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Author’s Note


A friend once told me I approach writing novels like a journalist. That tracked since before this author gig, that’s what I was, among other things. There is a curiosity driving most of my work, as I suspect is the case with many writers. Research and lived-experience interviews usually inform much of what I do. Invariably, when I speak with people who are living an experience I’m writing, or are adjacent to it, I learn so much. That was definitely the case with Score.


Few books I’ve written have deepened my compassion the way this one has. One of the characters has bipolar disorder. It’s an incredibly complex diagnosis and, though there are similarities between cases, as with any other condition, every individual’s experience will be unique. I engaged with a diverse cross-section of sources as I prepared to write, but fully capturing every person’s experience is impossible. I hope many will see themselves here and feel encouraged.


I had conversations with people diagnosed, their friends and family, therapists and psychiatrists. These conversations painted a picture of bipolarity that was incredibly layered and in many ways difficult, but it also showed me how much I took for granted. The people with whom I spoke and about whom I learned employed a level of vigilance to maintain their stability that was so admirable and inspiring. Many of them fight really hard to just exist in this world of boxes and norms when their minds often stretch so far beyond those confines.


I wanted to depict bipolar disorder authentically and realistically. Some aspects of this book may be difficult for some, so I wanted to equip you with as much information as possible to make decisions about your reading experience going in. This story is not a tragedy. It is a life negotiated like most of us do—the best we can.


I’ve written women with limb difference, living with lupus, survivors of intimate partner abuse—a wide range of experiences, but the thread that runs through each story is that we all deserve love. We are worthy of joy and of being seen and accepted. I hope that’s what I’ve demonstrated again in Score.


I extend deep gratitude to the folks who spoke with me and to the sensitivity readers who took time to protect the representation in this book of bipolarity and bisexuality. Any misstep or misrepresentation is a reflection of me and not them.


Please take care as you read. There is death of a parent and suicidal ideation/attempt off page, in the past. Score is, as I’ve said, a story exploring mental illness, but it is also a story of passion, artistry, years-long yearning, and love. I never write the hurt without the healing. You can always trust your heart with me. I hope you’re encouraged by this story of triumph and ultimate joy. ♡


—Kennedy
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PRELUDE



Verity


“Art is our weapon. Culture is a form of resistance.”


—Shirin Neshat, “Art in Exile” TED Talk (2010)


Present Day


Opportunity doesn’t always knock. Sometimes it invites you to lunch on a sunny afternoon.


I scan the tables in the rooftop restaurant, pushing past my nerves and searching for the man I’m supposed to meet. Open Air sits atop one of LA’s most luxurious boutique hotels, The V. It’s always a who’s who crowd, with everyone that’s supposed to be someone doing deals and eating meals up here. This high there’s a cool breeze even in the spring, so I pull the light cardigan a little closer around my shoulders and scour the diners one more time in case I’ve missed him.


“Looking for someone?”


Living in LA for nearly the last decade, I should be used to gorgeous women. This one, though, with her long-lashed brown eyes, thick curtain of dark hair hanging to her waist, and miles of smooth tanned skin on display in a minidress that barely hits mid-thigh, is still so breathtaking I find myself stammering.


“Um, y-yeah. I’m meeting someone. We should have a reservation.” I drag my eyes away from her to search the rooftop dining area again. “But I don’t see him yet.”


She steps behind the podium and touches the tablet screen, her thick brows furrowing. “Which name would the reservation be under?”


“Holt. Canon Holt.”


Just saying the famous director’s name triggers a full-body flush of anxiety. He’s one of the most critically and commercially successful Black filmmakers of the past decade, and when my agent told me he requested a meeting, I nearly expired on the spot. I’m still trying to shake off the who me? energy and find the bad bitch bravado needed to conduct myself like the confident professional I’m supposed to be.


“Oh, Canon!” She looks up with a beatific smile so dazzling I almost say, Canon who? and ask for her number on the spot. “He’s already here. They’re in one of our private pods.”


She gestures to the discreet, striped-curtained enclosures lining the azure swimming pool at the rooftop’s center and starts walking.


“They?” I follow her, distracted by the swish of long hair and the jiggle of her ass.


Damn.


God took His time with this one.


Time well spent, Sir. Time well spent.


“My brother’s with him.” She glances over her shoulder, flashing me a knowing grin when my eyes have to bounce up to meet hers.


“Your brother?” I ask, trying to recover some of my dignity.


“Well, my stepbrother. Evan Bancroft. This is my place, and they come here all the time.”


“Open Air is your restaurant?”


“Yeah, my father owns the V hotels, but the restaurant is mine to play with.”


“It’s gorgeous,” I say, skirting the tables draped in white and set with fresh flowers.


The closer we get to the tent with one flap pulled back at the far end of the pool, the more anxious I become. This is a huge meeting, and I hope I can keep my shit together long enough to impress Canon Holt.


“Gentlemen,” she says when we reach the tent. “I believe you’re expecting …”


She turns to me with brows lifted. “I didn’t even ask. What’s your name?”


“Verity Hill.” I ping a glance between the two men, who stand from the table to greet me.


“Nice to meet you, Verity,” she says. “I’m Arietta.”


“Thanks for your help.” I give her a grateful smile, then turn to accept the hand Canon Holt extends. “So nice to meet you, Mr. Holt.”


“Please call me Canon. Thanks for taking time to chat.” He nods to the other guy. “I hope you don’t mind my producing partner, Evan Bancroft, sitting in.”


“Of course not,” I say, shaking Evan’s hand, too. “Nice meeting you.”


Side by side, the two men cut an impressive picture. Canon—brown-skinned, broad-chested, and just over six feet tall—wears a sports jacket with a white T-shirt and dark jeans. He has a reputation for being austere and hard to read, and his impassive expression seems to confirm it. Matching Canon in height and breadth, Evan looks like the quintessential Southern California boy, his bronze- and gold-streaked hair falling in those waves only achieved with an expensive haircut. He has a charming smile that says he’s trying to be one of the guys, but he can’t disguise the aura of wealth and privilege he wears as easily as his black V-neck sweater and flawlessly tailored slacks.


“You guys haven’t ordered anything yet?” Arietta asks once the three of us are seated.


“We thought we’d wait for our guest,” Evan replies. “Have you eaten here before, Verity?”


“No.” I pick up one of the glossy menus and open it, overwhelmed by the number of options. “Wow. This menu feels like a test I should have studied for.”


“I recommend the prawns to start,” Arietta suggests, smiling at me warmly.


“That sounds great.” I set the menu down, needing a moment to settle myself for this conversation and not really caring what we eat.


“Let’s add one of those iceberg wedges, too.” Evan looks at me. “To drink, Verity?”


“Water’s fine.” I hide my hands under the table and twist my thumb ring round and round, my heart racing while I wait for the real conversation to begin.


“I have to go,” Arietta says. “But I’ll put in an order for the starters and send over your server.”


She only makes it a few steps before turning around and heading back to our table. She reaches for the pen sitting beside a notepad in front of Canon. I’m shocked when she grabs my hand and writes her name and number in my palm.


“Call me,” she whispers, and winks before walking back off, that glorious ass bidding me a fond farewell.


An awkward bubble of silence hovers over the table for about five seconds before Evan pops it with a deep laugh. Canon’s lips twitch and he gives in, adding his rumbling chuckle to his partner’s amusement. My face heats, but I clear my throat and manage to laugh along.


“Wow,” Evan says, hooking one elbow over the back of his seat. “It’s not awkward at all when your sister hits on your business associate.”


“Don’t act like it’s the first time.” Canon reaches for his water, a small smile still curving his lips. It’s nice to see a crack in his famously inscrutable mask.


