting beside me at the desk, and with a single look, my best friend understood.

I can’t do this.

But I had nowhere to go. They’d be here any second now, and the employee bathroom was too close to the hallway they’d come through—if I tried to hide in there, the chances of bumping into them on the way were way too high.

My friend seemed to be thinking the exact same thing.

I looked around the reception area in desperation. The whole space was open-concept, with high ceilings and a giant chandelier hanging in the center over white marble floors, giving it that sophisticated vibe. Just a few white couches and a coffee table in the corner, plus plants beside the revolving door... Jesus Christ. I always thought this place was gorgeous, with the golden tones of the elevator doors and the details that looked like gold—even though I knew they weren’t—on the counter where I was standing. But right now, it felt like a prison.

There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.

When I heard the set of footsteps approaching from the back, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

And without thinking, without even having time to breathe, I turned to my best friend and said:

“Don’t move.”

Before I ducked down and crawled under the desk, right between Samantha’s legs.

​
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CHAPTER 6
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Layla Harper

Ten Years Earlier

August 2012

SCHOOL STARTED AGAIN way too fast, and my worst fear came true: Kiergan Cross became everyone’s obsession. Suddenly the popular girls didn’t care that Kiergan lived on the “wrong” side of town, and the dickhead guys who usually bullied every Latrash boy—and even some nerdy Lafields—started worshiping my neighbor like he was some kind of god. He stopped being my secret and went straight into the spotlight. Everyone in school knew his name by the end of first period, and it made me sick.

Sure, after the toilet paper incident, I never ran into Kiergan again and I stopped lurking by my window like a crazy person, but I still thought about him all the time, especially when the shouting from the fights next door hit my bedroom. I wasn’t stupid. I knew exactly what those sounds meant, and I could only wonder how that dark-blond-haired kid handled all of it.

Now that he was the center of attention, I could only imagine how fucking awful it must feel. Having everyone’s eyes on your every move, like they were just waiting for you to slip so they could laugh or tear you apart—because that’s what everyone in this place was. Snakes.

Kiergan was Avery’s age, and if I hadn’t just started ninth grade, I’d still be in the other building. The change made me nervous. Before, we only ran into older kids at lunch because the cafeteria was big enough for everyone and they didn’t want to spend money on a second structure just so students could eat.

Knowing I’d now be in the same building as the mean girls in person and my sister wasn’t exactly comforting. But ever since I found out he’d be in Avery’s class, the possibility of bumping into Kiergan in the hallways at any moment made me nervous for completely different reasons.

“You wearing makeup?” Samantha asked from across the table.

We were in the cafeteria. Lunchtime. Every high school student was here... except Kiergan.

I kept scanning the place every two seconds to make sure, but he still hadn’t shown up.

“And what’s that hairstyle supposed to be?”

I turned my attention to my best friend—the only one I’d had since I entered this hellhole, aka school, but she was more than enough.

Sam pressed her lips together, waiting for my answer to her rhetorical question. She clearly did not approve of the look.

I shrugged, ignoring the red burning in my cheeks from embarrassment.

“Saw it online.”

“I’m pretty sure the braids weren’t supposed to look like that,” she said, tilting her head and holding back a laugh.

“I don’t know how to braid properly, okay?” I admitted. “I’m used to regular ponytails and ballet buns.”

My friend snorted, but she came over to sit beside me and started fixing the mess of hair on my head. It was supposed to look like a crown made of my own hair, but it looked more like I’d been attacked by a squirrel on the way here, I knew. I was just hoping it wasn’t that bad, because if I’d spent any more time getting ready, I would’ve been late for class.

“What’s with the whole production? Don’t even try to say it’s for the first day of school because I know that’s bullshit. You and I both could not care less about this place.”

Was it even possible to get redder?

Samantha, who knew me way too well, got that amused glint in her eye.

“Oh my God, is it for some guy?”

“No, of course not,” I shot back too fast, but she’d caught me red-handed.

Like I said, the chance of running into Kiergan in the hallways every day was very real, and I wanted... I don’t know, maybe to look pretty, even just a little, when it happened. Not that he’d look at me any differently, if he even remembered me at all—which I hoped he didn’t, because I wanted to erase the whole first-period incident from my mind forever.

