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Аннотация
Stella Ramsey always says bad boys can�t break your heart. They don�t call, don�t cuddle and don�t send flowers�but what do you expect? No strings means no regrets.
When the biggest story of her fledgling music journalism career nearly ruins her relationship with her best friend, Stella has one chance to redeem herself. She promises the bassist for the rock band Tattoo Thief anything in exchange for behind-the-scenes access. But Tyler doesn�t want anything. He wants everything�and that�s more than Stella is prepared to give.
When Tyler�s explosive secret thrusts Stella into the media spotlight, she must choose between selling the story and telling the truth�and exposing the truth about herself.
Tyler & Stella is a sizzling story of lust, lies, and sacrifice, revealing how much love can forgive.
This book is recommended for mature readers�it contains steamy romance and feisty characters who use strong language.


Tyler & Stella 
Tattoo Thief - 2
by
Heidi Joy Tretheway 

For the life I saved one day.
Alis volat propriis: She flies with her own wings.
(Oregon state motto)


ONE

I�ve never hated myself as much as I do right now.
My best friend Beryl just ran to the bathroom in tears and I�m left holding her phone as a video plays. It�s just a guy in a hotel room, playing his guitar and singing.

If you can�t/ I can
If you won�t/ I will
If you vow, I might break
But I�ll try for your sake
It takes two
It takes two
To say I do.

God, it�s stunning. Gavin Slater�s sandy hair flops forward on his face as he concentrates on a chord progression and a pang of envy churns in my gut.
Not that Beryl shouldn�t have this. She should. I want her to have a sweet, beautiful, impossibly famous rocker writing her love songs and remembering her birthday.
But I also want that for me.
Even just the remembering my birthday part. Even if he isn�t famous or beautiful.
And while I�m making a birthday wish (even though it isn�t my birthday), forget the boys. I�d be happy with a decent place to live and a boss who doesn�t send me to shitty gigs like this one, to write stories about bands that aren�t famous and don�t deserve to be.
I try to tune out the band on stage now. Playing louder doesn�t help their cause and the lead singer�s screeching makes me more uncomfortable than watching Miley Cyrus twerk.
I tune out everything except this one perfect video on Beryl�s phone that would rock the world of rock. It�s an entirely different side of Tattoo Thief�s lead singer that fans have never seen, and it�s heart-stoppingly perfect.
It isn�t fair. I�m the music journalist and somehow Beryl gained access to a band that�s been at the top of the charts for more than a year. I�ve been to two hundred and ninety-two shows since I moved to New York a year ago, and I�ve never gotten a true insider�s look at a band even half as famous as Tattoo Thief.
I glance around and Beryl�s still in the bathroom. I tap her phone�s screen a couple of times and see my last text, telling her the address of this club and to �wear something saucy.�
Before I can overthink it, I e-mail the video to myself. I need a closer look.
The journalist in me rationalizes this. I�m not stealing the video. Beryl showed it to me. And this could be a great story�the best of my career (what little there is of it).
I need another drink.
A bartender with fuchsia hair breezes by and I avoid her gaze. I wait a few minutes, then straighten to my full five-foot-not-quite-two when Grady walks by.
He�s the other bartender. And unlike Miss Fuchsia, he�ll slip me free drinks all night long. I�m still in his little black book, I think, unless he�s got a regular girlfriend now.
I clasp my arms in front of me to display maximum cleavage (not much I can make of a B-cup, unfortunately) and wink at Grady. He nods, accepting my telepathic order of a couple more shots.
It�s Beryl�s birthday and we�re doing tequila. I knocked back a few before Beryl showed up and we�ve done two together, but I barely feel buzzed. She weaves unsteadily between the tables on her way back from the bathroom.
Is alcohol or emotion getting the better of her? Her face is blotchy and tendrils of damp, curly hair hang around her face.
I motion to the shots. �Drink up, girlfriend. Looks like you got a pretty killer birthday present.�
I slip the phone back in her purse and do my shot quick, then press the other shot glass into her hand, trying to tease real joy from her weak smile.
Beryl follows my lead�lick, shoot, bite. �That was a shock.�
�No kidding. A rock star writes you a song? I�d be a basket case.� Lie. I�d be on cloud nine.
�I am.�
�So let�s go. I�m going to blow off this show for a different story. And you�ve got to be home when loverboy calls.�
* * *
It�s nearly midnight when I exit the subway on the Lower East Side near Neil�s apartment. I walk the last couple of blocks at a fast clip while trying not to look over my shoulder.
It�s not the greatest neighborhood and I�m small, my skirt is short, and I don�t need any extra attention.
Not to mention I feel like a thief. Which I am.
�Pretty lady, you got some change?�
I yelp when a panhandler steps out of a doorway into my path. I thought I�d lived in New York long enough to become inured to them, but this one scares me.
I shake my head, avoid eye contact, and give the shaggy-faced man in a drab olive jacket a wide berth. I listen for a sound besides my heels tapping on the sidewalk to make sure he isn�t following me.
Another half-block and I�m home. Well, the only home I�ve had for a month. When my ex-boyfriend Blayde and I split up in early June, he took off. That�s when I invited Beryl to live with me when she moved to New York, figuring we could share the rent.
Then Blayde came back and kicked me out because his name was on the sublease. Beryl got a house-sitting gig through her uncle�s company, and I convinced one of the other writers for The Indie Voice to let me stay with him while his roommate is traveling.
I should be more grateful to Neil for this temporary room, but he is by far the grossest gay boy I�ve ever met. His entire apartment is one sloppy pile after another and I�m sure he�s never cleaned a bathroom in his life.
I walk up three flights, knock, and unlock the apartment when I get no answer. That�s one of Neil�s rules, even though I live here, too. I have to knock.
I turn on the light before I step into the apartment. Once, I failed to do this and tripped over two ripe takeout boxes in the front hallway.
The living room isn�t too bad and I�m relieved. My internal debate over whether to write first or clean first is solved�definitely the cleaning�and I do the dishes, Swiffer the wood floor, wipe down the bathroom and straighten a bunch of Neil�s piles.
I�m paying my dues for the free room this month, and I suspect Neil is being even grosser than usual.
I flop on my borrowed bed in my borrowed room. Neil�s roommate, Violet, covered her walls with black-and-white photographs, many of them nudes. They�re good�some are even great�but together they seem kind of menacing.
I pull out my laptop and my phone, concentrating on my next task�writing the best freaking story of my career. The kind of story with memorable lines that other music critics will quote. The kind of story that doesn�t just describe a superstar like Gavin Slater, it defines him.
I sift through my memory for the few details Beryl learned about Gavin while house-sitting for him. I wish I�d asked her more questions, but she struggled for answers herself. She let me see inside his penthouse, which was amazing, but she was always guarded about the guy.
I rearrange the pillows behind me, pick at a hangnail and again survey the rows of nude portraits. I�m stuck. How do I write about the real Gavin?
I replay Beryl�s video, the one Gavin made for her birthday. This is the real Gavin, I�m sure. He�s vulnerable, exposed, and screams sex appeal. I close my eyes and listen to the rasp in his voice, hear the way his mouth forms the words, feel the music as his voice rises to carry a note before he lets it fall.
I play the video twice more until I know what to write. I start by describing how Tattoo Thief�s music has a driving, predatory nature to it, especially on their last album, Beast.
But this song is a retreat, a recovery from loss, and a promise of renewal. It�s the most honest thing I�ve heard from Tattoo Thief since their tracks became over-engineered. On Beast, you don�t even hear a unified performance, just stitched-together vocals based on the producer�s taste.
Did you know Adele sings off-key? It�s a musical embellishment called appoggiatura, an Italian term that means to lean. What Adele did with �Someone Like You� is what Gavin is doing with �Wilderness,� hitting a note on-beat but slightly off-key at first, then leaning into the melody to resolve the dissonance and reach the harmonious note.
If producers Auto-Tuned Adele, she wouldn�t sound like herself. Her song would be flat. The discord is what makes her music feel more alive. That�s how I feel when I listen to Gavin Slater perform �Wilderness.�
I read over my story, tweaking a few typos here and there, and rewriting some awkward sentences. I make the lead sentence snappier and more provocative. I wrap up the story with a song-lyric kicker.
Seven hundred and twenty-four words. That�s sharp work in a little over two hours and I�m ready to file my story.
I drop the text and video files in my email and put my bastard editor�s name in the SEND-TO field, with the subject line: Tattoo Thief�s next hit single? Exclusive video, just to be sure he opens it tomorrow.
I mean today. It�s three a.m. on Sunday and I�m unfortunately sober, but I�m high from the rush of writing. This story could go big if it�s picked up on the wire by other publishers. It could go national in a matter of hours.
My mouse hovers over the SEND key and I stop. I should close my laptop and walk away to give myself breathing room. Can I do this do to Beryl? To Gavin?
I scuttle to Neil�s kitchen and hear a snorty snore filter through his open bedroom door. I yank open the freezer and pour myself two fingers of vodka, knock it back, and then another couple fingers for good measure.
Sober feels like shit. I need to smooth down my rough edges. I take the glass and vodka bottle back to my room.
Beryl doesn�t know I forwarded that video to myself. It�s possible she�ll never even realize. And I could stop now, delete my story, and no one would be the wiser. My editor isn�t even expecting this piece.
I pour another generous shot�fuck it, two�and let vodka burn a happy trail down my throat.
The problem is that my editor is expecting something, and I don�t have an alternate story. I didn�t write about the crappy band I heard wailing in the bar because it wasn�t worth writing about.
But this is. Gavin�s video is authentic, a true musician showing raw emotion. It�s stunning, and I believe it�s something the world needs to see.
Fans will love it. I�m a fan of Tattoo Thief and seeing this video made me love Gavin that much more. It gives me hope that the band�s next album won�t be the over-processed noise that haunted some tracks on Beast.
I try to reread my story to see if it�s on the mark, but the vodka makes the letters soft and melty, as if their ink is bleeding on my laptop�s screen.
I�m convinced that if I make this video public, people will appreciate Tattoo Thief more, not less. They�ll clamber for the real stuff. It will propel the band into their next album release.
And it will help me, too. It will finally put me on the map as a serious music journalist.
Win-win. I down another shot.
I click SEND and there�s no turning back. My heart races, alive with fear. I�m afraid of what Beryl will say to me when she finds out. If she ever talks to me again.
Win-win-lose.
God. What have I done?