“Damn.” I feign disappointment. “And here I was feeling special.”


That breaks the ice, so we laugh and spend the next few minutes studying the menu to decide what else we’ll order once the server comes. I use the time to gather my thoughts. Sheila, my agent, didn’t have much information on what Canon wanted to meet about, but who cares? A director of Canon’s caliber reaches out, you take the meeting. We’ve put in our orders and are waiting for the food to come when Canon broaches the subject.


“So, Verity,” Canon says, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table, settling his chin on steepled hands. “I guess you’re wondering why we wanted to meet with you.”


“Dying of curiosity, since you asked,” I say, making no attempt to hide my eagerness.


Canon smiles and nods. “Evan and I, like everyone else in town, have been very impressed with your work over the last few years.”


“Congrats again,” Evan says, “on the Golden Globe. That was one of the best scripts I’ve read in years.”


“Thank you.” I make a conscious effort to relax my shoulders, which have slowly been creeping up to my ears the more nervous I’ve become.


“Have you ever heard of Dessi Blue?” Canon asks, watching me closely.


The question comes from left field, but my passion and encyclopedic knowledge of the Harlem Renaissance kick in.


“Of course,” I reply, feeling more at ease than I have since I entered the restaurant. “I did a ton of research on the Harlem Renaissance for my thesis. Dessi is the stage name for Odessa Johnson, a fantastic singer in the thirties and beyond. She moved to Harlem during the Great Migration. Her people were from Alabama, if I’m not mistaken.”


“Yup.” Canon nods, a grin tipping one side of his mouth. “Her parents actually moved back, but she stayed in New York.”


“Right.” I pick up where he left off. “She worked at the Savoy for a bit, where she met Cal Hampton, a trumpet player who famously dragged her onstage one night at the Radium Club to sing impromptu with his band. The rest, as they say, is history. She ended up going on the road with him, fell in love, married, and took Europe by storm.”


“So much of her career was spent abroad,” Canon interjects, “because she could never have made as much money or garnered as much respect here in the States. They stayed through the Second World War and settled in Paris with their daughter, Katherine, into the late fifties, early sixties.”


“Yeah,” Evan pipes in. “We’ve actually spoken with their daughter. Kitty’s great.”


My pulse pounds at my temples, excitement and adrenaline flooding my nervous system. I don’t want to presume, but why would Canon Holt be asking me about a relatively obscure historical figure if he didn’t have a project in mind about her?


“It’s a remarkable, uniquely American—uniquely African American, to be more precise—story,” Canon says. “We plan to tell it and wondered if you want to help us do it right.”


I can’t even play it off. My hands fly to my mouth and I’m pretty sure I squeak like a little mouse coveting a block of cheese.


“Are you for real?” I gasp. “You’re making a movie about Dessi Blue?”


“We are.” An open grin transforms Canon’s face, his excitement for the endeavor palpable. “I’m putting our team together now, and you’re the first writer I thought of.”


“I am?” I press a hand to my chest. “Thank you. I’m so flattered.”


“We think you’re uniquely qualified to write Dessi’s story,” Evan says.


“I agree,” I say, smiling to take some of the cockiness out of my statement. “But why do you think so?”


“Obviously you have an incredible background, graduating from USC film.” Canon extends a fist to bump. “Go, Trojans.”


“Go, Trojans.” I smile and return the bump, recalling Canon also attended USC’s film school. “Took forever, but I finally finished after working in the industry for years. I was only a few credits shy of graduating when I moved out here to LA, so I figured why not?”


“For sure,” Canon says. “But you also spent a year at Finley, right?”


I’m not sure how to respond. My time at Finley, though brief, was extremely formative for me as a writer. As a person.


Had it not been for all the drama in my junior year, I would have gladly finished my degree at the Georgia HBCU. However, that year was also one of the most painful of my life, as confusing as it was illuminating.


“Um, yeah,” I reply into the expectant silence. “Actually, I wasn’t there even a full year. Really only a semester and a half.”


The server brings out our entrées, so I endure the few moments it takes to get our meals served and replenish drinks. Back on edge at the mention of Finley, I bounce my foot under the table, nerves strung tight.


Canon and Evan take first bites of their meals, so I force myself to eat, though the salad may as well be glue I’m so distracted by the turn the conversation has taken.


“I’m surprised you even heard about Finley,” I say as casually as I can between bites. “It’s such a fantastic place, but I was there so briefly.”


I leave room for Canon to elaborate on why he brought it up, but he shifts gears.


“One of the reasons I see you as uniquely qualified to write Dessi’s story,” Canon says, “is your double major in film and African American history. I’ve seen a few interviews where you discussed the Harlem Renaissance specifically, and your passion for the era really came through.”


“Hmmm,” I grunt neutrally, and take another bite of my salad, letting him lead where we go next.


“There’s no doubt in my mind I’m supposed to direct this film,” Canon says. “I’d never heard of Dessi until I was in Alabama a few years ago doing research for a documentary and saw a sign on the road that read Dessi Blue Was Born Here. That sent me down a rabbit hole.”


Canon puts his fork down and leans back in his seat, giving the conversation his full attention. “I know I’m supposed to direct this biopic, but I also know a Black woman should write it.”


I can’t hold back my smile because not all male directors recognize the importance of a female gaze even with stories so uniquely a woman’s.


“That’s pretty amazing,” I say. “That you want to protect her legacy that way.”


“And I’m not looking for someone who’ll deliver the script and then disappear until the premiere,” Canon goes on, not bothering to acknowledge my praise. “If you accept the project, I’d want you deeply involved. I’d want you on set to consult and be accessible for rewrites, revisions. You’d help me shape it the whole time.”


This kind of opportunity comes along maybe once or twice in a lifetime. It starts to sink in that this could be a real turning point in my career. The dramedy I won the Golden Globe for would be dwarfed by a project of this scope. My fingers go numb I’m clenching my fists so tightly in my lap.


“We honestly think you’re perfect for this script,” Evan adds.


“Thank you very much.” I rest my chin in my hand. “This sounds amazing. I don’t know if you’re waiting to formally offer, but it’ll be an immediate yes.”


“You don’t need to talk to your agent first?” Canon queries.


“She’ll be in touch to hammer out the details, but I’d fire any agent who told me to turn this down.”


“Well, we can work out the specifics.” Canon smiles, obviously pleased. “But I’m glad you’re at least interested in taking the next steps.”


After another thirty minutes discussing the project, we stand and exit the restaurant. I’m riding the elevator down with Evan and Canon, and the air is alive with possibilities.


“Our biggest challenge now,” Canon says, his good mood souring into a frown, “is finding the lead actress.”


Evan rolls his eyes. “Don’t even ask how many auditions and reels and actresses we’ve already seen.”


“And none of them have been right.” Canon’s jaw juts at a stubborn angle, his eyes fixed on the lit descending numbers as we travel to The V’s lobby. “I’ll know her when I see her.”


“I mean, it’s a huge role,” I say. “You gotta be sure to cast the right person.”


“The way Canon acts,” Evan grumbles, “you’d think this woman doesn’t even exist.”


“Oh, she exists,” Canon counters. “I just haven’t met her yet.”


“At least we know who’s doing the score.” Evan gestures for me to walk ahead of him when the elevator doors open. “He and Canon go way back. With something like this, the music is almost as important as the script itself.”


“He’ll be a pain in my ass,” Canon complains even as he yields a lopsided grin. “But there’s no one better.”


“That’s exciting.” I smile up at them, the wind at my back and hopes soaring as we walk through The V’s tastefully decorated lobby. “Who’s doing the music?”


“I think you know him,” Canon says. “He was actually the one who mentioned you attended Finley together. Wright Bellamy, but you probably knew him as Monk.”


