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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Lucas

          

        

      

    

    
      I hardly remembered anything from the night before. Sometimes I wished New York would sleep once in a while.

      Fuck, I hope I did okay last night. God, I wanted the hammering in my head to stop. Shit, this is getting old.

      I peeled my eyes open and saw nothing but a white blur for a long moment. Blinding death rays of sunlight flashed into the room. Someone had opened the fucking curtains. Vision still blurry, I made out the familiar silhouette next to the large window of my master bedroom. Honking cars and sirens filled my ears as I lay on my stomach, groaning like a starved zombie.

      I’d swear off women if I didn’t like pussy so much. The last thing I remembered was hitting on some blond chick in the bar area of the Hard Rock Cafe before some dick—probably her boyfriend—sucker punched me. I woke up in a jail cell at three in the fucking morning. I had no idea how I got home. Even though it was my first run-in in years, my manager was going to be pissed.

      “Wake up, asshole.” It was the deep—and obviously unhappy—voice of Ethan Miller. “Do you know how much of a fucking headache you’ve caused me?” He moved away from the window, his blue-gray eyes boring into me as he ran a hand through his short dark hair. He walked into my master bathroom after tossing his navy blazer onto the bed.

      I sat up, trying to hide my face from the light. “No, but I’m guessing you’re gonna tell me.”

      He came back and shoved a glass of water into my hand. Some drops sloshed onto my dark boxers.

      Son of a bitch, that’s cold.

      “You’re lucky I’m not only your band manager, but also your best friend. Because I don’t know any other managers who would put up with your shit.” Ethan dropped two painkillers into my palm. “I swear, you’re the only member of the band who gives me problems.” He straightened his fitted black tee. His pale features expressed just how displeased he was with me.

      I swallowed the pills and downed the water. “Do me a favor? Stop yelling.” I stood and made my way to the bathroom to wash up. Unfortunately, Ethan followed.

      “Do you have any idea how many fans you disappointed last night?” Ethan leaned against the doorpost of my bathroom while I splashed tap water onto my face from the chrome faucet. “Do you even care?”

      I glanced at him in the full-wall mirror before drying my face off. “What do you want me to say, Ethan?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You know what? Fine. This is your career.”

      He started to walk away, but I trailed behind him with a bemused grin. Couldn’t help it. He’d always cared more about my music career than I did.

      “Look, I’m sorry. Just give me a couple hours to shake this fucking hangover, then we can deal with this shit,” I said as he grabbed his blazer and headed to the private elevator door of my penthouse.

      His features relaxed as he let out a breath. “Fine.” He turned and strode through the mud room and hallway, into my large living area, which had a beautiful panoramic view of NYC’s high-rises. “I talked to the video producer today about the situation. He’s giving you one more chance. His exact words were, ‘Stay out of the public eye, and we’ll be good.’ So, you’d better get your shit straight.”

      Totally forgot about that fucking music video. When did my music career become so . . . out of my control? Hell, I couldn’t even date who I wanted to without consulting my publicist.

      I rolled the tension from my shoulders. “I didn’t even write that fucking ballad.” I plopped onto my plush sectional, which hugged the wall across from the ridiculously huge TV.

      “If you’re thinking about sabotaging the music video shoot too, please warn me.”

      “Fuck you.” I let out a breath. “Do you think I planned on getting into a fight last night just so I didn’t have to perform? That’s a little extreme, Ethan. Don’t you think?”

      With a shrug, he asked, “I don’t know. Is it? What do you want, Lucas?”

      My brow furrowed. “What’re you talking about?”

      “For the past year, you’ve been wandering aimlessly through your career. No Blood, No Alibi’s record contract expires soon. Where are you gonna go from there?”

      “I don’t know, man. I don’t know.” I glanced down at my hands. What was I supposed to say? That I’d lost my passion for music? That I’d somehow lost my way on this road to fame? That I felt empty inside? I couldn’t fucking tell him any of that. He’d never understand.