TWO

My story is published online Sunday evening and by Monday morning, dozens of media outlets are picking it up, from BuzzFeed to E! to Entertainment Weekly.
This should be the best day of my career.
Variety is doing a piece on the video and left three messages on my office voicemail asking for more details. They�re fifth on my list to call back, but I can�t bring myself to pick up the phone.
Each time a television presenter says, �In an exclusive video released by The Indie Voice, Gavin Slater sings�� I�m crying inside, terrified of the fact that this story is going viral.
It�s a boulder rolling downhill, picking up momentum and threatening to crush whatever�s in its path.
Friendship.
A thousand times today, I wish I�d waited. I wish I�d thought it through and realized how utterly stupid it was to steal the video and write about it.
But I did think it through. I rationalized the fuck out of it.
I hate myself for what I�ve done to sweet, gentle Beryl and I sink lower in my chair as colleagues stop by my cubicle with congratulations. This is the biggest story The Indie Voice has released in ages, especially because we have the exclusive.
When my boss, Heath Rhodes, stops by my cubicle, he doesn�t offer congrats. �Stella? A word?� He jerks his head toward his office and I follow him, taking a seat opposite his broad, messy desk.
�Well, that was some story,� Heath says, resting his chin on steepled fingers as his eyes linger on my cleavage. �It�s been lighting up our phones all morning. You wanna tell me where you got that video?�
I shake my head, not trusting my voice.
�Just between us, sweetheart.� His tone softens but I can still hear the edge in it. �The lawyers will be asking me some tough questions. I want to have good answers for them.�
�I didn�t steal it.� The words spill out of my mouth in a rush.
�I never said you did.� Heath narrows his eyes. �Why would you think that?�
�It�s�it�s personal. I mean, the video was made for personal reasons, not for fans. Gavin sent it to his, uh, girlfriend?� I don�t know how to describe Beryl and Gavin�s relationship.
�Gavin Slater�s having a romantic relationship with someone, and you know her?�
I nod.
Heath�s lip curls in a ruthless smile. �You can use this access. Readers will want to know if the playboy is finally settling down. Because if he is, that�s your next story. Now, what�s your connection?�
I buy time before I answer by pushing one angled edge of my cherry-brown bob behind my ear. �I don�t know for sure if she�s his girlfriend, but she showed me the video. He sent it to her.�
Heath nods, his dead eyes cold, like a shark�s. �You know her well?�
�Yeah.� Heath scowls at my minimum-information answer and I�m forced to elaborate. �We were in college together. In the journalism program at the University of Oregon.�
�And how does a girl from Oregon catch the eye of a rock star? Does this have something to do with the fact that he fell off the map a couple of months ago?�
Heath�s getting far too much out of me and I balk. �I�m not sure,� I hedge. �I guess I�ll have to see what else I can find out.�
�Wednesday. I want a follow-up story by Wednesday with more on the band. More behind-the-scenes crap, whatever you can get. More real-life stuff, because that�s what fans are eating up right now. Tattoo Thief�s a trending topic on Twitter today.�
I suppress a groan. This story has taken on a life of its own. �I�ll try.�
�No. You�ll do it, sweetheart. This story is flipping our advertisers� buttons and that makes our publisher happy. And when our publisher�s happy��
I finish Heath�s sentence: �Everyone�s happy. I get it. I�ll do my best.�
�Bullshit. Don�t do your best. Just do it.�
I twist my hands in my lap, waiting to be dismissed, but Heath pulls a laminated pass on a lanyard out of his desk drawer and flips it over to me.
�Don�t look so grim. I�ve also got a reward for you�you�re covering the Indie Day concert.� Heath�s tobacco-stained grin says he�s proud of giving me this.
�Thanks,� I choke out, accepting the pass to one of the biggest outdoor indie rock concerts of the summer. It�s on Independence Day, of course, so I mentally scratch my Fourth of July plans.
�Get me a story on that by noon Friday,� Heath says. �And close the door behind you.�
I�m dismissed.
* * *
I know I should call Beryl but I can�t bring myself to dial all ten numbers. The weight of my betrayal threatens to crush me and I leave work early on the pretense of digging up more information on Tattoo Thief.
Instead, I walk aimlessly on the High Line, an elevated park on an old rail track.
On Tuesday, I�m no closer to a story about Tattoo Thief and I spend the morning at my desk trolling old articles about the band, looking for some nugget that could spark a fresh story without involving Gavin or Beryl again.
I feel like a prisoner waiting for her execution.
Neil�s on the other side of the newsroom telling a loud, animated story about his latest one-star restaurant review, and several reporters gather around him.
I hate this side of the business, being a critic, tearing down what other people create. I write honest reviews, but I always try to find something redeeming about a performance a band�s spent years honing.
When my desk phone rings I want to let it go to voicemail, but considering that I hate being on the other end, a reporter leaving a voicemail for a source, I relent to its beeping and pick it up.
�Indie Voice. This is Stella Ramsey.�
�Stella. You�re Beryl�s � friend?� The voice is a growl, pouring ice in my veins. This is not a friendly chat.
My mouth drops open and I struggle to remember what to do with it: breathe, move my lips, push air through my throat. Now speak.
�Stella? Are you there?� I scramble to place the familiar rasp. In the last twenty-four hours I�ve fielded calls from publications and reporters whose names are every bit as famous as Tattoo Thief�s.
�Urg, sorry. How may I help you?� I pride myself on composure, but now I�m fumbling for easy words.
�You know what this is about. The video. Tell me what happened.� The growl is lower and so commanding that I stutter out the same comments I gave a dozen media outlets.
�Uh, I wrote a story about the video Gavin Slater made. For Beryl. It was such a good song that I thought the world needed to see it. I thought��
I keep talking, defending the very thing I�ve beaten myself up over ever since I hit SEND. My thoughts snag on a critical fact: no one should know that Beryl is my friend.
When reporters badgered me about getting in touch with Beryl, I told them I didn�t know her last name or contact details. The only reason her first name is mentioned in my story at all is because the video begins with Gavin�s sweet, heartfelt statement: �Hey, Beryl. This is for you.�
Realization hits me. That voice. I feel like I�ve tripped on the bumpy yellow warning strip in the subway and I�m falling toward the tracks.
�Stop it, Stella.� Gavin Slater�s sharp tone cuts off my babble. �You stole it from Beryl. That was a private video between us and I don�t know how you got in the middle of it, but you had no right to take it.�
I hear his barely contained rage and I gasp for air and grasp for words. I stick with the one phrase that�s burned in my brain. �Gavin, I�m sorry. I�m so sor�� My voice breaks as I try to apologize, and I choke back a sob.
�Do you realize how badly you hurt Beryl? I�m used to the press pulling this kind of shit, taking anything they can get from me, breaking any promise of confidentiality. But Beryl trusted you. She said you were her best friend.�
I hear the past tense in his statement and I blubber and shake, holding the phone in a death grip.
�She didn�t even know the video was out there until it went viral. Her boss had to show it to her. You didn�t even give her a heads-up, like, �Hey, I fucked you over and stole a private moment, so be prepared.� She thought I did it. The rest of the band�my best friends�thought she did it. And the first call I got was from Chief, our manager, screaming about our label suing us for breach of contract!�
Gavin�s voice rises with each statement and I feel tears slide down my cheeks. I never considered that Tattoo Thief�s label would be anything less than thrilled by Gavin�s video.
�And the worst part?� Gavin barks out an ironic laugh. �The worst part is I fucking blamed her for it, too. I thought she sold me out. After everything I trusted her with, you undermined that trust. And she knows it.�
That lands the hardest blow and I sniffle and hiccup between sobs, but I�m trying desperately to stay quiet so I don�t attract the attention of my coworkers.
Gavin draws a ragged breath. �You owe Beryl an apology. Are you ready for that?� His voice is hard and I feel panicked. What could I possibly say to her that would be enough?
�Yes. You�re right,� I whisper. I�m not sure he hears me because the line is quiet. Finally, Gavin breaks the silence.
�Good. Then we understand each other. Here�s how you�re going to make it up to her: meet us at Frankies Spuntino in Greenwich Village tonight at nine. She deserves to hear your apology in person.�
�She deserves so much more than that,� I say, and I know it�s true. She deserves better than a frenemy who steals her private moments and makes them public. A fresh wave of self-loathing hits me and I want to drown in a bottle of something strong.
�You�re right, Stella. Beryl is precious to me, but I also know your friendship is precious to her. You�ve got to make it right.�
�I don�t know how.� It comes out like a desperate sigh.
Gavin�s voice softens. �Stella. Listen to me. I�ve spent the last two months beating myself up over something I did that caused irreparable damage. I know how hard it is to ask for forgiveness, and how much harder it is to forgive yourself.�
I nod but can�t manage words.
Gavin goes on. �Let�s start here. I forgive you. What you did isn�t unforgivable. The trust you broke can be mended. You�ve just got to find a way to give it to Beryl and see if she�ll accept it.�
�I�ll try.�
�That�s all I ask. I can�t promise that Beryl will forgive you right away, or ever. But I want you to try. She deserves it.�

THREE

I�m beyond nervous. I whisper my name to the hostess and follow her to the back of the restaurant. She opens one of the double doors to a private dining room and ushers me inside.
I gape. There are nearly a dozen people here, talking and laughing as they stand around a large table that�s set for dinner. I recognize members of the band Tattoo Thief, and at the far end of the room near the head of the table, Gavin stands with his arm circling Beryl�s waist.
She looks amazing in a tight black dress that shows off her curves. She�s deep in conversation with Gavin and her eyes sparkle as she smiles at him.
She looks like she�s in love.
I stand awkwardly by the door, my feet frozen in place even though I need to go to her and apologize. Beryl turns and her expression shifts from happiness to rage.
I want to run but Gavin catches Beryl�s arm and holds her close to him as he whispers in her ear. Her lips move angrily and her eyes dart back to me.
Gavin shakes his head and guides Beryl to sit in a chair next to him. He says a few more words and lets go of her arm, straightening up at the head of the table. He clears his throat.
Everyone else takes a seat and I follow them, choosing the last seat on the end, on the same side as Beryl. I�m thankful to be just out of her sightline as I listen to Gavin.
�This is a toast to great friends,� Gavin begins, raising his drink. �Without you guys�all of you�I�d probably still be lost. I wanted us to get together tonight to celebrate the beginning of our next album. We�re going to do the best we can do with it, and take it in any direction that feels right, but we�re not going to do it at the expense of each other. You have my word on that.�
I look around the table and see somber expressions of sadness and resolve. I know that a close friend of the band, Lulu Stirling, died from a drug overdose and Gavin blames himself for it.
�It�s also a toast in sincere thanks for friends who forgive. We screw up. We do stupid things. We can be selfish and hurtful and just plain wrong.�
I shrink down in my seat and I want to crawl under the table. He�s talking about me and my face is on fire. Did Gavin bring me here tonight not to apologize to Beryl, but to shame me?
�Speak for yourself!� I hear from across the table, and a tall, leanly muscled guy draws laughter from the rest of the table.
I know who that is. Tattoo Thief�s bassist, Tyler Walsh, is credited with starting the band. I keep my head down but peek at his goofy grin from the corner of my eye. As bleak as I feel, he radiates joy.
�I�m speaking from experience,� Gavin says. �I was an unbelievable jerk and I am so grateful you stuck by me. You�re the kind of friends worth having, and the kind of friend I want to be.�
Gavin offers a toast and I raise the wineglass in front of me but avoid eye contact. I don�t know if anyone else knows who I am or why I�m here. I�m afraid I�ll be run out of here as soon as they figure it out.
�The good news is, thanks to Stella, we�ve got some major demand for our first single,� Gavin adds and nods in my direction. I freeze as people around me make the connection. �The bad news is we�ve got to quit screwing around and get to work on Monday. Cheers to that!�
More toasts, and this time I can�t avoid curious glances. A woman across the table from me narrows her eyes but says nothing. Others drink and chat and I know I can�t put this off forever. I down the rest of my wine, push back my chair, and on leaden feet I approach Beryl.
�Beryl, I owe you more than an apology. I know what I did was selfish and wrong, and I can�t believe Gavin asked me to be here tonight.�
My face crumples as I prepare for the onslaught, like I�m bracing myself for a punch.
There�s something worse than the pain of being hurt.
It�s the pain of hurting someone you love.
Beryl�s mouth is pressed in a hard line, so I glue my eyes to the floor and wobble on stupidly tall shoes that pinch in the wrong places.
�Do you forgive me, Beryl? I�m so sorry I did that to you, making your video public. I was just�it was just so perfect, so much better than every crappy show I�ve been sitting through�I just had to write about it. And the only way I could get the chance was if I had an exclusive. The video.�
I kick myself and wish my mouth would just stop. I�m ruining this apology.
Beryl glances at Gavin and back to me, her voice hard. �You could have ruined everything.�
�Beryl, if you don�t forgive me, I have ruined everything.�
She snorts, her next words scathing. �No. You just established yourself as the next up-and-coming music journalist. Lucky you. I guess using a friend is a small price to pay for getting what you really want.�
I want to run from Beryl�s hurt, angry sarcasm that feels like a thousand needles jabbing me at once. I can�t take the way her anger has made her bitter. I duck my head again and beg. �It was selfish. I didn�t think�I didn�t think I�d lose your friendship.�
�You were wrong.� Beryl stands and thrusts her arm toward the door where I came in. Her cold hazel eyes are unrelenting. �You�d better leave before you steal something else.�
�Beryl.� Gavin growls her name and both of our heads spin to see him rise from the table. The rest of the dining room is quiet, witnessing this confrontation, and my humiliation is complete. �You forgave me. I used Lulu to get what I wanted and you still forgave me. Is what Stella did really unforgiveable?�
I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling the weight of the gift Gavin is giving me. Even if Beryl doesn�t forgive me, even if I can�t be part of her life anymore, I want to make this right. But how can I protect her and protect my job? I imagine Heath�s reaction if I don�t land another story.
He�s not one for second chances. And I�m not sure they really exist.
�How can I be your friend if I can�t trust you?� Beryl asks. My heart breaks as I meet her gaze; tears well in the corners of her eyes and she glances at the ceiling, blinking hard against them. �I let you in on the secrets I wasn�t supposed to share with anyone, and you just sold them.�
My face twists with renewed pain. �You�re right. I don�t deserve your trust right now, but I�m going to try like hell to earn it back. Here.�
I dig into my purse and pull out a sealed envelope. I push it toward her, willing Beryl to take it from me before I lose my nerve. Finally, she turns it over in her hands as if she�s not sure what to do with it.
�I didn�t know how else to show you how sorry I am, so I brought you this. Even if you don�t trust me right now, I want to show you that I trust you.�
Beryl turns and walks a few steps from me, leaving me awkward and alone at the side of the room. I cross my arms and try to hold in the sobs that threaten to break from my chest. I hear Beryl rip open the envelope�s seal.
Most of the people at the table resume muted conversations while a waitress bustles into the room with a wide tray of salads and appetizers. Gavin sits and his eyes are trained on Beryl. Tyler�s watching me.
I wish there was something to hide behind. Or drink. My wineglass has been refilled but it�s at the opposite end of the table and I want something much stronger than Pinot Noir.
So I just stand there, waiting for Beryl�s reaction, hoping that what I�ve given her�proof of my ugliest secret�will be enough to convince her that I�m truly sorry.
My head is bent in shame and I stare at Beryl�s shoes. I know she�s done reading when they turn and point back to me. I drag my head up to face her again.
�I didn�t know,� she says, and her voice is tender. It�s the voice that comforted me on my worst nights in college where there was no one else to help.
�Now you do,� I whisper.
�How could you�?�
�Can we please not talk about it tonight?� My eyes are pleading for this concession as Beryl tucks the documents back into the envelope and hands them to me. They�re proof of a deep rift from my past, and they changed everything about my world. �I just wanted to show you that I�m sorry. Truly.�
Beryl grabs me in a rough hug that I�m not expecting. �Stop it. I forgive you. And we�re going to talk about this later.�
She releases me and our eyes lock. �But don�t you do that to me again or I�ll kick your ass and never tell you another secret. Besides, I�ll bet these guys would give you an exclusive if you�d just ask.�
�We would,� Tyler confirms, and I stagger back in surprise as his tall frame appears between us. �But you have to ask pretty please.�
His whole face smiles and he radiates a contentment that I�m desperate to feel again. Beryl relaxes and smiles back at him, probably as glad as I am that his presence shifts our tense mood.
�OK,� I mumble, not sure what he really wants. �Pretty please?�
�With a cherry on top,� Tyler prompts and I balk. I have to look up, way up, to meet his rich brown eyes and he seems so amused I�m afraid he�s laughing at me.
�Pretty please with a cherry on top?� I say it in a child�s singsong cadence.
�And sprinkles? And whipped cream?� Tyler�s eyes dance and I squirm under his gaze. He�s torturing me on purpose. Beryl grins and I�ll bet she�s enjoying the show.
I go for broke. �Yes, and nuts and hot fudge and anything else you want.� I put out my hand to shake on the deal as if I�m ready to make him an ice cream sundae. In exchange for�what exactly?
�Well, that�s an offer I can�t refuse.� Tyler pumps my hand slowly, up and down, sending a shiver up my spine as his large hand completely envelops mine. �You just promised me anything. So my answer is yes, you�ll get your exclusive. Stick with me, little lady.�

FOUR

�Stella�s going to do another story on us,� Tyler announces to Jayce and Dave, and they exchange twin looks of surprise.
I�m still annoyed by the little lady comment, but when Tyler pulled me away from Beryl to meet his band mates, I could hardly refuse.
�We can�t just let her write about Gavin, right? I�m going to give her an inside scoop on Tattoo Thief.� Tyler introduces me to Tattoo Thief�s lead guitarist and Jayce�s biceps flex as he shakes my hand.
The drummer, Dave, doesn�t extend a hand to shake�he ignores me completely and pivots his body toward Tyler, his jaw tight. �Why would you do that? After the shitstorm she just caused, that�s the last thing the PR department is going to let you do.�
Tyler laughs. �Live by your rules, Dave, and I�ll live by mine. Besides, I�m pretty sure Stella�s got a different approach this time.� His gaze shifts to me and I fidget.
�I have a lot to make up for,� I whisper, my head bent. �I just wanted�I just wanted to show the world how great that song was.�
�There�s more where that came from,� Jayce adds. Dave glares at him. �It�s all Gavin can talk about since he got back. Less post-production. More acoustic. He wants to transform our sound.�
�Yeah, we�ll see about that,� Tyler says, the way a parent might dismiss a child�s threat to hold his breath until he gets his way.
Dave stands up straighter, his thick, ropy muscles tensing. Beneath his close-cropped dark hair and olive skin, his face is a mask of control.
�Tyler, no. Don�t do this. You can�t trust Stella farther than she can throw you, and I don�t even like her being here tonight. Who knows what she�s going to write tomorrow?� Dave turns to me and growls, �And this conversation is strictly off the record.�
I want to spit back that a source can�t demand to go off the record after the fact, but I resist.
�Gavin invited her.� Jayce counters with a shrug, brushing back thick, golden hair that falls in unruly waves just below his collar.
�Without asking us,� Dave adds.
�He asked me here to apologize to Beryl,� I say. �But I also have a job to do. I can�t say no to what Tyler�s offered.�
�You never should have offered it,� Dave snarls through clenched teeth. He moves a few inches closer to Tyler, his posture taut and aggressive.
�Easy�� Jayce warns. His voice is calm but his body language is commanding, as if he�s ready to break up a fight. A couple of inches taller than Dave and several inches shorter than Tyler, Jayce easily outweighs both of them with his muscled bulk.
�Dave, chill. You�re not the manager anymore. And if Chief is mad about it, it�s on me, OK?� Tyler�s not backing down and I�m grateful, considering that something has to be on my editor�s desk by the end of the day tomorrow.
�Be careful, Tyler,� Dave warns.
�Screw careful. Life�s about being brave,� Tyler shoots back. His optimism rocks me and I want to feel that too. Badly.
Tyler hoists my chair from the end of the table and brings it around to settle next to his place just in time for the entr�es. We�re served family-style, with heaping bowls of fettuccine Alfredo, mushroom ravioli, braised beef, and lemon chicken piccata.
Tyler insists on serving me heaping portions and I devour them, slipping into a conversation that doesn�t feel like an interview.
He tells me about growing up in Pittsburgh, starting the band in his mom�s garage and struggling to make it when Tattoo Thief first moved to New York four years ago.
But he gets far more from me, teasing out my college major, how I got my job, how I met Beryl, and even my unfortunate housing situation at Neil�s place. With each question and each bite of food�rich and flavorful food like I haven�t had in weeks�I feel my walls crumbling a little.
I don�t know why Tyler is being so nice to me, but his cheerful presence exudes peace. The pressure on my chest that threatened to choke me when I arrived at the restaurant is lifted. I feel lighter, more whole, as if I�ve been dying of a disease and he�s found the cure.
This is a very dangerous place to be.
�How did you get into music?� Tyler asks, his warm brown eyes focused on mine.
�I�ve loved it since I was a kid. I spent every cent of my allowance on music and I still remember when I got my first iPod. I stayed up all night making playlists.�
Tyler�s slightly crooked grin appears. �Do you play anything?�
I flush and look down at my plate. �Yeah. I took some lessons. Piano and �� I don�t really want to have this conversation.
�And what?�
�And voice, and violin, and tap, ballet, and jazz.� I tick off my overscheduled adolescence on my fingers. �Even some ballroom and gymnastics.�
�Whoa. Sounds like you were insanely busy.�
�Yeah. I did my homework in the car when my mom drove me to lessons. Sometimes I had two a night.�
�So what happened? Do you still play or sing?�
I shake my head quickly and the wine sloshes in my brain. I should probably slow down on it, but it�s loosened my tongue.
�I quit. Decided to do journalism instead.�
�Bullshit. When you were talking about your iPod, you looked like you need music to breathe. What happened really?�
The waitress clears our plates and I�m grateful for the interruption. I sip my water and turn to Tyler. �Sounds like you�re trying to do a story on me. Which would be totally boring. What about you? Did you always plan to be a rock star?�
He laughs, a big goofy boom that makes some of the others look up at us. �No, I started out as a drama geek. I did musicals and just picked up the bass when I was waiting around during rehearsals.�
My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. This isn�t something I�ve ever read about Tyler. �Musical theater? What shows did you do?�
�All the high school standards. Hello, Dolly, and Oliver and West Side Story. My favorite was The Music Man.�
�Meredith Willson. I know every word,� I confess, and then shut my trap when Tyler looks at me keenly.
�Really?�
I nod and whisper my admission. �I did shows, too. That�s what I wanted to be. That�s why all those lessons.�
Tyler pushes his chair back and his baritone carries over the crowd in a dramatic barbershop quartet-style warble, a familiar tune that asks how there can be any sin in sincere, or good in goodbye.
I can�t help but grin ear-to-ear.
Tyler trails off and he mock-bows to our audience. Jayce hoots with laughter and a few others clap.
�You�d better watch out, Tyler,� Beryl pipes up from across the table. �Stella�s good at that game. Knows every song. Don�t bet her or she�ll beat your ass.�
Tyler chuckles and leans closer to me. �I just heard a challenge, didn�t you, Miss Stella? You ready to go head-to-head with me?�
My eyes widen but I know I can take him. �What are we playing for?�
Tyler thinks for a moment and then settles on the prize. �If you win, I�ll take you to see our practice space. For your story.�
Oh, hell yes. If I make this my next story, I won�t have to drag Beryl and Gavin into it. I feel my shoulders relax for the first time since arriving at the restaurant. �Done.�
Tyler laughs. �That confident, are we? What will you give me if I win?�
I�m stumped for a moment. There�s nothing I can give a ridiculously famous rock star who probably has more cash in his wallet right now than I have in my whole bank account. �If you win, I�ll take you to my favorite place in New York.�
�Where�s that?�
�I guess you�ll just have to win to find out, won�t you?� I sass.
The game is on and we take turns quoting lyrics in an attempt to stump each other. We go six rounds and I see his Andrew Lloyd Webber and raise him a Stephen Sondheim. He squeezes me with a Rodgers and Hammerstein but easily guesses my Jonathan Larson.
I think it�s hilarious that I�m quoting show tunes with a guy known for his hard-rocking edge, but up close Tyler seems more like a normal guy than a rock god.
Until he touches my hand. The nearness of him raises every hair on my arm, alerts every nerve ending, and fries my brain. He nearly stumps me with the line, �What do you do with a B.A. in English?� but then I remember it�s from Avenue Q.
Is he trying to distract me? The gleam in his eye tells me he is, so I fight dirty, drawing from a musical that�s rarely performed in the United States.
�Tell me it�s not true. Say it�s just a story, something on the news.� I speak the line with the syncopation of the song.
Tyler�s face is blank. He knows I�ve caught him and it�s just a matter of time before he admits it.
�Um, it was that one show, you know which one I mean. The one with the guy and the girl and the dancing and the music?� He cracks a hopeful smile and runs his hands through dark hair that�s long on top, pushing it out of his face.
�You�re wrong. There were two guys. Brothers.�
�Right!� Tyler exclaims, as if he�s picked up on my broad hint. �And one guy had a nose, right in the middle his face?�
I laugh. �You give up?�
Tyler hangs is head. �Under duress.�
�Blood Brothers,� I say. �Willy Russell.� I stab my fork into the point of a thin slice of chocolate ganache cake and chuckle. I love to win.
Tyler�s hand darts across the table, scoops up a gob of whipped cream from the side of my plate and dots it on my nose. �Clever girl. I should have known better than to underestimate you. I hereby declare you the winner.�
I grab my napkin and wipe my face while Tyler licks his finger. The move brings another flush to my face and I gulp more water to stay cool.
Stay cool, my ass. He�s promised me a story and I�m playing a stupid lyrics game with him rather than reporting my next story.
But maybe this incongruity could be the hook?
I know this about writing about stars: readers want to see the most fantastic, otherworldly elements of stars� lives, but they also want the nitty-gritty details to be reassured that stars are just like us.
This thought sobers me for my mission and I have to ask. �When do I collect my prize?�

FIVE

I stay quiet as desserts are finished, trying to blend into the background as I overhear bits and pieces of conversation. The sharpest and most quarrelsome come from Dave, and I finally learn why Tattoo Thief�s own record label threatened to sue the band for breach of contract.
The band can�t release songs without the label�s approval. Worse, Gavin�s song was nothing like their usual material, contradicting the brand the label is working to build. Music press speculation about a solo album for Gavin is making everyone tense, especially after his two-month hiatus.
Tyler leans close to my ear. �Do you really want to come see where we practice?� His brown eyes crinkle at the corners. He stands and I�m even more aware of how he towers over me.
�What�now?� I balk. It�s after eleven, not exactly an hour most stars give interviews. Is this a booty call?
Tyler shrugs. �Why not? Life�s short. If you don�t seize the moment, you could miss it entirely.� He plunges his long arms in the sleeves of a slim leather jacket and pushes his chair under the table. With or without me, he�s going.
�I�m in.� I can�t afford to miss this opportunity for another story about Tattoo Thief and I�m thankful I have a notebook in my purse. �Let me go say goodbye to Beryl.�
I tell Beryl I�m leaving and we make plans to meet up for lunch tomorrow to talk it out. It�s hard to look at her, quiet and kind, and to feel the depth of my betrayal reflected in her eyes. I can tell she�s still wary of me.
Gavin stands behind her with his arms wrapped protectively around her waist and I meet his ice-blue eyes. I mouth the words �thank you� and he nods slightly.
Tyler waits for me by the door. �Time to talk to the press!� he calls to his other band mates with a laugh. �I�m going to tell her all your dirty secrets, Jayce.�
Jayce scowls. �You wouldn�t dare.�
�Then quit hassling me about the gig on Thursday.�
Dave�s head snaps up. �What gig?� I know he was their business manager for years and I imagine he�s still protective of their time.
�Just a guest spot.� Tyler shakes it off as if it�s nothing. �Felix asked me to play before Gavin got back.�
�Fine,� Dave mutters. �But don�t do anything that gets us blowback like �Wilderness�.�
I wince and feel even smaller.
�Scout�s honor,� Tyler promises. He holds up a snappy three-fingered Boy Scout salute. I mentally add it to the list of things I�ve observed tonight that are so out of character compared to what most people think of Tattoo Thief.
They�re bad boys. Rough, hard-partying, tattooed, and smoking hot. That�s the persona I�ve always seen, which is why the sensitive good-boy vibe of �Wilderness� made such waves.
Tyler pops a pair of aviator shades over his eyes and pulls me out of the restaurant to the curb, looking quickly in both directions. Is he checking for fans? For paparazzi?
He jumps into the street, raises one arm and forces a shrill whistle from his mouth. Huh. He�s hailing a cab. How�ordinary. I assumed he�d have a limo outside, but Tyler lacks the affectation of some stars who�ve made it.
Not that I get to talk to those folks much. As the second-string music reporter for The Indie Voice, I�m stuck with the un-famous scraps.
What�s the opposite of a rock star? A black hole? A pebble? Whatever it is, most musicians I interview haven�t made it, and many are so shamelessly self-promotional it makes me ill. They suck up to me hoping I�ll write the world�s most flattering piece about them.
I won�t. I�ve been at this for a year and I want to write an article that actually makes a band, but I�ll lose my credibility if I write puff pieces instead of real reviews.
A taxi screeches to a halt by Tyler and he pulls open the door, looking back at me frozen on the sidewalk. I give myself a mental prod and trip forward in my super-tall shoes, ducking into the cab and wondering if Tyler�s eyes are on my ass.
I slide over and Tyler jumps in behind me. �Tenth and West Twenty-Ninth Street,� Tyler tells the driver. I�m shoulder to shoulder with him, feeling his lean, muscled thigh against mine and smelling his leather jacket and a woodsy, spicy scent.
It makes me lightheaded.
I turn to look at him, brushing my hair out of my eyes. His aviator shades are still on and his expression gives nothing away.
�Ty��
�Shh.� Tyler presses his index finger on my lips. �Wait �til we get home.�
Holy smokes. His light touch shoots a current deep inside me. I�m not used to this. Bad boys, in my experience, don�t show this kind of restraint.
If this trip to the band�s practice space is a booty call, why isn�t he groping me? Why isn�t he shoving his tongue down my throat?
These questions swirl in my brain and mix with the kind of questions I�m supposed to ask for an interview, such as, �How is your sound evolving?� and �Which album do you consider your best work?� and �Tell me about your creative process.�
Tyler flips a twenty through the little window behind the cab driver and we exit on a quiet industrial street a few blocks removed from the main street bustle.
We walk west beneath yellowish streetlights. My heels are killing me and I try not to limp as I keep pace with his long-legged strides.
�Why not have the cab drop us off closer to your place?� I ask after a block.
�Because I don�t have a doorman.�
I quirk my eyebrows at Tyler and he explains: �I don�t want to take the chance that the driver recognizes me and tells someone�it would be pretty hard to keep fans away from my building. When they found Gavin�s place they were all over it and it drove him crazy. It almost got him kicked out of his co-op. That�s why I didn�t want you to say my name in the cab.�
�Oh.� I stumble and then right myself, keeping my head down, concentrating on not tripping over the uneven sidewalk in the dim light.
�Hold on,� Tyler says and extends his right elbow. I wrap my left hand around his leather-clad forearm gratefully. He rests his hand lightly on mine as we walk in silence for a few hundred feet.
�I need you to promise me you won�t say where this is in your article, Stella. Not even the neighborhood.�
Behind the aviator glasses, Tyler�s face is pinched with worry. Even though I need to keep this story real, I can give him this much.
�I�ll carry the secret to my grave.� I put my right hand over my heart.
Tyler hesitates and then nods. �I believe you will.�
At the next corner, Tyler turns down a side street but stops abruptly, fishing for keys in his pocket. We face a dingy metal door with a peeling sign that says DO NOT BLOCK. A few yards away, a Dumpster is shoved against the squat, square building�s brick walls. Beyond that, cars are parked along the building.
I don�t feel unsafe since I�m standing next to Tyler, but I�m disappointed that we�re not going to the �ber-hip practice studio I imagined.
Tyler twists keys in a series of three locks to open the industrial door, then follows me inside a stairwell with worn timbers for stairs. The walls are covered with vibrant layers of paint, some of it graffiti, and round white globe lights the size of soccer balls hang at various levels.
Tyler secures each lock behind us and the space smells of old wood, paint and newspapers. I�m afraid I already know what�s coming next.
�It�s on the top floor.�
Damn. I debate taking off my shoes but I�m sure I�d skewer a foot on a splinter or stray nail.
Tyler must have seen my face fall. He pulls off his aviator glasses and tucks them inside his jacket�s chest pocket. �Hey, don�t look so worried. I won�t make you walk all the way up. We have a freight elevator, but it�s so old that it takes forever.� He turns his back to me. �Hop on,� he says over his shoulder.
Is he for real? I�m small, but do I really want him carrying me up five flights of stairs? My face heats.
�Come on,� he coaxes. I push my purse behind me with its strap across my body, hike up my stretchy black jersey dress and put my hands on his broad shoulders.
Tyler squats and bounces me up against his back so effortlessly that I squeak with surprise.
�Hold on.� He climbs the steps fast, his broad hands wrapped under my bare legs just behind my knees. I can�t help but feel how my legs are spread, my panties pressed against the small of his back and his leather jacket.
Each bounce against his back makes my nerves more raw, my body more traitorous with desire. Did I come here for a booty call, or to write a story? Gah, I don�t know. I want them both. But I can only choose one.
I need to keep him at arm�s length. He�s a story. A subject. And as a journalist, I can�t get involved.
But as I�m riding him, I know I�m already involved. His touch to my lips in the cab. His hand pulling me through the restaurant. Tyler�s got bad boy inked all over him in each tattoo and he�s got the attention of every cell in my body.
Bad boys are just my style.
My face is flushed by the time we reach the top stair landing and Tyler�s not even breathing hard. He lets me slide off his back and I pull my dress back into place and gather my wits.
Tyler unlocks two more deadbolts in another wide metal door and ushers me inside, hitting an industrial light switch panel to illuminate the old warehouse.
I gasp as I hear the locks click behind me. This was not what I expected at all. The ceiling is at least fifteen feet high, crisscrossed by massive timbers. The floor is wood, worn smooth and shiny in some places. Multi-paned warehouse windows run from waist high to the ceiling and bare Edison bulbs hang down on long cords.
I follow Tyler from the front door to the kitchen in the opposite corner of the wide-open warehouse, trying to look everywhere at once. Along the only wall without windows, an open set of stairs leads up to a loft. I can�t see what�s up there, but a storage area underneath holds a couple of old bikes, random sound equipment, and a speaker missing its cover.
�Want a drink?� he asks. He gestures for me to sit on a stool behind the kitchen island�s tall bar.
�Sure. Vodka, if you have it.�
Tyler opens and closes cupboards and I glimpse a few liquor bottles. They�re not what I want, though they�ll do in a pinch. He looks in the freezer. �Lucky you. Someone left this behind.� He puts a glass on the concrete counter and pours a stingy shot.
I shoot the ice-cold vodka and put my glass back in the same spot, gesturing to him to fill it up again. The first drink warms me and the second shot revives the buzz I�d been working on at the restaurant.
If I�m not getting laid tonight, at least I can get tipsy.
�Aren�t you going to join me?�
Tyler shakes his head. �I�ll stick to beer.� He pulls a low-carb light beer out of his refrigerator and I can�t help snickering.
�Seriously? You drink that? Or is that all that�s left after your last party?� I slip my notebook out of my purse and open it on the bar. These details are what fans crave and I scribble a few notes about what I�ve seen so far.
�On the record or off, Stella?� The way he says my name snaps my head up and his eyes blaze with intensity.
�On the record. I mean, you said you�d show me your practice space for the story. Right?� I�m uncertain what he wants off the record, other than the location of this warehouse.
�Yes. I promised you that. And I�ll tell you the truth when you ask me a question. But maybe not the whole truth, not if it�s for a story.�
I frown. �Fans want to know the little things. They want to know what kind of beer you drink and what your practice space looks like. That�s what makes the story real.�
Tyler walks around the counter and eyes my scribbled notes. I fight my instinct to cover them up, letting him look so he�ll trust that I�m not going to hurt him with another story.
I wouldn�t�I couldn�t�betray them again. But I also have to push him, make the story vivid so it doesn�t look like a sanitized press release.
I feel his hot breath on the back of my neck and goosebumps rise on my arms.
�Facts are real, Stella,� Tyler says, and I swivel on the stool to face him. His eyes travel across my bare shoulder, down the curve of my waist and land on my crossed legs, one knee on top of the other.
He brushes one finger across my kneecap, close to where his hands held me when he climbed the stairs. I hold my breath to see what�s next.
�Facts are real,� he repeats, �but stories are whatever you make of the facts. Stories are what we tell ourselves and each other.�
I hear his breath hitch as he touches my knee, trailing his finger across the top of my thigh where it meets the hem of my dress.
�A story might be true. It might not. You can have the same set of facts but two totally different stories. And stories can point to truth, or to lies. Don�t forget that.�
Tyler�s fingertip lights a fire in the path it traces on my leg. I drag my eyes from watching the progress of his one long finger to meet his molten brown eyes.
His pupils are dilated and I feel like he could devour me at any moment. I raise my hand, touching his chest through his thin T-shirt. I want to strengthen our connection and find out what his touch means.
But my touch breaks the spell.