I trip over my feet, but manage to catch myself with a hand against the wall before I hit the marble floor.


“You okay?” Evan asks, lightly grasping my elbow for support.


“Yeah.” I paste on some facsimile of a smile. “I’m great.”


Besides the fact that the universe hates me.


Despite the heat of the day, I shiver at the memory of my brief time at Finley. There was so much promise when I first arrived on campus. It was supposed to be a place where I could remake myself.


Instead it’s where I broke.


Monk broke me.


Wait, that’s not fair.


We broke each other.


Even after all these years, I’m still not sure I’ve picked up all the pieces.









Movement One


“Love is a serious mental disease.”


—Plato
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Verity


Finley College—October 2014


I always suspected God has favorites, but watching Wright Bellamy perform onstage, now I know for sure.


How else do you explain a man who looks like that—his face a landscape of sculpted bones and slumberous eyes and a mouth made for sin—but who plays the piano like God Himself anointed those hands?


“If I were into guys,” my girlfriend, Petra, says, stealing my margarita and taking a sip, “I’d hit that.”


I laugh a little breathlessly, accepting my drink when she passes it back to me, and letting my eyes drift to the stage. In the dimness of the club, the brightest thing in the whole room is the pool of light cast over Wright, gilding him in shades of copper and dark gold. Leanly muscled, he has wide shoulders and a strong chest. The tapered elegance of his fingers moving deftly across the piano comes as a surprise—a touch so light it seems to barely skim the keys.


Is that how he touches a lover?


“I heard he was some kind of prodigy as a kid,” our friend Ezekiel whispers, jarring me from my wandering thoughts. “Now they say he’s the best musician to come through here in decades.”


I pull my glance from the stage and give Ezekiel my full attention. “He attends Finley?”


“Yeah, a senior,” Petra says, stealing a French fry from my plate. “But he’s already got early acceptance into Juilliard’s grad program.”


“Okay, Miss I Ain’t Hungry.” I slap her hand playfully, but then feed her another fry dripping with ketchup.


“I wasn’t hungry.” Petra grins and chews. “Till I saw your plate. You make everything look better. Especially that dress you rocking tonight. Damn, baby.”


Her eyes hungrily rake my breasts, fully covered with deceptive modesty since I’m not wearing a bra, and my nipples pique through the thin silk of my dress in the club’s air-conditioning.


“Can’t wait to get you home,” she says, her doe-brown eyes heating.


“I’mma hold you to it.” I nod to the margarita she’s sipping on, her third. “You know how you get after a few of those. Watch. I’ll be putting your ass to bed and you’ll be all talk.”


“Oh, I’ll stay up for you,” she says, leaning in and nibbling my ear.


“We still partying at your place tomorrow?” Gillian, Ezekiel’s girlfriend, asks, eyeing Petra over the rim of her martini.


“I’m down.” Petra grabs another fry and looks at me. “You want to, baby?”


“Why not?” I shrug and laugh without humor. “Not like I have a project due Monday or anything.”


“Still having trouble with the screenplay?” Ezekiel asks.


“Understatement.” I blow out a frustrated breath. “I thought I had it, but then all my inspiration dried up and I’m back to square one.”


“Bet I can inspire you,” Petra whispers in my ear, her hand under the table sliding over my knee and brushing inside my thigh.


My breath hitches and I turn to capture her lips in a light kiss. Everything with Petra is light. We both prefer it that way for now. She’s the best lover I’ve ever had. Not that I’ve had many, but of the guys and girls I’ve let this close, she’s topped them all.


“You two are disgustingly sweet,” Ezekiel complains with a grin that turns salacious. “Let me know when we can get in on all that sugar.”


Petra slants a look at me that holds a question. It’s not the first time Ezekiel and Gillian have hinted they’d like to swap or do a threesome, foursome … some-some. Petra doesn’t do monogamy. I knew that from the beginning. She was one of the first people I met when I transferred to Finley at the start of the semester two months ago. The attraction was instant, and it only took her a week to get me in her bed, which quickly became a regular occurrence. When we decided to take it beyond just fucking, she immediately clarified she still didn’t want monogamy, and I said I understood. The first time I showed up unannounced, though, and passed a girl from my psych class leaving Petra’s apartment with a ring of fresh hickeys on her neck, I cried. We decided then to discuss other partners and agree before we slept with someone else. That helped ease me into an arrangement I’d never thought I would allow, much less enjoy. College is where you figure a lot of things out about yourself, and I’m not sure I’ll always want an open relationship, but for now, this one suits me. In our time together, I’ve never been tempted to try a threesome, though.


Gillian and Ezekiel aren’t changing my mind.


When I give a tiny shake of my head to Petra’s unspoken question, she chuckles and squeezes my knee.


Onstage, Wright Bellamy shifts into a jazz number and we, like the rest of the room, fall silent. When I study my friends, their expressions are as rapt as everyone else’s. Wright pours the song out like honey, dripping, clinging to the air, ensorcelling the crowd until the last note.


“So you guys know him?” I ask, dragging my eyes from the stage and back to the table as the crowd applauds.


Petra pauses, one of my fries poised at her lips, her gaze speculative. “Yeah. Finley’s not a big college. I met him when we were freshmen, so I’ve known him four years, though we don’t see each other much anymore. All the girls were losing their minds over him soon as he hit the campus.”


If he was anywhere near as fine then as he is now, I can see why.


“Not all the girls,” I tease, brushing that thought aside to lean over and settle my mouth over hers.


“Well, the ones who like dick.” She smiles into our kiss. “Not me, no.”


“We had a few classes together sophomore year,” Gillian says around a bite of her burger. “He’s cool. Kind of intense sometimes, but cool.”


“What do you mean by intense?” I ask.


“You know how creative people are.” She shrugs and washes her food down with a gulp of beer.


“No,” Petra says wryly. “Verity would have no idea about those creative types, being a film major and all.”


“Oh. Right.” Gillian presses the back of her hand to her mouth to catch a giggle. “Well, you’re not like that, Verity. You’re almost … I don’t know, shy.”


“I wasn’t even sure you talked the first few times we hung out,” Ezekiel adds. “I told Petra, ‘That mute girl fine as hell.’”


“Fuck you, Zeke,” I laugh with an eye roll for good measure. I’m not shy exactly, but it does take a minute for me to open up around new people.


“It’s them quiet ones you gotta watch,” Ezekiel says with a playful leer and a wink.


“Anyway,” Gillian continues. “The guy’s like … big-personality vibes. He’s not over the top, but always draws a crowd.”


That prompts another question, but before I can ask it, the words melt on my tongue as Wright’s voice winds through the room, so deep and rich it’s like a physical presence and sends an actual shiver down my spine.


He sings, too? It should be a crime to have that voice and those hands.


And that face. And that body. And that charisma that seems to effortlessly command the entire room from behind a piano in a circle of light.


“I’mma sing a little Anita Baker,” he says, slanting a grin over the crowd. “Some Luther. Remember back in the day, Sunday night, listening to the quiet storm on the radio?”


People in the crowd snap and clap their approval.


“What y’all know ’bout quiet storm?” He turns up the wattage on his smile, his deep voice rolling through the packed club. I couldn’t look away if someone paid me to.


He ends the set with “As” by Stevie Wonder. His voice, reaching for the high notes and rasping over the lower ones, raises goose bumps all over my body. I’ll never hear this song the same again. He’s stolen it. Claimed it—the haunting notes captured in this small, crowded club on a night when I was completely unsuspecting. Unaware that a man like this would arrest my attention so completely with dark mysterious eyes and a piano bent to his will.