      “When do we start shooting?” I grabbed the remote off the glass coffee table and flipped through the channels before landing on an old NHL game. I’d always wanted to play hockey, but music was all I could handle in high school.

      “The producer just needs to find the love interest, then they’ll be ready.” Ethan stared at the TV, paying more attention to the game than to me. Good. He glanced at me. “We need to do something for your fans to make up for last night’s shit show.”

      Did he think that wasn’t lingering in the back of my mind? I already knew I had to make things right with them. I didn’t even know why I’d gotten so drunk. Hell, I didn’t know the fucking guy I’d fought. How had I let things go so far?

      I’m a goddamn rock star. So, why didn’t I feel like one?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Julia

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrived at the ballet studio a few minutes early and did some stretching to warm up my muscles for the long day of teaching. I lengthened my stiff hamstrings on the cold floor in front of the mirrored wall; after my recovery, it was a must.

      I’d kept the old cherry blossom wallpaper from the Japanese restaurant my ballet studio used to be. It matched the half-sleeve tattoo on my right forearm. The theme suited me. For now, the cheap white linoleum tiles were good enough until I could save money for a remodel. I’d added a brass barre to the mirror-lined wall for my students.

      The metal-framed glass door swung open, and my best friend, Mia, strode in. Her dark almond-shaped eyes had a glint of sadness in them. She was a beautiful woman with high cheekbones, a sharp jawline, and an adorably small yet proportionate nose. She tossed her black tote onto the smooth worn surface of the mahogany reception desk that stood near the entrance. Her outfit screamed springtime; she wore a light blue blouse, jeans, and black flats. Her gaze met mine in the large mirror.

      “Wake up on the wrong side of the bed?” I asked her as I spread my legs into the splits and leaned forward onto my forearms. Luckily, my body was still limber, though I had gained a bit of weight in my lower body, which I was completely fine with. Eating could’ve been my part-time job. I loved food, especially steak. Mia had accused me of being a zombie in a past life. I didn’t disagree.

      Mia continued to stare at me for another second or two, as if thinking about telling me what was on her mind. “I broke up with Don.”

      “What? Why?” I stood, and my black wrap skirt swished as I walked up to her.

      “He told me he wanted me to quit my job after we get married,” Mia said, walking around to the back of the receptionist’s desk.

      Not only was she my best friend, but Mia also worked for me as my personal assistant and substitute teacher. We’d been in the same dance company together, but when her mother passed away about the same time I was injured, she quit dancing altogether. I knew she missed it, but she wasn’t ready to take the stage yet.

      “I’m so sorry.” I pulled her into a hug. “I didn’t know you two were talking about marriage.”

      She murmured into my shoulder, “We weren’t. I was content with the way things were, but he wanted more, and I just couldn’t be what he wanted. Not now, anyway.”

      “You know what we should do? We should go see my dad’s band tonight. I think they’re playing at a bar in Newark.” I pulled away from her. Sure, he’d missed dinner last night, but his band was good. “We can have a few drinks and headbang the night away.” I giggled.

      Mia did too, her brown eyes brimming with tears. Oh yeah, she definitely needed this.

      “That sounds great, Jules,” she said.

      “Good. Now that we have that settled, there’s another issue.” I went back to the floor and continued to stretch.

      She rummaged through some receipts on the desk. “Is it about the theater rent for the spring recital?”

      I nodded and climbed to my feet. “I don’t think we’ll sell enough tickets to pay for it. We can always do a fundraiser, but there’s no guarantee there either.”

      “So, what’re we gonna do?” She set the papers down and pulled her long brown hair into a messy bun.

      “I’m going to get a second job. Part-time only.” I placed one leg on the barre and began to relevé on the other foot.

      Mia’s face scrunched as she asked, “How’re you gonna find the time? We barely have any as it is.”

      I let out a breath. “I know. I need to find something that’s short-term or seasonal, working only a few hours a night.”

      “Bartending?” she suggested, lifting her slim shoulder.

      “I tried that and failed miserably, if you recall.” I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t mixed a drink since.”