SIX

Tyler turns from me and takes a long pull on his beer, coughing slightly. �So, uh, I�m going to show you the practice space now. OK?�
I swivel my stool back to the bar in disappointment, feeling cold without his presence. I down another vodka shot and it helps numb my throbbing feet. I�m growing to hate these shoes.
I grab my notebook and pen, trying to shake off the awkwardness and get on with the interview. Even if this isn�t going where I thought it might, it�s still an amazing opportunity to have this kind of access. I�m going to make the most of it.
Tyler puts plenty of distance between us and I follow him around for the tour. The space is about twice as long as it is wide, and Tyler explains that the hundred-year-old warehouse is basically cut in half, with two tenants on each floor.
�How long have you lived here?� I ask.
�A couple of years.� He shrugs. �The band needed a space to practice, somewhere neighbors wouldn�t complain about noise. Most of the other tenants don�t live in the building; they�re artists or fashion designers who want lots of space and light.�
�It�s really nice.� I mean it. On the long wall with windows, three slouchy couches cluster around a big-screen TV. There�s a distressed boardroom-style table past that with ten mismatched chairs.
We pass an elaborate setup of weightlifting equipment and move toward the largest area, which overflows with musical instruments. Cords snake across the floor between monitors, a soundboard, a drum set, and other expensive equipment. That probably explains all the locks.
�The loft didn�t always look like this. It was full of pigeon droppings and trash when I found it. Some of the windows were broken when I moved in,� Tyler said. �But once I cleaned that shit up and put in a bathroom, I started liking it here more than the band�s old place in Brooklyn. Plus, it�s quicker to get home after a gig in the city.�
�What�s up there?� I point to the loft along the back wall.
�Just my bed and my clothes. I built it when Jayce lived here for a couple of months. I was upstairs and he was downstairs.� Tyler points to the storage area beneath the loft. �Let me tell you about the practice space.�
I follow him, feeling the shots work their magic in my body, unraveling the tension from our awkward moment. I�m a little pissed that Tyler didn�t follow through with his teasing finger�s promise, but I try to focus on building a story.
Tyler points to various instruments and describes who plays what, but I know all of this. I take notes half-heartedly, pressing him for details, looking for something juicy that I can use. It�s got to drive fans wild without undermining Tattoo Thief, but I�m at a loss for how to do that.
�Tell me about your songwriting process.� That starts Tyler on a more productive path. He acknowledges the influence of Lulu Stirling, Gavin�s late muse, but now that Gavin�s given an interview about her death it�s no longer news. The fans want something fresh�they want a taste of what�s next.
I sit on the stool by the drum set and take page after page of notes while Tyler talks about how he found Gavin busking on a street corner and convinced him to join the band, and how they signed their first record deal after four years of playing together.
Now the band�s been together more than seven years and Tyler says they�re like brothers.
�Brothers fight sometimes. Do you guys ever fight?�
�All the time.� Tyler laughs.
�About what?�
�You know�band stuff. The direction of a song. Set lists. What shows we�re playing. But that�s cool. We handle it with majority rule.�
�What if you�re deadlocked two to two?�
�Eh, flip a coin.� Tyler shrugs, unwilling to dish me drama.
I frown. Another dead end.
Tyler picks up his electric bass, plucks a few bluesy chords, and explains that a lot of his solo practice involves anchoring his hand behind the fretboard and making his fingers stretch for the right chords.
�If your hand�s not sliding around, you make fewer mistakes,� he says. He lays several tricky chords down on top of each other and they�re glorious.
�It�s not a song yet.� Tyler shrugs. �But I have an idea for where it might go.�
This is cool. I�m learning. I ask him about the future.
That�s where Tyler balks.
�I can�t predict that, Stella. Who knows where we�ll go next? But what I do know is that we�re more solid and healthier that we�ve been in a long time. Lulu�s death was a tragedy, but it was also a gift. It brought back our perspective, which has gone pretty haywire in the past year.�
�How has your perspective changed?�
�I think we�re different people now that we�ve been through all of that. Gavin especially, but all of us. It made us wake up and realize what�s important.�
�And what�s important to you?�
Tyler thinks, really thinks, before he answers. �My family�my mom and my band mates. I like that the band�s had success, and making it was always really important to me��
He trails off, so I supply the �But?�
�But the price is really high. There�s not much privacy, and no margin for error.� Tyler looks haunted, like some unknown demon is pecking at his flesh. It makes part of me want to hold and comfort him, but the reporter in me pushes that girl out of the way and presses the issue.
�Error? Like what?�
Tyler sighs heavily and sets his guitar back on its stand. �It�s hard to know who to trust. When you get success, it paints a giant target on your chest. Everyone wants something.�
I stop taking notes. Does Tyler trust me? After what I�ve done to Beryl, I doubt it, so I change the subject.
�Why do you have all the tattoos? Are you just cultivating a bad-boy image or do they mean something?�
Tyler grins. This is something he wants to talk about. He squats close to the drum set stool to give me a closer look at his long, muscled arms.
�They all mean something,� he says. �They�re not about being a rebel, they�re about my history.�
I shudder. My history is not something I want to remember, much less ink into my skin. On one of his forearms I see a raven, a fingerprint, twined bass and treble clefs, and a handful of snowflakes. Tyler shows me his other arm and explains a stylized compass rose�he and two friends got lost on a hike and spent an unexpected night in the woods.
�It�s like wearing your heart on your sleeve,� he says. �This one�s my favorite.� He pulls his T-shirt to the top of his shoulder and points to a retro sailor tattoo, complete with an anchor, a heart, and a scroll that says Mom.
The vodka makes me brave and I run my finger over the anchor. His skin is hot and electricity zips up my arm. His coffee-brown eyes darken and I swear he felt that current, too.
�How�how many do you have?� I stutter.
�Nine.�
�Can I see more?�
�I�ll show you mine if you show me yours.� His grin is rakish and tempting.
�I don�t have any.�
�Yet?� Tyler cocks his brow.
�I don�t want to wear my mistakes. When I get a tattoo, I want it to be about the future.�
�See? You said when, not if. You�ll get one. Then you can show me yours and I�ll show you the rest of mine.�
Unnnh. My mouth goes dry. Is he flirting?
�In one interview, Gavin said you copied someone�s tattoo.�
Tyler frowns. �It�s the only tattoo I regret. I was trying to be tough, you know, when I started the band. Gavin and Dave and Jayce were cool. They had game. They had girlfriends, even when we weren�t famous. I could barely talk to girls.�
My heart warms to the idea of this deliciously muscled man in front of me squirming and striking out with the ladies. �So you decided to get a tattoo?�
�Yeah. There was this guy�he was a senior and I was a freshman in college�and he had this gun on his arm. I thought it looked edgy. So I got one, too, but when he saw mine, he got all pissed that I copied him. A few nights later he spray-painted TATTOO THIEF across my mom�s garage door.�
My eyes widen. This isn�t a story I�ve heard before. I scramble to jot down details in the notebook I�d forgotten in my lap, but Tyler touches my wrist lightly. �Can we keep that part off the record?�
I know this bargain: either he�ll tell me more and I can�t write about it, or he won�t tell me. My insides are at war�I love this detail, but I have plenty of other stuff for my story. My curiosity wins.
�OK. So what did you do?�
�My mom came home, and I was freaking out she�d be angry. But she said, �Tattoo Thief? That�s a cool name for a band.� And it stuck.�
I hoot with laughter. �What? Your mom wasn�t pissed about the spray paint?�
�She was at first, but she told me later she wanted me to repaint the garage doors anyway. Gavin begged her to let it stay, like advertising, so she did for almost a year.�
�Your mom is cool.�
�Seriously.�
* * *
I want to ask Tyler more questions but my bladder won�t allow it, so I excuse myself to the bathroom. My jaw drops when I enter�twin basin sinks rest above a poured-concrete counter and the glass-walled shower enclosure is bigger than Neil�s whole bathroom. There�s even a heated towel bar. This is sweet.
I finish in the bathroom and do another quick shot in the kitchen. I cross what feels like miles of wood floor to join Tyler on the couches. It only takes me a moment to decide to sit on the same couch he�s on.
�What�s with the bathroom?� I ask.
�What do you mean?�
�It�s, um, ridiculously nice.�
Tyler chuckles. �I know I went overboard. We�d just got our first big royalties and I really had no business spending that kind of money.�
�What pushed you over the edge?�
�I got sick of short showers. Seriously. I grew up in a house where the showerhead barely reached my shoulder blades and I had to duck my head every time I washed my hair. And the apartment in Brooklyn was worse, because it had practically no water pressure.�
I giggle and stretch out my feet, wincing because I can still feel the abuse I put them through today. �How tall are you?�
Tyler sees my grimace and grabs my feet before I can stop him, pulling them into his lap and easing off my shoes. This is horrifying. My feet probably reek and most of my bright orange toenail polish has chipped off.
Tyler�s looking too closely at my toes and I want to recoil. �Six-three-ish,� he says absently. �You?�
�Me what?�
�How tall are you?�
�That doesn�t matter. I�m not famous.�
�It�s still a question. How tall are you without these shoes?� Tyler presses his thumb against the ball of my foot and I�m in ecstasy.
�Five-two-ish.�
�That sounds like it�s maybe not quite the whole truth.�
I duck my head. �I�m allowed an ish if you are. Does that mean you�re a little taller than six-three?�
�Maybe. Maybe closer to six-four. But I�ll never admit it. It sounds too freakish. In high school, I looked like a flagpole, because I grew really fast but I was only a hundred and twenty pounds. I was scrawny.�
�I find that hard to imagine,� I say, appreciating his lean, muscular body as I relax into the arm of the couch.
Tyler�s long, magical fingers stroke my gross feet. I can�t believe I�m letting him do this. I should straighten up and grill him about something else important for my story, but the motivation has left me.
�It�s true. My body only caught up to my frame in the last year or so.�
�Is that why you have all the weights?� I watch his tattoos dance on strong arms as he kneads my feet.
�Dave makes us work out after band practice to blow off steam. Most bands just drink or get high.�
�Working out doesn�t hurt your record sales, either. All that muscle on display.�
�Mmmn, no. I�d be lying if I said that wasn�t a motivator.� Tyler pushes back the dark brown hair that�s flopped forward on his face. �So why orange?�
�Huh?� The non sequitur snaps me out of the drowsy place I was sinking into, courtesy of the squishy couch and the vodka. I need more vodka.
�Why orange? On your toes?�
I shake my head to clear the cobwebs from my mind. �It�s my favorite color.� Also, that�s the only color of polish I can find among my stuff right now and I can�t afford a new pedicure. I hope the rest of my nail polish ended up in one of the boxes Blayde packed when he threw me out of his place last month. Sooner or later, I�m going to get them out of storage and into a real apartment.
Tyler hits a sensitive spot on my instep and I moan involuntarily. Oops. His expression sharpens and his hands still, but they don�t release my feet in his lap. His hand caresses my calf and I don�t know what to make of it�is he interested? Is he exploring?
I can�t tell whether we�re in the Friend Zone or if it�s something else. He keeps touching me, but it isn�t the lusty grope I�m expecting. He�s just � touching, and with each touch I find myself more and more attuned to his frequency.
I want him. I want to feel his hands on me beyond my knees and my feet�oh, God, does he have a foot fetish? But then, would that mean he�s into me?
My resolve to keep this journalist-to-musician interview platonic has drowned in vodka and I�m sure I have enough notes to form a cohesive story tomorrow. I pull my feet from Tyler�s hands and scoot on my knees over to where Tyler sits on the couch.
�That felt fantastic,� I purr, and I throw one knee across his lap to straddle him. My dress stretches higher on my thighs and I plant my hands on his shoulders. Tyler stills and I try to read his expression. �I don�t want you to stop.�
I don�t just mean the foot rub. I stretch my neck forward to bring my face close to his and I hear his breathing shallow. I know I have an effect on him and I move even more slowly, savoring it.
But why isn�t he responding? Instead of running his hands up the back of my thighs or grabbing my ass, his hands are still on the couch, motionless on either side of my legs.
I ignore Tyler�s hesitation and bring my lips closer to his, smelling a little beer and maybe basil from our dinner. The tip of my nose touches his cheek and I pivot my mouth, reaching for his lips.
They�re soft and yielding. I press deeper into him, my tongue teasing the corners of his mouth, my breasts pressed to his chest. I hear a noise from his throat, maybe a groan, but he hesitates.
I buck my hips and that�s the last straw�his hands are suddenly on me, sliding across my back and around my waist as he pulls me into a breathless kiss. His lips are hot and hard on mine and I want to drink him in, devour him. But in the next moment, his hands have changed course and he�s pulling me away from his mouth.
Wait�what?
�Stella. Hang on here.� I can see Tyler fighting for control and I�m struggling to breathe normally too. I�m in his lap, his arms were around me and I can feel his erection pressing against my very damp panties.
He shouldn�t be pushing pause right now when every sign points to play. Or fast forward! Even slow-mo, if that�s his style. But pause?
�Stop,� he commands. My hips are still moving against him of their own free will. Oh, God. Stop. That�s the kiss of death.
�Seriously? Stop?� My face is flaming with humiliation and I climb off Tyler�s lap and grab my shoes, trying to shove them on my feet as fast as possible. �Whatever you say, Tyler. At least you made up your mind. You�ve been sending mixed signals all night.�
My voice says I�m angry with him, but I�m really just mad at myself. First I decided to keep it professional, just do the story after he�d offered me access. Then his touch�it was the kneecap that did it�lights me on fire and I throw that very sane plan out the window.
Then I have two or three more shots to further fuck with my resolve. And then, the foot rub. Tyler has a secret weapon.
So I�m angry because Tyler pushed me past my limits, even though I was the one who climbed into his lap. I started that kiss and he ended it. That should tell you everything you need to know, and it should tell me to leave him the hell alone.
Tyler�s face darkens and he�s mad that I�m mad.
�Mixed signals? I was giving you what you wanted, your story, so that you wouldn�t try to dig into Beryl and Gavin�s life and get something else on them. Something ugly.�
Tyler�s statement hits me like a slap in the face. �Is that what you think I�m about?� I hear my voice rise. �That I�m going to throw my best friend under the bus again?�
Tyler�s voice drops to a dangerous whisper. �You said it yourself: again. I did what I thought I should do to protect Gavin.�
My jaw goes slack, realizing Tyler was playing me to give me the story he wanted me to write, rather than the truth. His stupid little comments about facts being real and stories being true actually revealed his motives.
I stalk to the kitchen to grab my purse as my heels echo loudly on the wood floor. Angry tears slide down my face and I shove aside the bar stool I sat on when Tyler touched my knee with one finger. That asshole really had me going.
I stuff my notebook in my purse and turn to look at Tyler, who�s still seated on the couch, his hands buried in his hair.
�Have a nice life, Tyler,� I say, and I wish I could say something more cutting to make up for how embarrassed I feel. �I�d say it�s been fun, but I�d be lying.�
I stalk to the heavy industrial front door, twist the deadbolts and pull the wide handle. I can�t turn around and look back at Tyler, afraid of what I�ll see.
My trip down five flights of stairs is slow and painful as I limp in my stupid shoes and cling to the handrail to keep from falling. I snort up the snot in my nose from crying�I�m looking super attractive right now with a night�s worth of black mascara sliding down my cheeks.
Damn him. I�ve been in plenty of compromising situations after getting frisky with a bad boy, but I can�t remember one quite so humiliating. I can�t remember a time when a bad boy turned me down.
He played me. That�s the thought that sticks in my brain. I always say, �a bad boy can�t break your heart,� because with them, you�ve got no expectations. You don�t expect roses. You don�t expect to be wooed or complimented or spooned. You don�t expect to be called the next day or taken home to mother.
And that�s what kills me about Tyler. I assumed he was a bad boy, with his tattoos and devil-may-care rocker attitude. But then, somewhere along the line, I started to think he was good.
And it bit me in the ass.
I�m shaking by the time I reach the bottom landing, and I struggle to turn the locks on the ground-floor door. The top lock is stuck and I curse, breaking a fingernail on the stubborn metal.
More curses as I pant and push. I hear pounding behind me and Tyler descends the stairs two at a time. His eyes are red and tight and he has his phone in his hand.
�Stella. I�m sorry.� He turns his palms up and I�m not sure what he�s apologizing for. Pushing me away? If he regrets it, he makes no move to show me he wants me physically. I feel trapped but there�s nowhere to run from him.
He reaches over me and presses one hand hard against the slightly warped metal door, releasing the highest deadbolt. I want to escape into the humid night that feels heavy on my skin, but Tyler grabs my arm before I can flee.
�Hey! What are you doing?� Everything about his body electrifies mine and yet I�m fighting to get out of his grasp. My brain is still soaked in vodka and I can�t make sense of this night.
�I called you a cab.� Tyler points to the yellow cab idling at the corner. �I wanted to make sure you get home safely.�
I know I should thank him but I shake out of his grasp instead, clutching my purse as I hobble to the cab. I can handle bad boys. I can handle liars and users and cheats. But Tyler�s small, gentle gesture wrecks me. All I want to do is get away, get back to the home that is not my home, burrow under my pillow and cry.
I slam the cab door shut and give the driver my temporary address. My tears are done but the damage they wrought is still smeared across my face, so I can�t hit a bar for a nightcap to smooth the jagged feelings that threaten to strangle me.
Instead, I rummage around in my purse for tissues�none, not even a fast-food napkin�and then paw for loose change to top off the fourteen dollars I have in cash for cab fare. I�m teetering on the edge of my credit limit and I�m afraid my card might be declined.
When the cab pulls up to Neil�s apartment I tap on the glass. The meter wasn�t running and I�m nervous the cabbie�s going to try to overcharge me.
�How much?� I ask as I glance at his taxi license and try to memorize the numbers.
�It�s paid,� the driver says. �It was paid when they ordered the cab.�
Shit. Tyler�s just rubbing it in now, or trying to make it up to me so I won�t write something horrible about Tattoo Thief. I feel like such an idiot. He played me and I fell for it.