The last note dies and his eyes seem to caress each face in the crowd, but it feels like something he’s practiced, cultivated for performances to make you feel you’re the only one in the room.


But then his stare falls on me.


And stays.


His fingers don’t falter over the melody he’s coaxing from the piano, but even as his hands glide over the keys, he seems to still, a new alertness cracking his studied expression. I should look away because the longer his eyes rest on my face, the warmer my cheeks heat. I swallow with difficulty, my throat tightening and my mouth going dry. Without looking away, I reach for my margarita, breaking the strange spell when my hand hits the glass and knocks it over.


“Shit,” I mutter, hastily grabbing a napkin to mop up the liquid soaking our table.


“You okay?” Petra grabs a few napkins to help clean up the mess I’ve made.


“Yeah, I’m good. Not paying attention.”


Or paying too much attention to the man onstage. Wright has moved on, the practiced charm back in place and his eyes elsewhere. I should be relieved, but it feels a little cold without the heat of that stare.


“You wanna meet him?” Petra asks with a knowing smirk.


“Who?” I squeeze a soggy napkin and toss it onto the table. “Me? Meet … huh?”


“You don’t have to hide it.” Petra shakes her head, setting the Kool-Aid–pink tips of her locs dancing across the sleek muscles of her arms and shoulders. “I know you.”


“I don’t need to meet him.”


“You know it wouldn’t bother me if you met him,” she whispers. “And did more if you want.”


I release a slow, measured breath, hoping to regulate the pounding of my heart.


“I don’t need to meet him,” I repeat, injecting firmness into my voice.


Yes, I’ve had a night or two with someone else, a casual hookup, but some instinct warns me nothing with that man onstage would be casual. There is an intensity to him that I don’t want in my relationships. Petra has been exactly what I’ve needed transitioning from USC to Finley for my junior year. A committed relationship, but not restrictive. If we broke it off today, neither of us would be devastated. That’s the other thing I don’t do in relationships. Devastation.


I’ve seen enough of that firsthand.


Wright Bellamy flashes a white smile and leans into the mic. “Thank you all for listening. I’m Wright Bellamy. I won’t be here all week.” He pauses for the crowd’s light laugher. “But I will be back before the semester is over.”


He briefly meets my eyes, his smile flattening a little on his full lips.


“Y’all have a good night,” he says, shifting his gaze and pushing the mic away.


“Let’s go say hello.” Petra stands and extends her hand to grab mine and drag me to my feet. “He’s gonna be a famous musician someday and you’ll regret not meeting him when he was nobody.”


That man has never been nobody—not a day in his life.


I reluctantly follow my friends to where a small crowd has gathered around Wright. He’s seated on the lip of the stage, at ease, long legs spread and his elbows resting on his knees. Some girl with a honey-blond faux hawk is practically preening, fawning over him, and he’s laughing at whatever she said, throwing his head back and exposing the strong column of his throat.


When we reach him, Petra subtly pushes past the people still ringing the stage, gripping my hand and pulling me behind her. The closer we get, the more my stomach lurches and my breath shortens, like I’m approaching a cliff with someone’s hand at my back, poised to shove me over its edge.


Then I’m right in front of him. Our gazes tangle, and the air charges around us. If my hair wasn’t teased tonight into natural curls, tendrils would probably lift and stand on end, infused with static electricity. That’s how powerful of a shock it is to my system being so suddenly close to him. He was speaking to the blonde, but stops mid-sentence, his gaze shifting from my face to my hand gripping Petra’s and back.


“Wright,” Petra says, her smile genuine. “I ain’t seen you in a hot minute. Where you been?”


“What’s up, P?” They fist-pound, and he aims his smile at her. “I been around. I’m interning at a studio off campus. Don’t have many classes this year, so I’m rarely on the yard.”


“I didn’t know you were playing tonight,” Petra says. “Hard to believe you’ve gotten even better. I told my girlfriend she needs to meet you before you on the Grammys or some shit.”


“Hey, that’s the dream.” His eyes drag over to me. “It could happen.”


Everyone laughs, and I pull my lips into a waxen curve, too unreasonably nervous to rouse much amusement.


“Wright Bellamy, by the way,” he says, extending his hand to me.


“Um, Verity Hill.”


I shake his hand with my free one, and I swear it feels like lightning strikes between our palms. I draw a sharp breath, my eyes snapping to his face. He stares at our joined hands, brows lifting before he releases me. I rub my palm along the length of my thigh, hoping to chase away the sensation so strong it’s like the spark from a flame.


“Nice to meet you, Verity.” His voice—dark and rich and smooth—glides across my nerve endings. I’ve never experienced a bodily response this visceral, like it’s a living thing curling up beneath my skin and panting at my neck.


“Great set, Monk,” a server calls as they walk by, carrying a tray of empty glasses.


“Thanks, Chuck,” Wright answers, and gives a quick salute. “See you next time.”


“Monk?” I ask before I think better of it.


His eyes slide back to me and he licks his lips before answering.


“A lotta folks—my friends—call me Monk.” An easy smile settles on his full lips. “My middle name is Thelonious. My mother’s a pianist, too, and she loved Thelonious Monk. My father’s name is Wright, and he was determined I’d be named after him, so the middle name is the compromise.”


“You’re a Junior?” Ezekiel asks.


“Actually, my dad is Wright Bellamy Junior.” His expression clouds a little before he goes on. “I would have been a third, but my mom insisted on the different middle name, and it evolved into Monk.”


“And from what I remember freshman year,” Petra inserts, “you were slightly obsessed with Thelonious Monk, too.”


“Pretty sure I played his song ‘Blue Monk’ in every set till sophomore year.” Wright chuckles, shaking his head. “I’m a little less on the nose now, but still love him. Dude’s God tier.”


I’d have trouble naming one song by the famous jazz musician. I mean, I know his name, but that’s about it. Monk suits Wright better than his given name for some reason, though.


“I’ve missed seeing you, P,” he says. “And here we ’bout to graduate.”


Petra laughs and shifts on her feet. “I been busy. That premed shit ain’t no joke.”


“I hear ya,” he says. “I wasn’t sure you were still trying to be a doctor. Pediatrician, was it?”


“Yup. I might not ever have kids of my own, but who needs ’em if I’m seeing lil’ rug rats all day at the office?”


“You ain’t changed a bit,” he laughs, hopping off the stage and landing lightly on his feet. “Well, it was good seeing you. Don’t be a stranger. It’s been too long.”


“Yeah, it has.” She lets him pull her in for a quick hug. “I’m having a little party at my apartment tomorrow night. You should swing through.”


“Ooooh, that’s a great idea,” Gillian agrees, her eyes running discreetly over Wright’s tall, lean frame. “We’re gonna have a good time.”


He bites his bottom lip and shoves his hands into the pockets of his slacks, straining the material across the muscles of his legs. “Not sure about that.”


“Come on now,” Petra wheedles. “I bet you the same all work and no play nigga you been since freshman orientation.”


“You right about that.” He rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Your number still the same? I can text you once I check on this possible gig, see if I’m free or not.”


“Sure.” Petra slides her arm around my shoulder and kisses the top of my head. “And I’ll send you the address. Nine o’clock. Hope you can make it.”


He nods and looks me in the eye, sending another of those sparks through me. “Nice meeting you, Verity.”


Someone else who’s been waiting tugs him to the side, and within seconds he’s in another conversation, his rich laughter ringing out. Petra walks us toward the exit, her hand at the small of my back as we leave the club.


We discuss details for tomorrow night, who’s bringing what to the party, as we cross the parking lot.


“Don’t get that cheap whiskey, either,” Petra warns Ezekiel. “I know how your ass do.”