      Mia laughed. “So, what then? You’re limited on the type of jobs you can do at night.”

      “I know. I need to find something though,” I said, switching legs on the barre.

      “You could always be a stripper. They make good money.” She grinned and waggled her brow.

      I shot her a narrow-eyed glare. I didn’t have anything against the occupation, but I couldn’t see that for myself. Given the shape I was in, I wasn’t sure I could even pull off pole dancing; I was still strong, just not that strong. “You’re hilarious.”

      “What? I’d stop by and toss a few ones your way,” she teased.

      “Oh, is that all I’m worth?” A grin crept onto my face.

      “Sorry, my boss doesn’t pay me enough.” She rummaged through her purse and pulled out a stick of cherry-flavored ChapStick. “Anyway, what happened to that guy you were talking to?”

      I took my leg off the barre, straightening my black wrap skirt over my matching short-sleeve leotard. “Which guy?” I knew who she was talking about.

      “Shawn?” She cocked a brow at me.

      With a shrug, I said, “Nothing. He stopped calling me.”

      “He stopped calling, or you stopped answering?”

      “What difference does it make?” I smirked.

      She huffed. “I liked him. He seemed like a pretty stable guy.”

      Sure, Shawn was a lawyer and a damn good one at that. He had his own place and a nice car. But I couldn’t see myself moving forward with him, plus the sex sucked. And I could never be with someone who couldn’t make me come.

      “Why don’t you date him, then?” I snipped. I hadn’t meant for it to come out so bitchy, but she caught it.

      “One of these days, you’re gonna have to get over your shit. Not everyone is gonna leave you.” She placed her hands on her hips.

      My brows came together. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I made my way into the back office and slammed the door. We were pretty much used to each other’s shit talk, but sometimes she just got on my nerves.
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        * * *

      

      I held group classes from mornings to evenings and fit in private lessons wherever I could. Sometimes I would go a little over time simply because I loved working with my students. They were amazing and full of so much potential, even though sometimes they drove me up the wall.

      Damn, this day flew by.

      After I locked the door to the studio, Mia and I sanitized everything and straightened up the studio before we grabbed our bags and headed out the door.

      “You think I can raid your closet tonight?” she asked as we made our way to my apartment building a couple blocks away.

      I nodded. “Like I can stop you.”

      Mia really had become like a sister to me throughout the years. She’d stayed with me for six months as I recovered from my dance injury. I was so thankful to have her in my life.

      We kept a slow steady pace and finally arrived at the brick residence, then ambled through the small lobby and climbed the stairs to my apartment. We took turns in the shower before choosing our outfits.

      I didn’t dress up or anything, just wore my usual dark blue skinny jeans, Doc Martens, and a loose cropped black tee. Mia, on the other hand, stuck out like a sore thumb in a flowery top I’d hidden in the back of my closet. The miniskirt she wore showcased her powerful tanned dancer’s legs, and, of course, she wore red four-inch heels. Our styles when it came to fashion were extremely different; some people asked why we were even friends.

      On the way to the bar, I texted my dad, telling him we’d be there. As expected, he didn’t respond. He was probably setting up or busy flirting with the groupies. Couldn’t blame him for living it up. God knew he hadn’t been able to do that when I was younger and dependent on him.

      The taxi dropped us off in the dirt parking lot of a wood-paneled building otherwise known as Stuckies. This would be the type of bar my dad’s band would perform in.

      It sounded like the band had begun their first set as we were ID’d by the bouncer at the entrance. We walked in to In Your Head performing a cover of “Paralyzer” by Finger Eleven. It was released in the early 2000s but still rocked, especially given the way my dad played the drums. It almost sounded more metal than anything.

      Mia pointed to the younger-looking guy playing the guitar on the small wooden stage. “Is that the new guitarist?” Her eyes widened as we walked over to a high-top table.

      I yelled, “Yeah, his name is Cameron. I think he used to sub for Maroon 5.”

      She nodded.