SEVEN

�So. The elephant in the room. You haven�t told me why you gave me those papers last night.� Across the table, Beryl nibbles on a thin, crispy breadstick at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant that can�t decide if it�s Greek or Italian.
Oh, good. Let�s explore another item on my list of colossal failings. Last night with Tyler left me wrung out and sleepless until I finally drowned my nattering doubts in alcohol.
But today�s lunch is about fixing what�s broken. The two pages I gave Beryl show I trust her with my biggest and most painful secret.
One page was a court document my parents filed against the first man I ever loved. The other was a picture of an ultrasound.
�You know I transferred to the University of Oregon as a sophomore,� I start. �I spent my first year at Manser Academy, the performing arts school in San Francisco.�
�Performing arts? What was your major?� Beryl�s only known me as an aspiring journalist, but being a Broadway star was my first ambition.
�We had a visiting artist-in-residence, a hot musical director who filled in while the regular prof was on sabbatical. And when I say he was hot, I don�t just mean popular. I mean panty-incinerating, turns-every-head, Gavin- or Tyler-hot.�
Beryl raises her eyebrows when I mention the guys in Tattoo Thief, but she lets me continue.
�Dixon Ross was thirty-five and I was a freshman, but he cast me as Cinderella in Into the Woods and we spent a lot of time together. A lot.�
We order plates of pasta from the lone waiter, though right now I just want a shot of Ouzo. The story creeps from my mouth in rancid breaths, hidden too long inside me.
�I fell for him in every way. His looks, his intelligence, his talent. And he wanted me. I thought I was so grown up. I thought I could handle it.�
�He was your first?�
I nod miserably. �I�d always been a good girl. My parents gave me anything I wanted and I lived to be onstage, in front of the lights, to sing my heart out and bring the house down. I never needed a reason to rebel. But when I met Dixon, I was out of the house and could do anything I wanted.�
�And you wanted him.�
�Yes. I think I really fell in love with the power he gave me, the ability to perform. But he was a director to his core. It got to the point where I�d do anything he asked.�
�He took advantage of you.� It�s not a question. Beryl knows where this is going.
Like a puppeteer, Dixon used my thirst for affection to manipulate my obedience. He�d beckon me to his office with a text and take me on his desk between appointments. We even had sex on the stage one night, with the spotlights trained on us. It was exhilarating.
Our pastas arrive and I chase my ravioli around on my plate before I continue.
�It was stupid,� I conclude. �I let him do what he wanted with me and he used me. I knew we should use protection, but he told me he didn�t like the way condoms felt. And I was afraid to ask my family doctor for birth control for fear he�d tell my parents.�
�That�s why one of those pages was an ultrasound.�
�Yeah. When I went home for Christmas break, my period was way too late. I peed on a stick and it was positive. The housekeeper found the test in the bathroom trash and told my mom.�
�How did your parents react?� Beryl�s tone is calm and without judgment.
�My father had the college ship my stuff back from the dorm. My mom kept saying I�d let �the world� influence my morals. When they found out who the father was, they really lost it, but I think they just wanted someone to blame.�
�I don�t understand why they sued him,� Beryl says. �The court paper looked like some kind of civil settlement. Were they trying to pay him to stay out of your life?�
�No. You know how my birthday is in November? I started college when I was seventeen. In California, that makes my affair with Dixon statutory rape. My parents threatened to press charges and ruin his reputation.�
Beryl shakes her head sadly. �Oh, Stella, I had no idea. What a mess.�
I blink back tears and tell her the rest�Dixon settled with my parents for a large chunk of money that I can�t touch until I�m twenty-five, and any hope I had of working on Broadway vanished because he�d probably blacklist me. My parents cut off tuition for Manser Academy, blaming the arts for corrupting their little girl.
�So what happened to the baby?� Beryl orders us coffees to linger a little longer. I feel guilty that I never told my best friend this. I�ve never told anyone.
�My parents put me under house arrest so I couldn�t get an abortion.�
�Did you want to keep the baby?�
�I don�t know. But not having an option was like a noose around my neck. I felt like a prisoner in my own body.�
Beryl�s eyes widen. �They forced you to have it?�
�They would have. When I complained about stomach pain, my mom didn�t even want to take me to the doctor at first, she was so afraid I would try to get an abortion. But then I started bleeding. I passed out on the bathroom floor and our housekeeper found me.�
Beryl gasps and squeezes my hand and I�m transported to that long, dark month, confined in my house and the hospital. I didn�t listen to music the entire time.
�I had an ectopic pregnancy, so they had to do emergency surgery. I think of the baby as Blue, because he was the size of a blueberry when I lost him.�
Beryl and I sip our coffees in silence, letting old secrets sink into fresh wounds. I tell her that after I healed, I got into yoga and applied to new schools. My parents didn�t want me to go far from our southern Oregon home, but when I got into the University of Oregon, I decided to get away, take out loans for the in-state tuition and work-study my way through college.
�At least I was able to make my own decisions and my own mistakes.�
�Do you regret it?� Beryl asks. �Do you think of your choices as mistakes?�
�I wish it had never happened, if that�s what you mean. I wish I�d never met Dixon Ross, never gotten pregnant, and never had to sever ties with my parents. I just want to put all of that behind me, pretend it never happened and start fresh.�
�But it did happen. Cutting out a part of your history, no matter how painful, isn�t that like cutting out a part of your body? Something that makes you, you?�
�I think of it as moving forward. If you can�t forgive, at least forget and get on with life.�
Beryl hmms and I can tell she�s unconvinced. But I don�t need to convince her, only show her that I trust her with this secret, and try to earn her trust again.
Beryl checks the time on her phone and I know she�s got to go. I should go back to work, too, but I�m afraid how we�re leaving things still isn�t right.
�Gavin and I are flying out to Oregon tonight and we�re going to finally get some time together, just the two of us,� she says.
I give up on my coffee and drain the rest of my water. �You�re lucky your uncle�s giving you the time off. I�m covering another concert on the Fourth of July, but at least it�s a good one.� I tick off the bands playing at Indie Day: The Ruins, Shaken Heart, and Quatrain.
Beryl�s smile encourages me. �Make it count. Do enough of the right thing enough of the time and it will change your course. I promise.�
I grab the check before it hits the table and Beryl nods a silent thank-you, but it looks like something else is bothering her.
Finally, she spits it out.
�When I found out that you left with Tyler last night, I was pissed. I was afraid you�d take advantage of him for another story.�
�He offered!� I sound defensive. Of all the things I expected her to confront me about during our lunch, I didn�t imagine Tyler would be one of them. �He showed me their practice space for another story.�
�Last night? That�s pretty late to be giving an interview.� Beryl�s brow furrows.
�I wasn�t sure if it was really about a story, or a booty call, or what.� Beryl gives me a sharp look. �But don�t worry. It wasn�t. A booty call, I mean. He obviously had no intention of that.�
�Then what did he want?�
I duck my head again, my face flaring from last night�s embarrassment. �He wanted to protect you guys. He thought if he gave me a story, I�d stay away from writing bad stuff about you and Gavin. But you�ve got to believe me. I�d lay down in the street before I�d hurt you again.�
�I believe you, Stella. But don�t mess with Tyler, OK?�
I think of the way I felt when I was near him and an involuntary tremor passes through my body. He does something to me on the most primal level that I can�t ignore.
�I know you�ll be careful about your next article. But I�m more worried about Tyler. He doesn�t have the��she searches for a word��experience you do. He started getting cute around the time Tattoo Thief got wickedly popular, so he�s not great with girls. Don�t lead him on.�
I shake my head. �I�m sure it�s not like that. He�s already made that clear.�
Beryl sits back in her chair. �Oh. Well, Gavin told me he�s been hurt before. If you jerk him around it�ll get difficult for all of us.�
�Don�t worry, Beryl. I don�t intend to go anywhere near him.�

EIGHT

I debate whether I can smuggle a flask into the Indie Day concert and ultimately decide it would look bad if security found it on me. I�m afraid they�d strip my media pass.
I settle for downing several pre-function shots in Neil�s apartment before I head to the venue, a massive stage set up in Brooklyn Bridge Park. The night is alive with shouts from partiers and I hear the crackle of small fireworks as I walk in fairly sensible shoes to the venue.
See? I�m learning.
My media pass doesn�t grant me full backstage access, but I�m led to a trailer where several other reporters stand around swilling top-shelf booze. Wow. They�re treating us well. Usually the best I can hope for is that a bartender will slip me free drinks.
I order a vodka tonic and then another, daring the server to card me. Even though I�ll be twenty-three this year, being short means people often underestimate my age.
The PR lady for the main act, The Ruins, is making the rounds, handing out signed swag and CDs with the band�s latest music and photos. They�re up after two openers, Quatrain and Shaken Heart, both bands I recognize from my time on the second-string music circuit, and I�m encouraged because I�ve reviewed both of those bands well.
Maybe I�m doing something right.
PR Lady tells us The Ruins� band members will trickle in later to answer questions while the opening acts perform, but I want to write about the music more than the personalities, so once the opener starts I leave the trailer and walk through several security gates to the main stage area.
Other than a lone photographer, I�m the only member of the press here so far.
The crowd gathers behind a wavy orange plastic fence held up by metal stakes. There�s a five- or six-foot gap between the fence and the stage for media and security, giving us up-close access.
I groove with the first opening band, Shaken Heart, noting how they�ve become tighter and more polished since I wrote about them several months ago. The lead singer looks amazing in her new pink hair and sparkling mini-dress, and sweat glistens on her skin as she sings about heartbreak and hope.
I feel my off-the-shoulder black shirt sticking to me on this humid night and sweat trickles down the back of my leg beneath my skirt. The sun is fading and I�m desperate for a breeze off the water to cool me down.
When the next band, Quatrain, takes the stage, the pitch of the audience�s roar rises higher. Everyone�s in an amped-up party mode this Fourth of July, no doubt anticipating the headliner band and fireworks after dark.
More photographers and reporters filter in around me. I use my phone to capture a few Instagram photos and a Vine video, sending them to The Indie Voice�s social feeds. Being a reporter is never just about writing for print�there�s also social media, the news blog, the website, and a dozen special advertising sections to fill.
Even though my full article isn�t due until tomorrow, tonight I still have to feed the beast.
I stuff my phone back in my purse and jot down impressions in my tall, skinny notebook while Quatrain�s members gyrate on stage.
They�re selling sex�sweaty, hard-edged and uncensored�and it�s impossible not to connect with their intensity.
I get bumped from behind by the crowd, which presses harder on the flimsy plastic barrier. The stakes holding it up bow forward, shrinking my safe passage between the crowd and the stage.
I press my body close to the stage and let the burly security guards push back the crowd, but the guards are like a few dozen sandbags against a tidal wave of people.
The sunset is deep purple shot with fiery red when members of The Ruins explode onto the stage, and in the crowd it�s pandemonium. A sea of faces illuminated by stage lights are panting, screaming, and practically foaming at the mouth in their enthusiasm.
I turn from the crowd to observe the five rockers who favor pyrotechnics and staggering stage setups when they play the largest arenas. Their sound is different tonight. It�s richer, and it takes me a moment to figure out why.
There�s an extra member. My eyes zoom to the tall, lanky bass guitarist who grins widely through a duel of instruments with another guitarist.
Tyler.
I stumble back a few steps from the stage, trying to get a better view of him on my tiptoes. Immediately, I regret it as crowd members jostle me, screaming and reaching as far as they can past the barrier toward the band.
I pull away from them and tap another journalist, a heavy older guy I recognize from a few of the larger gigs I�ve covered.
�What�s with Tyler?� I yell in his ear to be heard over the crowd and The Ruins. �The bassist from Tattoo Thief?�
The man turns to the stage to spot Tyler in the back, on the opposite side from where we are. �Guest appearance,� he shouts. �He�s sharp. Really adds to the sound.�
I�m open-mouthed with surprise as Tyler plays through the first half of the set. I should be reporting on the way The Ruins is playing tonight, with big departures from their recordings that make the songs feel fresh, but all I can do is stare at him.
The way he swivels his hips when he�s playing a long chord. The way his dark brown hair falls across his forehead when he�s looking down and concentrating. The way he closes his eyes as the lead singer croons a ballad, just feeling the music.
And, oh God, the way his button-down shirt is wide open, its sleeves rolled up to his elbows, giving me a clear view of the tattoos on his forearms and his smooth pecs.
I want to push his guitar away so my eyes can travel down from his chest, across those abs and into the dangerous zone below his navel. Watching him like this�sweaty, singing, totally immersed in the music�is pressing all kinds of buttons in me, some that have never been pressed before.
I�m frozen in place while every living being around me moves to the pulse of the music. Maybe that�s what catches Tyler�s eye. As his gaze travels from the back of the crowd to the front of the stage, he sees me.
And he stares.
My face heats with the same mixture of want and shame I felt two nights ago when he played me. He played me. That fact reminds me that I�m angry and hurt, but it doesn�t stop the chemical reaction in my body to his presence.
For long seconds that feel like years, Tyler and I plunge into a staring contest, his expression betraying nothing�not pleasure, not disgust or anger or whatever he feels for me�as his eyes bore into mine. I barely hear the screams as the lead singer, Felix Crow, dives into the audience to crowd-surf, which makes the mosh pit of people at the front even more alive.
The song changes and Tyler has to look away as The Ruins regroups and Felix crowd-surfs back to the stage. He�s deposited over the fence only a few feet from me, in the gap for media and security. Felix brushes past me to run to stage right, up a set of stairs and rejoins the band onstage.
It�s after dark and I�m blind from the night if I look anywhere but the stage, although I can see the lighted outline of the Brooklyn Bridge behind it.
Whatever hope I had of the night cooling down seems foolish now�the lights and the crowd have only made the atmosphere thicker, more heated, and I wipe sweat from my neck.
A strong, stark guitar solo kicks off the next song and Tyler plays at the front of the stage, walking so close to the edge that the journalists and photographers could reach out and touch his shoes.
�Let�s give it up for Tyler Walsh from Tattoo Thief, joining us tonight on bass!� Felix whips the crowd into a frenzy as Tyler teases sounds from his instrument that sound like they�ve never been played before.
Tyler�s a good showman, connecting with the audience at every level from the front row to those in the far back, and he works his way across the stage from left to right.
I�m mesmerized by his fingers, by the way his whole body engages in this dance with his instrument. His hips buck, his back arches, and his arms flex with effort as he plays.
It�s one of the most erotic displays I�ve ever seen and my knees nearly buckle when he stops in front of me, still playing, taking the melody to a perfect high.
I hear a boosh and silver sparks jet from twin canisters on each side of the stage, the first in what I imagine will be a massive display of pyrotechnics. It won�t be long now. When this band is done playing, people will stay in the park and party beneath fireworks lit from the waiting barges in the East River.
Tyler throws his head back and plays the final notes of his solo and I want to reach out and touch him. No, I need to touch him. My neck hurts from craning to look up at him so long and I�m exhausted from the sweaty night, but I can�t look away.
When the band transitions to a ballad, Tyler remains where he is, his body looser than when he played the intense solo. His posture shifts and his eyes seek me again as he steps toward a microphone to add his voice to the chorus.
Felix Crow belts out a line and Tyler and the rest of The Ruins lean into the chorus. Tyler�s eyes never leave me.