“You getting whatever I can afford.” He chuckles and walks toward his car parked a few feet away, one arm draped around Gillian’s neck. “See you tomorrow night.”


Petra opens the passenger door so I can slide in, and grins at me in the brightness of the car’s interior light.


“What?” I peer up at her with a frown. “Why you looking like that?”


“Just thinking about Monk.” She grins and leans one arm on the roof of the car. “The way he stared at you. Shit. If I hadn’t been with you, he’d probably already have your number and be plotting how he can get in them drawers.”


“The hell he would.” I laugh weakly and squirm in my seat. “And he wasn’t staring.”


“Oh, yes he was.” Petra’s eyes gleam with mischief. “And, I hate to break it to you, baby, but you were staring right back.”


“Was not.”


“You know I don’t care,” she says, her expression losing some of its humor. “Long as we talk about shit in advance like we always have.”


“There ain’t gonna be no shit to talk about in advance.” I sigh and sink back against the headrest.


“Wanna bet on it?”


“Bet what?” I ask, cautiously shifting my eyes back to her. Petra loves a wager.


“If he doesn’t show up tomorrow,” she says, “I do your laundry for a month. If he does show up, you do mine.”


We both notoriously abhor laundry.


She extends her pinkie for me to accept the wager. I groan and lean my head back, closing my eyes. The temptation to accept just in case I win and can off-load laundry for a month is too strong. Besides, I don’t think he’ll come.


“Are we on or what?” Petra wiggles her waiting pinkie at me.


“Folding, too?”


“Folding, too,” she confirms with a decisive nod.


“Then it’s a bet.” I link our pinkies. “And I won’t let you forget the folding.”


“Oh you gonna fold alright.” Petra chuckles. “’Cause ain’t no doubt in my mind that man’s coming.”


I don’t know if I should believe she’s right or hope she’s wrong. All I know is the swarm of butterflies that have been swooping around in my belly for the last hour show no sign of resting. At least until our bet is settled tomorrow.










TWO



Monk


What the hell am I doing here?


But here I stand at Petra’s apartment door, debating whether I should knock or turn my ass right back around.


Not only did I pass on a paying gig for this party I probably won’t even enjoy, but the girl I came to see is taken. And apparently a lesbian. I’m not one of those guys who thinks I can “turn” girls with my magical dick. I respect everyone’s sexuality. And God knows I’ve witnessed enough infidelity in my family to respect other people’s relationships. I would never go after someone else’s girl.


So again … what the hell am I doing here?


I’m here for Verity.


Not to make a play for her right under her girlfriend’s nose. Of course not, but she intrigued me. I’ve never reacted to a woman the way I did to Verity. I think I hid it well. My hands never stumbled, but my heart rattled in my rib cage like someone laid a defibrillator on my chest. A line of electricity ran between us when our eyes met. It sounds like something from a cheesy rom-com, but the rest of the room faded into the background and for a few seconds all I saw was her. And there was such an instant intimacy in the look we exchanged. I wouldn’t even characterize it as sexual. Not that I’m not attracted to her. Hell yeah, I am, but that wasn’t what that initial look was about. It was a recognition unlike anything I’ve experienced.


I’m here to convince myself it wasn’t real, because if it was, then the universe hates me. Feeling something like that with a woman who doesn’t even like men and is committed to someone else is some cosmic bullshit. The way she stared back at me, though—her discomfited look at the zing of heat when we shook hands.


“This is ridiculous,” I mutter, turning to leave and head back to my car parked on the street. “And pointless.”


The door to the apartment swings open behind me. I look over my shoulder to find Petra standing on the threshold, arms folded across her chest. Beyond her shoulder, the living room is crammed with people. Janet Jackson’s “Someone to Call My Lover” drifts out to the hall.


“Where you going?” Petra asks with a quirked brow and her patented smirk.


I turn to face her and point a thumb toward my car. “Uh, I forgot … I didn’t bring anything.”


“Boy, nobody asked you to,” she scoffs, opening the door wider. “We got plenty. Come on in.”


“Plenty” turns out to be a spread of pizza and wings. The budget definitely went to the alcohol. A small window through to the kitchen reveals a large collection of liquor bottles and cans of beer crowding the counter.


I sweep the apartment in a glance, searching for Verity, but half glad when I don’t see her among the students crowding the apartment. Some are seated on the couch, on the floor, on the small patio the sliding door opens to. A few of them are dancing, laughing seemingly carefree. I’ve been working my ass off the last four years, and I can count on one hand the number of parties I’ve been to. Besides a demanding class schedule, I stay booked, playing all over the city. Most students would kill to have the problem of too many gigs. Me? I’m just tired and ready to graduate so I don’t have to balance school with everything else.


“You hungry?” Petra asks, gesturing toward the boxes of pizza and trays of wings.


“Nah, I’m good.”


“If you’re not hungry,” Petra says, “at least grab a drink.”


A petite girl with a close haircut dyed purple walks up, leans into Petra’s side, and takes her hand. Petra smiles down at her.


“What’s up, Randi?” she asks, her eyes wandering up and down the girl’s curvy figure. “Been a while.”


“Hmmm.” Randi offers a heavy-lidded grin and licks her lips. “Too long. Thanks for the invite.”


“Anytime, you know that,” Petra all but purrs. Her glance bounces from the pretty girl at her side to me. “I need to check on something, Monk, but Zeke’s in the kitchen making drinks. He’ll hook you up.”


“Alright, yeah.” I look from her to Randi, testing my instincts to figure out what’s up between them.


“Glad you could make it,” Petra tosses back as she and Randi walk away.


Is Verity not even here? Didn’t Petra say they’re dating? I never could keep up with Petra’s relationship revolving door. Seemed like she had a new girl on her arm every week when I knew her before.


I enter the kitchen to find Ezekiel minding the vast array of liquor bottles spread across the counter. He must be some kind of ad hoc bartender because he’s taking orders and mixing drinks.


“Hey! You made it,” he greets me with a wide grin. “We got a little of everything. What’ll you have?”


“Just a beer.” I reach for a Coors Light and pop it open. “What’s your major?”


“I’m premed.” He hands one girl two drinks and a smile before turning his attention back to me.


“Oh, so that’s how you and Petra know each other?” I sip my beer and lean against the counter.


“Mostly. Gillian and Petra actually met first, and we realized we were on the same track.”


“Where’s Gillian tonight?”


“Think she was helping Verity get ready.” He snorts. “Gillian begged to do her makeup for her.”


She doesn’t need it.


I’ve no sooner thought it, than through the small kitchen window, I see Verity and Gillian emerging from the bedroom.


Fuck. I shouldn’t have come.


I hoped my memory of her was distorted, exaggerated, but she’s as gorgeous and captivating as when I spotted her last night in the crowded club. She has what I think people call a heart-shaped face, but that is a pitiful description for the chin that narrows to a point and the cheekbones so high and molded they flare into lines somehow bold and fragile. Her almond-shaped eyes are chocolate and midnight, her brows silky and finely arched. The curls, fluffed out and haloing around her last night, are more subdued tonight, stretched to her shoulders in deep waves. Gillian’s cosmetic handiwork on her eyes and cheeks only highlights the beauty of her skin.


Jesus, this girl’s skin.


Her skin is medium brown, with reddish undertones that illuminate her complexion. She’s burnished sienna, emanating a glow that owes little to the overhead lighting. It’s something shining from inside that radiates through her pores. It’s just as hard to look away now as it was last night.


She wears a pink sweater cropped to flash glimpses of her toned stomach. A skirt with layers of tulle shimmers silver and pink, falling just short of her knees. She stands in the doorway to Petra’s bedroom and crosses one ballet flat–shod foot behind her ankle. I look away before she catches me staring again.