      “Come on.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her out onto the crowded dance floor. We gyrated and jumped to the beat of the music. I waved at my dark-haired dad, who sat behind the drum set, rocking the hell out of the song. That was one thing we had in common: a passion for music.

      God, I loved losing myself in the rhythm. I didn’t have to worry about form or stage cues when it was just me and the melody. My body moved with Mia’s among the chaos of the crowd. We smiled at each other as the song ended.

      “I’m going to get us some drinks,” I told her before walking in the bar’s direction. The small building was so full that I had to force my way through the crowd.

      Cold liquid splashed onto me, soaking my T-shirt. I gasped, holding up my arms in shock at the impact.

      “What the fuck?” I exclaimed as the band started playing their next song. It sounded like an original, but I didn’t fucking care at that point.

      The guy stood there with his dark hoodie. And why the fuck was he wearing shades? He continued to stand there with his now-empty glass in hand. The girl he’d been talking to appeared to be holding back her laughter. I had half a mind to punch her and the clueless guy in the fucking face.

      “Um, are you just gonna act like that didn’t happen?” I stood there with my arms crossed, probably looking like a drowned rat.

      Finally, the guy faced me. What was with the hoodie? Fucking weirdo.

      “Obviously, it was an accident.” The scent of liquor filled my nose as he leaned close, voice deep and raspy. Despite my black combat boots, he still stood about half a foot taller than me.

      “That’s not quite an apology, dude,” I retorted, eyes narrowing.

      “I don’t see the need for one,” he replied. A corner of his mouth rose, which set my blood on fire in the worst way possible.

      My nostrils flared. “Oh, so that drink magically ended up on me all by itself?” I placed a hand on my hip.

      He furrowed his brow, apparently annoyed with me. “It was an accident. Maybe you should watch where you’re going, Sunshine.”

      Oh, hell no. I was going to kick this guy’s ass. “Fuck you, asshole. You owe me an apology,” I yelled, jabbing my index finger into his rock-hard chest. The girl he’d been talking to excused herself.

      He faced me with a smug grin. “You’re kind of feisty.”

      My cheeks warmed, and definitely not in a good way. “And you’re kind of a douche.” I pushed up onto my tippy-toes, getting close enough to make out the sharp lines of his jaw and full lips. Kissable lips. This guy looked familiar. My heart rate had gone through the roof. Who did this guy think he was, anyway?

      “Uh, Jules? I thought you were getting drinks.” Mia walked up to us. A dark-haired, blue-eyed man stood beside her. Who the hell was that?

      I let out a breath. “Jackass!” I walked away from the whole thing before I did something that would get me arrested. Pushing through the crowd, I was in desperate need for air.

      Heart still pounding in my ears, I burst through the back door of the building, and the crisp spring breeze hit my cheeks. I placed my hands on my knees and leaned over, trying to recover from the adrenaline rush.

      “Fucking asshole,” I whispered, glancing back at the open metal door. The pulse in my neck still thrummed as I continued to breathe in and out. In and out.

      Mia walked out shortly after. “Are you okay?” she asked, placing a hand on my back. “The only other time I’ve seen you angry like that was when Christy Herring threatened to beat me up after dance practice.”

      Mia always knew how to calm me down. I cracked a grin. “It got her off your back, didn’t it?” My breathing had gone back to normal. The cold air had helped. There was no way I would go back in if he was still there.

      She smiled and nodded. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that guy anymore. He left,” Mia said as I straightened, taking another cleansing breath.

      Thank God.

      “The band is taking a break if you want to go say hi to your dad,” she added.

      Might as well. Maybe it’ll get my mind off that asshole.

      “I just need to go to the bathroom.” I grimaced at the Rum scent. My preferred beverage was Crown and Coke.

      After I attempted to dry the remnants of spilled alcohol from my shirt, Mia and I walked up to the band, who had a table next to the stage. It looked like they were sharing a few pitchers of beer.

      My middle-aged dad, Rick Blackwell, walked up and embraced me. He and I had the same chestnut eyes, and his short peppered beard complemented his spiky brown hair. “I’m so glad you came out, Jay Bird. And sorry about dinner the other night. I’ll make it up to you.”