Threads become a rope
And lies become a story
Innocence lost
I came to tell you sorry 
Too late.

The rope, the knot, the noose, the loss
Bound up tight, I come undone
Truth is the cure but a bitter medicine
What�s broken can mend
Love that�s lost can be found again.

I squirm under Tyler�s direct gaze as he sings about second chances. He could be singing to me, or maybe it�s all in my stupidly hopeful brain.
Emphasis on stupid. I filed a bland little story about Tattoo Thief�s practice space yesterday but Heath hasn�t published it. I didn�t write anything bad about Gavin, Beryl, Tyler or anyone from Tattoo Thief.
I also didn�t write a story that mattered. And for that, I hate myself a little. I let him get under my skin and he got exactly what he wanted.
I hate that my body is betraying me, stirring with yearning for a guy I met barely forty-eight hours ago. Tyler�s brown eyes narrow with intensity as he looks at me. My skin blisters with need and I want to believe that I�m not the only one affected by this chemistry.
I drag my eyes away from him and will myself to look at something else. I�ve never believed in love at first sight, only lust. You can�t possibly take one look at a person and know you love them.
Can you want to bang the hell out of them? Sure. But fall for them? No way.
I lock eyes with Tyler again as he performs. Somehow in this chaos we�ve created a quiet little connection held together only with our eyes.
The rest of the crowd falls away behind me, the lights blur behind Tyler, and I find myself cataloging the little tiny things about him that I want to believe only I notice.
He�s missing the third button on his shirt. His fingernails are short and square. His shoes are new and his hair has some kind of product in it but it still flops around. His shirt flaps open to reveal two small, shining silver studs on either side of his nipples.
My brain spins�he�s pierced. That visual sends a bolt straight to my core. Add that to the tattoos and the rock band and the attitude and put a fork in me. I�m done. If I were here as just a fangirl, I�d be throwing my panties at Tyler right now.
That�s the last thought in my head when a blinding flash of pain explodes behind my eyes.

NINE

I can�t breathe. I can�t see. But I can feel myself falling.
My chin connects with the ground. A blow to my back knocks the air from my lungs before I understand what�s happening.
Which way is up?
My palms and knees are on fire as they�re ground into sharp gravel and asphalt. I crumple beneath an oppressive weight covering my body. I scream but it�s nothing, no more than a toothpick tossed on a bonfire compared to the crowd and a driving rock song.
Pain sears my back as I�m suffocated by the weight of a scratchy plastic orange fence, crushed by people walking on it with me underneath.
I struggle to break out of it, to push the fence back up, but the weight of the crowd is heavier, like someone�s standing on me.
I hunch over to protect myself, pushing back with all my might, hoping desperately someone will see me. It�s dark under the fence and I could be the sad statistic the other journalists write about in tomorrow�s stories.
The other journalists. The photographers. Where are they? I struggle to remember as another foot is planted on my back and it steals my breath again. I draw a lungful of air and shriek for help, begging someone to notice that I�m stuck here.
Nature abhors a vacuum.
That�s what I think as I realize that a half-dozen journalists and security guards spread across the front of the stage are no match for thousands of screaming, shoving fans who want to close the gap between general admission and the stage.
�Get back!� I hear it shouted, over and over. What a stupid thing to say. Of course I can�t get back, I can�t move because this plastic fucking fence is pinning me down like a lead blanket.
�Get back now! Get off of the fence! Move!�
Tyler�s voice sounds odd as it reaches my ears through the screaming crowd. It sounds angry and panicked, with a violent edge. The fence lifts slightly and the pressure on my back lessens.
I peek up at Tyler�s new shoes in the light spilling over from the stage, his strong hands grasping the edge of the fence above my head.
�Stella!� he yells, and it�s choked and wrong, nothing like Marlon Brando�s passionate cry in A Streetcar Named Desire. Tyler�s �Stella!� is hoarse and cracking with fear.
Tyler pulls the fence almost up to forty-five degrees, even though people are still trying to walk or climb across it and I hear him shout at them angrily. He reaches a long arm toward me and grasps my hand, but I think he�s afraid to pull in case I�ve broken something.
I tug on him for strength, trying to scoot forward enough to get my feet under me and get out from under the oppressive fence. We�re each clasping the other�s forearm and with my head down I can only see where my small pale fingers cover some of his tattoos.
I push and crawl and find my footing, wrenching myself to standing as Tyler keeps one hand locked tightly on me and the other holding up the fence. It�s bent completely over around us, pushing us flat against the stage and my body directly into Tyler�s.
I look around and see that only part of the fence has collapsed. The security guards are working at each end to right it while dozens of fans surge over it like a military invasion.
Noise clangs in my head. The band is still playing. I�m at the center of a microcosm of panic near the stage while thousands of people at the concert are unaffected and unaware.
I was nearly crushed to death by a crowd and almost nobody noticed. The band didn�t even stop playing. The show must go on.
I�m freaked out by the fact that what almost happened to me was nothing more than a blip on the radar. Considering I�ve spent my life trying to get noticed, first on stage and now in print, it�s more than a little bit sad.
But Tyler noticed. His eyes are blazing as he looks for our best exit. The fence is collapsed on both sides of us, blocking our way out. He releases my forearm and wraps his arm around my waist, pulling my small body against his frame. His eyes search my face.
�Are you OK? Tell me where else you�re hurt.� He touches my chin gently. It�s throbbing and sticky and I smell the dull, rusty stench of blood.
�I don�t know.� I shake my head, the shock disorienting me. What do I do next? The crowd is still pushing, more people climbing over the fence as the band plays what sounds like a finale. �I�m scared.�
The fence lies heavy against our lower legs and Tyler sandwiches me between himself and the front of the stage. His body protects me. I hear him shout something at the guards but they�re too far away to help us and they�ve got an obstacle course of fans and fencing to navigate first.
I hear Tyler curse in frustration and he looks down at me. �Can you walk?�
I nod.
�OK, I�m going to give you a boost. Just walk to the back corner.� He points to stage right. Before I�m ready, he reaches under my armpits and hoists me skyward, my butt just clearing the edge of the stage. He pushes my dangling legs to the side so they�re on the stage and I see my knees are deeply scraped and bloody.
I can tell Tyler sees them too.
Tyler points me to the back of the stage again and I scramble up on my feet as he boosts himself up on strong arms, kicks up a leg and rolls onto the stage. The band�s last chord plays and I hear the crowd explode in cheering and applause as I clamber offstage.
More pyrotechnics blind me and sparks shoot from the cannons on the stage perimeter. I blink hard and try to avoid tripping on cords strung across the floor like ropes in an obstacle course.
Tyler nods briefly at The Ruins, but he doesn�t slow down to take a bow with them. He grabs his guitar by the neck and follows me toward the backstage exit.
Tyler catches up to me as I navigate black steps that are illuminated only by strips of glow-in-the-dark tape. I�m still blind from the stage lights and thankful for his closeness as I stumble once and then regain my footing at the bottom.
�Follow me.� Tyler weaves through the backstage labyrinth among hulking sound equipment and black-clad techs. Few people notice us and nobody makes a move to stop us. My press pass bangs against my chest and my reporter�s notebook is lying somewhere under the toppled fence, but at least my purse is still on my hip, secured by its cross-body strap.
Tyler is in and out of a trailer in seconds, a soft nylon guitar case and a backpack in hand. He zips his guitar into the case and slings the strap over his head, shouldering the backpack after it. He takes my hand and I wince�it hurts, but I need this connection. I follow Tyler as the roar of the crowd and an encore song drown out everything else.
We�re released from the mess by a security guard at a back exit and Tyler buttons his shirt with one hand while never letting go of mine. He puts his aviator glasses on and guides me toward the bridge, climbing steep stairs that take us to the pedestrian deck elevated above traffic.
�Are you still OK walking?� Tyler asks and looks at my knees and face. I�m sure I�m a mess and I can smell the metallic tang of blood that�s congealing on my face, but I nod, still clinging to his hand. I just want to get away.