“She’s something else, huh?” Ezekiel grins and wipes down the counter.


“Who?” I ask.


“Verity. That’s who you were looking at, right?”


“Oh, nah.” I clear my throat and straighten from the counter. “It’s not like that. She’s a beautiful girl, obviously, but she’s with Petra. I wouldn’t … I wasn’t. Nah.”


“They do have an open relationship,” he says, plopping a maraschino cherry into some fizzy drink. “But it hasn’t opened to me yet, if you know what I mean.”


I offer him a polite smile and toss the can in the garbage bag nearby.


“I can’t stay long,” I say instead of addressing his last comment. “I’mma get out there a little before I have to dip.”


“Yeah, okay. You playing any more around campus?”


“Some, yeah.”


A girl walks in wearing tight jeans and a Finley sweatshirt. “I need a refill, Zeke.”


“I got you,” he says, tipping his chin to me. “Good seeing you, Monk.”


I make my way back into the living room. There’s no sign of Verity now, and I can’t help but wonder where she disappeared to that fast.


Not my business.


The mingled scents of strong perfume, alcohol, and weed make me slightly nauseous. Needing some air, I pick my way through the people toward the sliding doors to the postage-stamp patio. It’s blessedly empty now. There are three folding lawn chairs, one set back a little into the shadows under a hanging fern.


“That’s my spot,” I mumble, closing the door and settling in to kill some time before I can respectably leave. I wouldn’t put it past Petra to grab me by the collar on my way out the door. I pull the small leather notebook I always carry from my back pocket. One of my senior projects involves scoring a film. I have to partner with another senior, a student filmmaker, and ever since he and I met about the project yesterday, notes and entire musical phrases have been flitting through my mind. Just snippets, but I jot them down in my notebook as soon as they come to me.


I’ve been at it for maybe ten minutes when the sliding door opens. My head snaps up, but I remain otherwise perfectly still. Small talk with some stranger is the last thing I’m in the mood for. The only thing worse would be someone asking me to play a song on some out-of-tune instrument they had stashed in a closet. Once people realize I’m musical, it’s like I become their personal karaoke machine.


It’s not some stranger, though.


It’s her.


“Stupid, stupid girl,” she mumbles, pushing her hair back and dragging her hands over her face.


“You shouldn’t talk about yourself like that,” I say.


Verity startles, jumping a little and turning wide eyes in my direction. I lean forward into the porch light so she can see my face.


“Oh. Sorry.” She looks away quickly, a handful of the frothy skirt clutched in her fist. “I didn’t know anyone was out here. I thought you were gone.”


My eyebrows shoot up. I didn’t even think she knew I was here.


“I’ll be leaving soon.” I tie the leather strap on my notebook and stand. “If you want to be left alone I can—”


“No, it’s fine.” She clears her throat and nods toward one of the other nearby lawn chairs. “You mind if I …?”


“It’s your girlfriend’s apartment,” I say dryly. “That probably gives you first dibs, or do you live here?”


“Live here? With Petra?” She laughs and drags one of the chairs close before sitting down. “We just met at the beginning of the semester. I live on campus. Besides, Petra’s too messy.”


“The place looks pretty clean to me.” I grin.


“Yeah, ’cause I spent the afternoon cleaning it.” She drops her head back, the elegant line of her throat moon-kissed. “It’s why I’m exhausted now.”


“Sorry.”


“It’s fine.” Eyes still closed, she allows a small grin. “She knows how much I enjoy cleaning.”


“That makes one of us. My mom would kick my ass if she saw the state of my apartment most days.”


She sits up, humor in the wry glance she gives me. “Yeah, my aunt was not having a dirty house when I was growing up, so I learned to clean fast.”


“She raised you?” I ask. “Your aunt?”


Her expression closes off. Oh, shit. Maybe that was a pretty intrusive question.


“I’m sorry.” I lean forward. “It’s none of my—”


“It’s fine, yeah. My aunt Rosalyn—we call her Roz—raised me when my parents died.”


“You lost both parents?”


“In a fire, yeah.”


“Wow. That’s tough.” I hear the inadequacy of my sympathy. “I mean, I’m sorry that happened.”


“It’s okay.” She draws in a breath and leans back, stretching her legs out in front of her. “It was years ago.”


I try not to get distracted by the sleek, curvy length of her body in repose, but it’s not working. I clasp my hands and lean forward, elbows on my knees.


“What about your parents?” she asks. “Since you kinda stepped in it asking the poor orphan girl about her dead folks, you have to bare your soul a little.”


That elicits a chuckle from me, and my shoulders relax, even though I hate discussing my family.


“Divorced.” My voice goes flat, but I keep a smile pinned in place.


She searches my face in the dim light of the porch, and I wonder what she’ll find. Not that I’ve demonstrated it at this party, but I’m usually one of those guys who seems like an open book. Most only get an abridged version. Not so much an open book as a gutted one, with only a table of contents, some of the funny parts, and if you’re lucky, a few footnotes left. Most of the story I tore out, balled up, and swallowed years ago.


“Bummer,” Verity replies. “How long ago was it?”


“My senior year in high school. So four years. It got ugly, and coming to Finley felt like an escape.”


I’ve shocked myself with how forthcoming I am, but she merely nods, all the while toying with the hem of her frothy skirt.


“Any brothers or sisters?” she asks.


“One older brother and a younger sister. They actually stayed there instead of going to college and they work with my father now.”


“What’s your father do?”


“He’s a pastor.”


Her brows go up and her pretty mouth falls open. “No way.” She recovers with a grin and leans forward, mirroring my posture and resting her elbows on her knees, too. “So are you, like, religious?”


“Not really. I believe in God. I just don’t believe in people as easily as I used to.”


Whatever is left of my faith is buried under cynicism and channeled into my music, which I still think of as a gift from God. I’m not getting into church stuff with the girl I’m both coveting and lusting over.


“Church is complicated,” she says. “My aunt Roz was super-active in our little Baptist church growing up, but when she came out and was open about having a girlfriend, they kind of kicked her out.”


“For real? I mean, I’ve seen the homophobia firsthand, of course, but to kick her out?”


“It broke her heart, but now she’s found a church that’s more accepting of her and the woman she married.”


“So I guess it wasn’t a big deal when you came out?”


“I don’t know that I ever had to come out.” Her smile is full of affection. “Aunt Roz and Aunt Grace were together when I had to go live with them. Queerness had always been normalized for me, so when my first crush was a girl, I didn’t think twice about it. And they didn’t make a big deal, like celebrate with a we got us another lesbian party or anything.”


That catches me off guard and I bark out a laugh, which coaxes an easy smile from her.


“I honestly wasn’t even sure I liked boys, like at all,” she goes on, “until around the tenth grade.”


My smile slips at this new information. So she’s bisexual. Or maybe she just had a crush and now exclusively dates girls.


None of my business. Either way she’s still dating Petra.


I also shove away Ezekiel’s offhand comment about Petra and Verity’s open relationship. That shit gets complicated.


“What happened in the tenth grade?” I ask. “Who was the lucky guy?”


“Billy Lang.” She laughs and rolls her eyes. “When I showed a picture of him to my aunt Roz, she said, ‘Girl, he white. Least let your first man be Black, then you can start making decisions about what kind of dick you want.’”


“Your aunt sounds like a riot.” I chuckle. “And wow. The brothers never stood a chance, huh?”


“It didn’t go anywhere with Billy. He just had blue eyes and blond hair and was on the football team, but it was an unrequited, short-lived love.”


“So you like athletes?”


“Not really. I go for what’s inside.”


“Oh, sure you do.” I give her a disbelieving look. “Whatever.”