      Like I hadn’t heard that before.

      I let out an exasperated breath at the sound of my nickname. But he’d called me that ever since I could remember, so I let it go. “Yeah, Mia had to get out tonight,” I said.

      He glanced at Mia and gave her a hug as well. “Come on, sit down. We have about fifteen minutes before our second set.”

      Mia and I sat at the circular table.

      “Hey, Gale,” I said to the lead guitarist.

      The bleach-blond woman wore a torn black crop top, showing off a belly button ring, distressed black jeans, and Converse. I was sixteen when she joined the band, and I’d always looked up to her. She pushed me to do things that were out of my comfort zone, like opening my own dance studio.

      “You guys sound really good, as usual,” I said as the jukebox blended with the conversations of the patrons.

      “Thanks, babe.” She leaned over and gave me a side hug. “I haven’t seen you at one of these in a while. Been busy?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, the business has been taking all my time these days.”

      Gale crossed her arms on the table. “Well, I’m glad you made some time to come out and play tonight.”

      “Actually, I’m really here for Mia.” I glanced over at my best friend, who’d sparked up a conversation with the new guitarist. His hair was longer on top and tapered on the sides, and his green eyes were captivating.

      “Do me a favor and don’t forget about yourself,” Gale said, interrupting me practically gawking at Cameron.

      What? I could acknowledge a beautiful human being.

      “You know me. I’m all about self-care.” I really wasn’t. I didn’t even know the last time I’d had a manicure.

      She shot me a glare. “I do know you, Jules, which is why I’m telling you.”

      “Hey, don’t worry. I’m here now, having a blast.” My lips curved up.

      “Five minutes,” the long-haired bass player, Carter, said after he’d chugged his glass of beer.

      All the guy band members took the stage within seconds of his announcement. Before Gale stood and followed suit, she said, “Don’t let another six months pass before coming to see us again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No promises.”

      She flipped me the bird as she walked up the steps to the stage. I just laughed. That was Gale.

      Part of me would always have a crush on her. How had my dad been in a band with her for so long without hitting on her? She had a beautiful strong jawline, dark eyes, and full lips. If she’d wanted to, she probably could’ve become a model. Maybe that was why Dad never did anything. She was way out of his league.

      We spent the rest of the night taking shots, only to dance all the alcohol out of our systems. From the sweat glistening on her forehead to the huge smile on her face, I could tell Mia was having a good time, whether she wanted to admit it or not. At one point, we stopped dancing to watch Gale shredding on the guitar. That woman was fucking epic.

      Mia and I called for a cab about midnight. We ended up crashing on my loveseat and watching Gossip Girl.

      In the back of my mind, the thought of that asshole still lingered like an annoying fucking itch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Lucas

          

        

      

    

    
      That girl was crazy. What kind of apology did she want? She was the one who ran into me.

      Ethan dropped me off at my penthouse after the incident. We didn’t need another publicity issue on our hands. For some reason, that girl’s fiery eyes had caused sparks in my mind when they’d narrowed. How she’d pursed her lips, nostrils flaring because of me.

      What the hell? I snapped back to reality. That girl was probably fucking trouble. Not that I was any better, but still. I was good with my one-night stands. No emotional connections. Just keep it physical. Thank God I wouldn’t ever have to see her again.

      Ethan woke me up around eleven the next day. I had lunch scheduled with my dad. George Verduce had flown in from Italy. Another vacation, I suspected. I didn’t even know why I bothered with these meetings. They only lasted about thirty minutes, and he’d spend most of his time texting. I’d hoped he’d cancel so I could sleep in.

      My driver dropped me off in front of one of the many high-end restaurants my father favored here in the city. I was hardly dressed for the occasion in my untucked button-down, distressed blue jeans, and Converse. I wasn’t here to impress.