“Layla Harper is finally acting like a normal girl, interested in guys? Wow, I guess hell froze over today.”

“Stop it.” I playfully slapped Samantha’s shoulder, and she burst out laughing.

“I don’t judge you, friend. Dance shoes and choreography are way more interesting than the mongoloids we study with.”

I gave her a genuine smile and nodded.

I knew it was normal to have crushes throughout childhood, maybe even a little boyfriend when you were younger. Sam herself had one: Leo, a guy who studied with us in second grade. He moved away the next year because his parents left town. My friend would never admit it, but that really upset her at the time, even though all they did was hold hands during recess.

But she got over it, like she always did with everything that happened to her. Her life wasn’t exactly a bed of roses, after all. She was a Latrash too. But if there was one thing Samantha Ward had never been, it was weak. She’d always get back up after every punch life threw at her, and she’d always face another day.

Me... well, dance was always my way of dealing with things. So while other kids focused on playing during recess, having snot wars, or dating, I was all about music and dance. I never cared about anything else. Dancing was my passion, and I truly believed it would be my one and only great love for life... until, well, until I saw Kiergan Cross that day, through the window.

As if my thoughts had summoned him, a tall figure walked through the cafeteria door, and I could swear the whole place went silent. Everyone stared at Kiergan now, but they quickly tried to act natural as he walked to a table where a group of girls and guys were calling his name. My stomach flipped when I saw it was the table where Avery sat with her friends, and Kiergan took a seat right next to her.

“No way!” Sam exclaimed, like she was connecting the dots. “Jesus, Layla, out of all the guys you could be interested in, it had to be the school’s new obsession?”

I shrugged again, dropping my eyes to my food, totally deflated. I didn’t even care anymore if Sam had fixed my hair or not. Suddenly I just wanted to pull it back into my usual bun. I never wore it down since the incident with Serena Wolf, the student sitting across from my sister, when she purposely dumped her yogurt all over my hair. “Well, now it looks much better. Nobody could stand seeing that dry hair anymore.” That’s what she said while everyone laughed in the cafeteria.

“He’s kind of my neighbor,” I finally told her.

I could see the exact moment my best friend’s eyes nearly popped out of her head.

“WHAT?” she yelled, drawing attention from a few tables.

“Jesus, keep your voice down,” I muttered, glancing toward Kiergan’s table to make sure they hadn’t heard. The sight of him putting his arm around Vivian Vegas, the queen bee of the table, made my chest tighten.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” Sam asked, hurt.

I let out a sigh.

“I don’t know. I just didn’t think it was necessary at the time.” Lie.

I didn’t want anyone to know about the mere existence of the guy fifteen feet away from me, but that plan went to shit, because how could Kiergan be ignored?

Sam shook her head in disapproval, but she forgave me quickly.

“Tell me everything.”

“There’s not much to say. He lives in the old Latherfields house. I’ve only seen him a couple of times.”

“Didn’t they introduce themselves to the neighbors, or vice versa?”

“We tried a few times. The Brooks from across the street too. No luck. They’re hardly ever home.”

“Weird,” she commented.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

I looked back at their table, because I guess I liked being a masochist, and felt my heart get stomped on even more when I saw Vivian sitting on Kiergan’s lap with her mouth on his.

God.

“I think I’m gonna throw up,” my friend declared, watching the same scene.

To be honest, everyone was watching the show they were putting on.

When the bell finally rang, I made sure to get the hell out of there.

“Layla! Wait!” Sam shouted after me, but I was already gone.

A pain I’d never felt before took hold of my chest, and when I finally passed through the door and left the cafeteria, I was sure I’d left a piece of myself behind. A vital one.

That was the first time Kiergan Cross broke my heart, but something inside me told me it was far from the last.
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Layla Harper

Present Day

TIME SEEMED TO SLOW down in that moment. I felt my heart in my throat, but I didn’t dare move from under my best friend’s legs and the protection of the reception desk. The footsteps finally stopped, and I knew they were all gathered in front of Samantha, who stared at them with a pale expression. I knew she was nervous for me, knowing that the right thing to do would be to stand up, shake their hands, and give them their room key, but that’s not what she did. Because the moment she moved, I’d be exposed—the desk wasn’t that big, so it couldn’t fully hide me.
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