“I do!” Her twitching lips spoil the fake indignation. “Not everybody’s superficial.”


“Easy to say when you look like that.”


It’s out before I catch it. Our eyes hold and our smiles melt at the same rate until we are studying each other through moonbeams and shadows.


“Um …” Her eyes drop away from me, maybe anywhere but me, finally landing on the notebook I still hold loosely on my lap. “You out here journaling at a party? Real smooth.”


“Not exactly.” I turn the notebook over in my hands. “It’s where I keep all my ideas, compositions, songs—all of it starts here.”


Her smile fades and her eyes go a little distant. “I rarely go anywhere without my notebook, too.”


“What’s in your notebook?”


“Same. I mean, stories, not music. I don’t have a musical bone in my body. I couldn’t carry a tune if I tried.”


“You’re probably being too hard on yourself. You can’t be that bad.”


“The only place I sing is in the shower, and even then, Petra begs me to stop.”


The image of Verity naked and soapy in the shower sends heat straight to my dick, and the mention of Petra follows fast like a bucket of freezing water.


“You sounded amazing at the club last night, by the way,” she says.


“Oh, thanks.” I shrug. “Just paying some bills.”


“What’s your specialty? Pop, R&B, jazz, rock and roll?”


“Yes.” I laugh at her eye roll. “I can play anything.”


“So modest.” She pulls her legs under her in the lawn chair and leans back, arms crossed over her stomach.


“Music is the only thing that has ever really felt like, when I’m doing it, I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be and doing what I’m meant to do.”


She nods slowly, her eyes locked with mine. “I get that.”


And I think, when so few actually do, Verity really does. Maybe that was the recognition I felt when I first saw her last night—this artistic kinship. Could I have mistaken that for attraction? For more?


“You asked before if I’m religious,” I go on, unsure why I’m telling her this—confessing this—but not hesitating on the next words. “When I’m playing music, that’s the closest I’ve ever felt to God. It makes me believe.”


“Believe in God?” she asks, her eyes alive with curiosity and a small dose of wonder.


“I’m not sure sometimes,” I admit. “When you grow up with parents who hold those kinds of beliefs, they’re often fed to you as absolutes. Right. Wrong. Black. White. Do. Don’t. Always. Never. The older I get, the more I want to consider the in-betweens, the grays. The sometimes. I want to figure out what I believe. When I’m playing, I believe. I don’t even have to perfectly articulate what I believe in. Just having that sense of hope and faith and confidence of what I’m on Earth to do, when most of the time, I can’t find it … There’s nothing else like that.”


“I’ve never heard anyone speak that way about the thing they love to do,” she says, her voice barely carrying over the music and laughter slipping through the slightly ajar sliding glass door. “But that’s how I’ve always felt about writing. My mom used to tease me about carrying a notebook around everywhere. I grew up in a small rural town, and that notebook felt like a portal to another world. It’s where I put my imagination into words. It transported me.”


I nod and shift in the lawn chair. “You an English major, journalism, or what?”


“Film studies. Specifically screenwriting.”


“Were either of your parents writers or artistic?”


A shadow falls over her face again, and I immediately regret the question, but she chases it away with a smile that I don’t quite buy.


“My dad could really draw,” she says, looking down at her hands and biting her lip. “He didn’t have formal training or anything, but he’d draw on the walls, painted stars on my bedroom ceiling and on the mirrors.”


A short laugh breezes past her lips. “Drove Mama crazy. I can still hear her saying, ‘Now, Will, if you don’t clean that mess off my walls.’”


She pulls a knee to her chest and wraps an arm around it. “It wasn’t mess, though. He was talented. I can’t draw for shit, but I like to think my creativity came from him.”


“Here you are,” Petra says from the open patio door. “I been looking all over for you.”


I don’t get the chance to figure out if she means me, Verity, or us both. I hide my irritation that she interrupted our conversation. What right do I have to be annoyed that Petra was looking for her girlfriend and found her with me?


“Come grab something to eat.” Petra walks over to Verity and pulls her up and into a hug. “You barely ate and you cleaned all day.”


“Whose fault is that?” Verity asks dryly.


“All mine.” Petra slides her look to me. “There’s plenty of pizza left. Come grab a slice, Monk.”


“I’m not hungry,” I say, but my stomach betrays me with a monstrous growl.


“Oh, okay,” Petra laughs. “Might wanna tell your belly that. Come get some before it’s all gone.”


So I do.


Verity and I settle on the couch with two slices each. Petra comes in and out. People dance and get drunk and make out all around us, but it feels like we’re insulated from the chaos. We discuss a wide range of topics while we eat, everything from the Greeks, who just crossed over, to the new student body president and the halftime show at homecoming. Verity seems suitably impressed that I arranged some of the music for the show, but I don’t offer much more. I don’t want to make the conversation about me, when I could be learning as much as possible about Verity.


I’m fucked.


Am I crushing on a girl I just met last night, while I’m at her girlfriend’s place eating her food? I don’t do cheating. Ever. I don’t accept it, and I don’t do it to other people. Verity is the kind of woman who would make you break your rules, and I don’t trust myself not to pursue her, their relationship be damned. So just for tonight, I let myself enjoy one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever met, eat free pizza, and drink cheap beer while Verity sticks to water and a few sips of Coke.


“You don’t drink?” I ask her, when we’ve been on the couch for probably a couple of hours and people are starting to leave.


“Not really.” She doesn’t offer further explanation, but looks up briefly to catch my eyes. Even though we’ve been talking for hours, she’s barely looked directly at me all night. Meanwhile, I can’t seem to keep my eyes off her longer than a minute.


For somebody who wasn’t even sure he was coming and promised himself he would only stay awhile, I’m still here when the room has almost cleared out. Finally the door closes behind the last person, and Petra flops down in the armchair across from us.


“Shit, I thought they’d never leave,” she says, blowing out an exhausted breath and stretching her arms overhead.


“I tried to tell you this little get-together was gonna become an all-nighter,” Verity teases. “You never listen to me.”


“You called it,” Petra sighs. “But, hey, it’s my last year before med school and then residency. That’s some serious adulting for the rest of my life. I better enjoy this last hurrah. You’ll have to hold it down for us here at Finley next year, babe.”


“You’re not a senior?” I ask Verity. I can’t believe that never came up.


“I would be a senior, but I transferred from USC and took a little time off.” Lowering her lashes, Verity twists the folds of her skirt between her fingers, not looking up when she answers. “This is my first semester at Finley, but I’m a junior.”


“Ahh, okay,” I say. “Wow. I love Finley, but it’s hard to beat USC for film. What made you leave?”


Her brows lower and she tightens her fist in the skirt.


“Sorry,” I say. “None of my business.”


“No, it’s fine.” She offers a smile, but it’s as stiff as her slim back pressed into the couch cushions. “Some of it was just being far from home. It was super-stressful, and I’m from a small town. I’d barely ever been out of Georgia, much less gone all the way to California. I missed home and ended up losing my scholarship, so money became an issue.”


“Sorry to hear that,” I murmur.


“It’s cool.” She does look up then, her smile more natural. “I’m where I’m supposed to be.”


“Yeah, you are,” Petra says. “Because that brought you to me.”


“True.” Verity breathes out a laugh and nods. “I wouldn’t change a thing.”


Petra’s eyes dart between us like we’re lab rats in a cage and she’s observing our behavior as part of an experiment. After a few seconds, she joins us on the couch, slipping her arm around Verity’s shoulder. The three of us on the couch together is weird, and I haven’t actually felt like the third wheel I obviously am until now. Even more so when Petra presses a kiss to Verity’s temple and caresses her thigh, subtly pushing the skirt up to expose smooth skin above her girlfriend’s knee. I stiffen, my eyes riveted on the flex of muscle in Verity’s legs. I lick my lips and make a conscious effort to control my breathing. Petra looks over at me, her eyes never leaving mine when she bends to whisper something in her girlfriend’s ear. Verity’s eyes go wide, and she swivels her head to stare at Petra, who grins and waggles her brows. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I’m out.