      An attractive leggy hostess held up a blue blazer for me to slip into. She escorted me through the Italian restaurant to Dad’s table, which sat in front of an enormous bay window overlooking a courtyard with a running fountain. My old man fit in perfectly with his dark gray Armani suit. His dark espresso hair matched mine, except for a few touches of gray. My longer style was a way better look than that close cut.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He peered up at me, examined my mismatched blazer, and rolled his eyes.

      I took my seat across from him. His attention returned to his phone. Here we go.

      I thought it wouldn’t irritate me as much now that I was in my late twenties, but it did. Still, I appreciated everything he’d done for me. I hadn’t worked a day in high school. He gave me pretty much whatever I wanted and had even let me throw the party of the century after I graduated, since he’d missed the ceremony and wanted to make up for it.

      “How was Italy?” I asked, breaking the silence between us.

      His dark eyes glanced at me from his phone. “Huh? Oh, fine, son. How’s everything with you?”

      God, this was like déjà vu. Same type of restaurant every month, same half-present conversation. And was that the same suit? Maybe he had fifty of the same one.

      I fiddled with the silverware that sat beside the porcelain appetizer plate. “We’re probably going to start shooting my band’s music video on Monday.”

      He murmured, “That’s great, son,” as he continued to tap his cell screen. He was probably working even though he’d just arrived home. One would think he could spare five minutes for his son. I’d never been that lucky.

      “I also got a girl pregnant,” I drawled.

      He nodded. “That’s great.”

      “Yeah, you’re gonna be a grandpa,” I teased.

      That finally got his attention. He focused on me again. “Wait, what?”

      “Kidding.” I grinned.

      He shot me a crooked smile. “You little shit.” Placing his phone in his pocket, he asked, “So, what’re we having?” He looked through the leather-bound menu.

      I didn’t know why he bothered. He always ordered the same thing: the lobster tail lunch with a side salad.

      The waitress approached, a lovely petite brunette. I told her my order.

      “I’ll have the lobster tail lunch with a side salad,” my dad said.

      Damn, I’m good.

      The meal went as expected. He’d stop eating to answer the phone or respond to a text. But I was used to it. His job had always come first.

      “Did you happen to see me on the news?” I asked as the waitress collected our empty plates.

      His eyebrows came together. “No. What happened?”

      “Got into a fight at the Hard Rock.” I wanted to see if he even cared.

      Before he could respond, his phone rang. He glanced at the screen. “Sorry, son. I have to take this.” He stood and walked away after leaving his credit card on the table.

      Typical. Don’t know what I expected to be different.

      He would probably never change. I hadn’t even gotten to tell him about my band’s new song. Whatever. I knew where his priorities were. Since Mom had passed away, he hadn’t been the same. He couldn’t look at me for the first year. Maybe we both just needed to grieve in our own way. It was strange how grief could bring some families together while tearing others apart.

      After lunch, Ethan picked me up in a white sedan to go to some theater for dancer auditions.

      We were still in bumper-to-bumper traffic when Ethan said, “I have a good feeling about today.”

      I gave him a narrow-eyed glance. “Why?”

      “I think we’re finally going to find our girl today,” he said, tapping the steering wheel in obvious anticipation.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      He shook his head. “Of course not.”

      That usually meant the opposite. I knew that look. Over ten years of friendship told me this asshole had something up his sleeve.

      A tingle of dread crept up my spine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            Julia

          

        

      

    

    
      My head throbbed as the sun shone through the windowpanes of my small apartment, straight into my fucking eyes. Blocking the beams with my hand, I lay on the couch in my clothes from last night. My T-shirt still smelled of alcohol. I desperately needed a shower.

      Mia was cooking in the tiny kitchen, and the scent of coffee filled my nostrils. My feet hit the cool hardwood floor. I honestly didn’t know how she wasn’t hungover.

      “Good morning,” she sang, a smile on her face.

      “Ugh . . . I hate that you’re such a morning person,” I said, glancing at the clock hanging on the wall across from me. I’d slept in; it was already eleven. At least it was Saturday. Classes didn’t start until four.

      “I know.” She kept her cheery disposition and served me a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. “I had fun last night.”

      I grinned. “Good. Mission accomplished.” I took a bite. “I don’t know if it’s the hangover, but this is delicious.”

      Mia always cooked the perfect scrambled eggs.

      She rummaged through the pockets of her jeans and pulled out a business card, then held it up between her index and middle finger.

      “Are you gonna show me a magic trick?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Shut up.” She sat next to me. “This is Ethan Miller’s contact information.”

      “Okay?” I still didn’t know what the hell she was talking about.

      “The band manager of No Blood, No Alibi,” she exclaimed, as though the information was common knowledge.

      Her high-pitched voice nearly punctured my hungover eardrums. “Why are you so excited about that? He probably just wants to hook up, no offense.”

      She shot me a glare. “No, bitch. He saw you dancing at the bar last night and thinks you’d be perfect for the band’s music video. Apparently, it’s a ballad, but he said they’re doing most of the shooting in the evenings. The audition is today at one.”

      I stared at her with a furrowed brow, processing everything, then closed my eyes and picked out the last thing I’d heard: something about Lucas Verduce’s band and a music video? I shifted my gaze to the ceiling, looking at the smooth white paint. “Can you repeat that last part?” I leaned forward and placed my empty plate on the thrifted coffee table.

      “There’s an audition today at one, and I think you should go.” She took my plate to the kitchen and placed it in the sink.

      “Why don’t you go? You’re just as good, if not better.” I started folding the throw blankets.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “He doesn’t want me. He wants you. Come on, I’ll buy you a cupcake.”

      What was the worst that could happen?

      Silence ensued between us before I heaved a conceding sigh. “Fine. I’ll go to the audition, but I want one from Sugar Sweet Sunshine. Not the job I was looking for, but it should pay fairly well, right?”

      “And then some.”

      “Well, if I’m going to make it there on time, I should get ready.” I started for the bathroom.

      “We should get ready.”

      “You’re going?” I stopped, glancing over my shoulder at her from the middle of the hallway.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m not going to miss this opportunity to see you in action,” she said with a grin.

      I didn’t want to audition in my ballet attire, so after showering, I threw on black leggings, an oversize sweater, and green Converse. It had been a few years since I’d auditioned for anything. I didn’t know the etiquette for these tryouts anymore.

      Mia showered and borrowed more of my clothes, dressing more casually this time in jeans, a long-sleeve shirt, and sneakers.

      A couple cab rides later, we stopped at Sugar Sweet Sunshine to get Mia her iced coffee and my cupcake, then arrived in front of a red brick structure. Two burly men stood in front of the glass double doors of the theater. There were many girls waiting in the lobby. Mia and I walked up to the entrance only to be stopped by one of the security guards.

      His arm shot out, blocking our way inside. “Do you have an invitation?” the tall, bulky man asked.

      I realized he was probably talking about that business card. I glanced at Mia, and she pulled Ethan Miller’s card from her purse and showed it to him. He took it from her, examined it, and then stepped aside, opening the door for us.

      My jaw fell open when I walked into the lobby. An alarming number of beautiful, tall, slim women stood around, waiting for their turn to audition. There I was, little ol’ five feet two—three on a good day—with my bun and green Converse. These women portrayed every dance style imaginable, and some were even dressed in their leotards and pointe shoes. Yeah, I didn’t stand out at all.

      Why did I let Mia talk me into this?

      “Are you sure we’re at the right audition?” I asked my best friend.

      She’d been glancing over at all the women as well. “Um . . . I think so. You know what?” She looked me in the eyes. “They don’t want these girls. They want you. Just be yourself.”

      Mia’s words eased my jitters. I could always count on her to be my hype woman.

      My lips curved up as I murmured, “Thanks, babe.”

      At that moment, the same dark-haired, blue-eyed man from the bar walked up to us with a grin on his handsome chiseled features.

      “I’m so glad you made it.” He glanced at Mia and shot her a wink.

      Her face reddened as she gave him a sweet smile. Yep, my best friend was the biggest flirt, even if she didn’t want to be.

      “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Miller.” I shook his hand.
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