“I’mma bounce,” I say, leaning forward, ready to stand, when Petra reaches behind Verity and presses her hand to my shoulder, staying my departure.


“Don’t leave yet,” she says softly, dropping her eyes back to meet Verity’s. “You want him to stay, right, babe?”


It feels like there is more to the question than appears on the surface. I’m ready to leave until Verity turns to look at me, and her pupils are blown. Shallow breaths lift and lower her breasts beneath the cropped sweater. Her lips are plump and shiny when she licks them almost nervously.


“I want you to stay,” she says, her voice low and smoky.


Petra takes my hand and guides it to Verity’s leg, using both our fingers to push the skirt higher. So high, the pink satin of Verity’s underwear at the juncture of her thighs peeks out to tempt me.


“Um …” I’ve never felt more confused and turned the fuck on in my life. “What’s … I don’t understand.”


“I think you do,” Petra says, her laugh light and teasing. “But let me make it perfectly clear.”


She moves my hand up another inch until my fingers brush across the dampness of Verity’s underwear. Verity’s breasts heave with a sharp breath, and her eyes drift closed. Long, sooty lashes cast crescents on her cheeks.


“Verity and I have an open relationship.” Petra slants me a wicked smile. “Dick does nothing for me, but she likes it sometimes. I’ve wanted to try a threesome for a while, but she never wanted to. Until now.”


Shock locks me in place. I’m not sure if my heart is even beating, but I know for a fact my blood is still flowing because it feels like every drop goes straight to my dick.


My eyes snap to Verity’s, and she holds my stare. I don’t have to wonder if she’s willing. The depth of hunger in her eyes, the lust that swallows her pupils, more than matches the need burning through me. There’s something so contained about her, so controlled, it makes me want to see her explode. To make her unravel in my hands, in my arms. I’d love to be the one who shatters that composure and watches her combust.


Even if just for one night.


“You sure, Verity?” I ask. “I don’t want you to … Are you sure?”


“Yeah.” She nods, never looking away. “I mean, if you want to. Don’t feel like you have to—”


“I’ll stay,” I cut in, grabbing what will probably be my only chance to ever have this woman, with her girlfriend’s blessing, no less. My mouth is literally watering as I take in the tight curves and generous swells of her body.


“There are rules,” Petra says, her voice firming.


“I’ve never done a threesome,” I confess on a choked laugh, rubbing a hand over the back of my neck. “So I’m following your lead here. Tell me how you want this to go.”


“No kissing,” Petra says flatly. “And you don’t get to fuck her. I do that.”


Those are definitely both things I envisioned in a threesome, so I’m not sure what this will be, but I’m desperate enough to take whatever I can get with Verity this one time.


“Um … okay?” I nod and shrug. “Got it. What else?”


“Guys are always so stick it in, bust my nut, and I’m out,” Petra says. “This is for Verity. She’s never done this before, and I want her to feel good.”


They don’t have to worry about me rushing. If this is a one-time thing, I’ll stretch it out as long as possible.


“Her breasts are really sensitive.” Petra lifts Verity’s sweater. “Let’s start there.”


She loops the sweater’s collar behind Verity’s neck, exposing firm breasts tipped with nipples the color of rich cocoa. Watching me, Petra takes one nipple into her mouth, sucking until Verity’s head falls back on the cushion, and she huffs staccato breaths. Slowly, watching Petra in case she changes her mind and decides to kick me out, I lower my head, nibbling at the other fat nipple, laving it with my tongue until Verity squirms and moans.


“Oh God,” she gasps, as Petra and I both worship her breasts. “It’s … oh. Don’t stop.”


We both suckle and bite, until Verity’s nipples are tightly budded, damp, and ringed with marks from our teeth. Petra bunches the skirt above Verity’s waist and nods down.


“You can touch her,” she says, shifting her glance to Verity, whose eyes are squeezed shut. “Is that okay, baby?”


“Yes,” Verity rasps. “Please. Yeah. Um, yes.”


“Oh, you can do better than that.” Petra grins, licking at Verity’s nipple and taking it between her lips before releasing it with a pop. “Tell Monk exactly what you want.”


It’s quiet in the small apartment, the only sound our panting breaths. I’m ready to tell Petra it’s fine. No one needs to instruct me on what to do. I know, but Verity whispers, “Please touch my pussy, Monk.”


I have to press my palm to the bulge in my pants to keep myself from coming hands-free right here on the couch. I let my touch stray up the smooth skin of Verity’s thigh and slowly push her panties aside, slipping my fingers over her, which are instantly soaked.


“Shit,” I groan, exploring her and relishing the sloppy sound of her weeping body. “You’re so wet.”


“For us,” Petra reminds me. “Right, baby?”


Verity rolls her hips into my touch.


“God, she wants it.” Petra chuckles, delight in her face as she watches her girlfriend. “Give it to her, Monk.”


I slide one finger inside, and Verity’s muscles contract around me, a low moan rolling from her throat.


“Give her another,” Petra says, her eyes lust-glazed as she watches Verity writhe.


I rub my thumb over her and slide another finger in, pushing deeper. Verity’s back arches, her legs dropping open and her eyes sliding closed. I work between her thighs and Petra sucks one nipple and rolls the other between two fingers.


“Jesus,” Verity gasps, squeezing trembling hands into fists at her side. “I can’t … Oh, my God.”


“If you want to taste her,” Petra says. “You better do it now because once we get in that bedroom, this pussy is mine. Your dick will be in her mouth, and I’ll strap it on and hit it from the back.”


I drop to my knees, running my hands up the length of Verity’s thighs. I tug the cotton candy–pink silk down and off and stare at the prettiest pussy I’ve ever seen. She’s so dripping wet, there’s a spot on the skirt beneath her. My mouth floods at the promise of her on my lips; of sucking her, licking her, biting her. Devouring her. I pull her legs over my shoulders, and she slumps down a little, her shoulders dropping. Petra kisses her neck and plays with her tits, but Verity’s eyes, narrowed to lusty slits, watch me from under long, curling lashes. I don’t look away when my tongue takes the first swipe.


“Oh!” She arches, her knees pressing together reflexively, but I pry them back open and spread her wide, burying my face there and feasting like a starved man. I lose track of her moans and whimpers, so consumed by my own hunger. I drown in heat and sweetness, my lips and chin and cheeks soaked with the taste and smell of her. I make growling, hungry sounds, completely unselfconscious and almost feral to have her like this. Her girlfriend watching me take her apart, lick by lick, hearing her moans, heightens the tension and the pleasure to something almost unbearable.


When I glance up, Verity’s still watching me, her brows knitted and her bottom lip, wet and full, trapped between her teeth. I don’t look away from her, and I don’t let up until her knees squeeze almost painfully around my head. I rub my hands over her legs and cup her bare ass, bringing her as close as I can. Petra said this was as close as I would get, and I don’t waste a moment. Even when the first wave hits Verity, and she screams, her eyes remain locked with mine. It is the single most intimate moment of my life, staring into those midnight-dark eyes, the brown irises swallowed by lust. I slow the motion of my lips and tongue as she comes down.


Petra is still kissing and tweaking Verity’s nipples, but I’d almost forgotten she was there. For the last few moments, there were only two people in this room. In this universe. I finally meet a girl who makes the whole world disappear.


And she belongs to someone else.
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