TEN

My body chills as it comes down from the adrenaline high. We walk across the Brooklyn Bridge with the city lights blazing on either side of the East River. Tyler is intense and focused, forcing me to hustle to keep up with his long paces.
I glance at his face but his expression is closed behind his glasses, his jaw tight. He grips my hand and I try not to wince because I don�t want him to let go.
I sniffle and wipe desperately at tears that leak down my face as we walk, aware that my face is a disaster. But this is Tyler, the boy who rejected me. He doesn�t care. I�m sure of it.
It�s also Tyler, the boy who saved me. And that thought cracks my heart open a little to the possibility that he does care.
I wrap my free arm around my middle and shudder, feeling the breeze off the water as it cools the humid night. We�re halfway across the bridge and my shivering finally alerts Tyler, who stops so abruptly I almost lose my hold on him.
�You�re shaking. Hang on.� Tyler pulls his backpack to the front of his body and unzips the main compartment, withdrawing a light gray cotton bundle. He holds the zippered hoodie sweatshirt open for me and I stuff my arms inside.
He turns me to face him and zips the sweatshirt all the way up to my chin. It�s far too large, the hem hanging almost to my knees and the arms at least six inches longer than my fingertips. I look like a child dressed in her daddy�s jacket.
But that�s what I need to feel right now�protected and safe, cared for and warm, the way I never felt when my life slid sideways under Dixon�s control and then my parents� smothering.
Tyler pushes the sleeves up until the cuffs reach my wrists and the extra fabric bunches on my forearms. He pulls the hood up over my hair and tucks stray auburn strands behind my ears.
It�s such an intimate gesture that I am frozen in place. I can�t read his expression behind those reflective glasses and it�s maddening, so I slowly pull them from his face.
His dark lashes are wet and his brown eyes are lined with worry. He�s looking at me as if I might fall to pieces at any moment. I want to reassure him. To comfort him, as crazy as that sounds.
�I�m OK, Tyler. No permanent damage.�
�It looks bad.� His voice is hoarse; he was probably every bit as scared as I was.
�I�ll heal. Maybe there won�t even be scars.�
I look down at my kneecaps and I doubt it. They�re a pulp from the rough, gravel-strewn asphalt where I fell. My palms aren�t quite so bad but my chin took a definite beating. I�m not looking forward to seeing a mirror.
Tyler stares at my knees and he bends, squatting to see them closer. Like he did Tuesday night, he extends a single finger to touch my knee, carefully skirting the bloody mess and sending more shivers through me as he traces the side of my leg along unbroken skin.
�That scared the shit out of me,� he confesses and straightens up, shaking his head as if to clear the memory from his mind. �I saw you go down. I saw the fence knock you down and people just jump on top of it. I saw the security guards too far away to do anything about it.�
I wrap my arms around his waist and press my face to his chest in pure gratitude. �Thank you. You saved me.�
Tyler stands stiff and awkward, until his body relaxes and his arms circle me. We stand together on the bridge for a long minute and I listen to his heartbeat. It�s racing faster than mine, I think.
I pull Tyler tighter against me and snuggle into him, his green button-down shirt soft, his skin smelling of sweat, soap and spice, and his muscles hot and hard beneath his thin shirt.
Tyler saved me and it was an incredibly stupid thing to do. He could have been crushed too. He could have been mauled by a bunch of fans. But he jumped off the stage and pulled me out from where I was suffocating.
I draw a deep, ragged breath of relief as I keep holding Tyler, and I feel his halting breath as he responds. I�m aware that people are passing us on the bridge deck but I�ll ignore them as long as I can.
I�m in a perfect little bubble, throbbing knees and chin aside, and I�m not ready to leave it just yet.
A whistle and a boom pops the bubble. I hear a crackle and a sizzle and look up to see a firework�s white sparks rain down. More whistle-boom-crackle-sizzle and umbrellas of color splash across the sky.
I sneak a glance up at Tyler and he�s smiling. �Good timing.� I grin up at him as explosions light up the night.
�Best seat in the house,� he agrees, still holding me tightly against his chest. He pivots our bodies so we�re both looking to the side to see the show. �You in a rush to get home?�
�No. I thought you were.� His manic pace leaving the concert venue certainly suggested it.
�I was just freaked out about what happened. I wanted to get away, get you somewhere to get fixed up.� He looks at me closely. �Are you really OK? I didn�t think we�d be able to find a cab right by the concert, but I probably shouldn�t have made you walk. I�m sorry.�
I squeeze him a little more tightly and love how our bodies fit together, his so much longer than mine but each curve on my body fitting with the planes of his, as if we are two pieces of a puzzle. As if we are meant to go together.
�I�m going to be fine, Tyler. I�m tougher than I look.� The words are truer than he could know. �Just because I�m short doesn�t mean I�m fragile.�
�Short-ish.� He chuckles and I remember our conversation from his loft. �You just prove good things come in small packages.�
Tyler thinks I�m good? When I left his loft two days ago he implied I was a bad friend and a back-stabbing reporter.
I�m afraid he�s only being nice because of what�s happened tonight and I frown. I can�t blame him if he thinks bad things about me. I did stab my friend in the back. I deserve it.
No amount of apology can erase my record. Only goodness, like Beryl said. Only right choices, from now forward.
A crackle close to my ear rattles me and I look up to see an enormous firework rain down on us. The proximity scares me and my body�s on high alert as each sizzling point of light falls, twinkles, and burns out.
Tyler looks down at me and our eyes lock, my neck craned back and my mouth inches from his. I want to explore his face, his soft lips, his smooth jaw, but instead I let his eyes hold me as tightly as his arms are around me. We reestablish the connection that took my breath away when he was onstage. When he looked at me then, I felt like an audience of one.
Tyler drops his head lower and if I stand on tiptoe, I could reach his lips. But he�s not doing what every other guy does�tongue down my throat, hands on my tits, the sex-charged promise of more.
I want more. The heat in his expression has me boiling over with desire, and after a night like tonight, sweaty sex and several shots of booze would definitely help me sleep better.
Maybe you�re not good enough for him. The guilty voice in my head shames me again. It crushes me. When I was under the spell of Dixon Ross, that fear hung over my head like a spider dangling from the ceiling.
I feel Tyler�s breath against my face as the fireworks continue around us, but I don�t want to make the next move. I can�t. I tried that once and he rejected me, and I can�t take the humiliation of it happening again.
But I also can�t take the fact that Tyler�s been an incredible tease, on one hand touching my kneecap like he wants to put his hands everywhere on me, and on the other hand pushing me away.
The reversals are maddening.
I still my body against his, fight off the trembling, fight against my desire to grab his face and devour him. He has to make this move. I have to know he wants it as much as I do.
I swallow and involuntarily lick my dry lips, mentally kicking myself for the come-hither gesture. But Tyler�s eyes darken, his pupils dilate, and his gaze drops to my mouth. His lips find mine with a whispering touch, and he�s so gentle I�m afraid to kiss him back and frighten him away.
He deepens our kiss and I moan�I swear I did not mean to do that!�and I open my mouth to his exploring. I pull Tyler closer to me and my hands move up his back on either side of the guitar and backpack. His tongue traces gentle strokes at the corners of my mouth.
I try to be still, try to contain my enthusiasm, but when I feel his teeth nibbling my lip, a dam breaks inside me and I kiss him back with a hunger that shocks us both.
I unwind into Tyler�s arms, letting all of the night�s tension go. Feeling me pliable in his embrace is all the encouragement Tyler needs to pull me closer to him.
I let his tongue stroke mine and I savor his taste, like mint and marshmallow. I recognize the latter as Vocal EZE, a throat spray that many performers use.
I wrap my arms around his neck as he runs his fingers up and down my back and finally lifts me off my feet in a slow spin. We kiss like movie stars. Or rock stars. One of us, anyway.
When we break, I�m breathless.
And Tyler? He�s actually � panting. Oh, Lord, what have I done to this guy? He doesn�t let go of me as we take this much-needed breath.
�You are � you are just �� Tyler opens and closes his mouth like a fish, struggling for words. It is adorably awkward and I want to rescue him.
�You�re my hero,� I whisper, and put his hand against my heart. It rests just above my breast with my hand on top of it. I feel the heat from Tyler�s hand through my top and I hope he can feel my heart beating hard in my chest.
Tyler reaches for my other hand and I grimace in pain. He rolls my wrist over and sees bloody scrapes and dirt embedded along the base of my palm where I hit hardest when I fell.
Tyler shifts with unease and sets his sights on the Manhattan side of the bridge. �We have to get you cleaned up. Come on.�

ELEVEN

A black Lincoln Town Car waits for us on the far side of the bridge just as Tyler promised. I sigh with relief.
But I can�t let Tyler take care of me anymore�I can�t bear to give him another window into my many failings. That�s how Dixon controlled me, always keeping me on the edge of acceptance and rejection.
The same way Tyler�s push-pull keeps me off balance.
I should go back to Neil�s place and deal with my knees and chin myself. I set my jaw and lean forward to speak to the driver. �Stanton and Clinton on the Lower East Side, please.�
�What? I thought�I thought you�d come home with me.� Tyler�s eyes are heated with passion, promising more than another scorching kiss.
Why am I fighting it? I want that. Tenderness would crush me, but lust I can handle. I can deal with aching want in the moment and the empty aftermath.
Opportunity is not a lengthy visitor. I must have repeated that line a hundred times when I played Cinderella in Into the Woods, and I�ve lectured Beryl about the fact that it�s not every day a rock star shows interest.
I�m not going to miss this chance.
�We can go to yours.� I shrug as if it�s no big deal. Sure, I get nearly crushed and then taken to bed by hot rock stars every week. Or at least twice a month.
Tyler tells the driver his real address and I know he must be worried about me to allow the car to drop us off at his door. We ride in silence and he clutches my hand, his strong fingers gently stroking the inside of my wrist.
He unlocks the deadbolts and when we get into the painted stairwell, I�m nervous. He hands me his guitar and tells me to put it on, then turns his back to me and squats.
�Climb aboard.� Tyler seems cheerful now that we�re in his space and I do my best to get on his back without getting my bloody knees on his shirt. My shirt is grimy but at least it�s black and doesn�t show.
Tyler climbs the five flights much slower than last time and I can�t tell if I�m too heavy or he�s just tired. I wear his guitar and he�s turned his backpack to the front of his chest. This man would make an excellent pack mule.
I giggle at the thought as he puts me down on the top landing.
�What�s so funny?�
�Tyler the pack mule,� I say. �You�re in insanely good shape to not even let that faze you. No wonder girls go crazy over your band. All of you are just built.�
�You think they only want us for our bodies?� Tyler frowns, but a smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. �And here I thought it was our raw artistic genius that was irresistible.�
�That, too,� I assure him and we cross the loft to his kitchen. �How about a drink?�
Tyler looks at me as if this hadn�t occurred to him. �Oh, sure. Right. Cups are there.� He points to the kitchen cupboard next to the refrigerator where tall glasses are kept, but I want something stronger.
�How about shot glasses?� I ask. I lost my buzz hours ago and I�m in desperate need of something strong to settle me down. Or someone strong. This could turn out to be a good night after all.
Tyler furrows his brow. �Yeah, there�s still a little vodka left. Although I�m not sure it�s a good idea. I was going to get you ibuprofen.�
�Vodka�s great for pain.� I brush past him and find the nearly empty bottle in the freezer. Damn. I pour myself one shot and let the liquid slide down my throat while Tyler drains a tall glass of water. He refills his glass, I refill mine, and we drink in silence.
Tyler braces his hands on the counter and his face looks pale and sweaty. Tonight left a mark on him, too.
�Tyler? You all right?�
He opens his refrigerator, snags a can of Sprite, and chugs it.
�Just thirsty. I�m fine.� It�s a weird statement because he�s already downed two large glasses of water. But the Sprite seems to make him feel better.
�I�ve got to check something. I�ll get you a shirt to change into and I�ll help you clean up your scrapes. Meet you in the bathroom?�
�Sure.� When he�s out of my sight climbing the stairs to his bedroom loft, I pour one more vodka shot, the last of the bottle. When it�s down I feel more human again. I can handle this.
I go to the bathroom and pee, kicking my legs forward to inspect the scrapes on my knees. They�re bad. Really bad, with tiny gravel chips and dirt ground into my cuts, cemented there with dried blood. If I don�t do this right, the wounds will get infected.
I try washing my hands to get the gravel out of them and I whimper in pain. When I inspect my palms closely I see tiny pebbles embedded between deep ribbons of skin and I�m afraid it will take tweezers and a whole lot more vodka to fix it.
I�m glad I�m not alone. If I went back to Neil�s, he�d be hounding me to write a harrowing, first-person account of my astounding rescue by one of the hottest rock stars on the planet.
You know. Tabloid shit.
When a crowd of thousands rushed the stage at Indie Day, the toppled barrier nearly crushed one reporter to death until white-hot rocker Tyler Walsh put his own life in danger to rescue her�
Event producers claim faulty installation caused a fence to collapse at the annual Indie Day concert, and fans nearly crushed a reporter beneath its weight�
Tyler Walsh, bassist of the rock band Tattoo Thief, risked his life to rescue a woman when an unruly crowd toppled a barrier fence at the Indie Day concert�
I squeeze my eyes shut and force my mind to stop spinning options for a lead. As much as the story could be gold career-wise, writing it makes me anxious. I want to keep what happened between Tyler and me private.
Huh. Now there�s a painful truth: that�s all Beryl wanted, too.
She wanted Gavin�s video to be a private connection, just between them. Considering she has to share him with millions of fans and hundreds of people in the industry�his label, promoters, roadies, and even journalists like me�I realize it�s not too much to ask to keep some things for herself.
My eyes fly open when Tyler wraps his arms around my waist. He�s changed into a white T-shirt and cut-off sweats. It�s a very good look for him.
Tyler kisses my shoulder lightly and opens my wet palms to reveal the damage. It�s bad.
�Sit here.� He lifts me to sit on the bathroom counter between the two raised basins and pulls off my shoes. He fills both sinks with hot water, as hot as my hands can stand, and squirts a bit of liquid soap in each that smells of eucalyptus.
It stings like a sonofabitch. He sits on a stool, settles my bare feet in his lap, and picks up a pair of tweezers to work on my knees. I try to breathe through the pain. Tears leak out of both corners of my eyes and I look at the ceiling far above us, trying to count the boards, anything to hold the tears at bay.
As Tyler works, tears leak from my eyes. I hold my hands in the sinks and try not to flinch every time Tyler touches my knee, but I�m shattering him. He looks physically ill as he tends my wounds, and I imagine he�s also repulsed by the state of my face, a lovely combination of snot, tears, and ruined makeup.
�Fuck. Stella, I can�t do this to you.�
Tyler pushes my feet out of his lap and stands. I drop my head, sobbing, and I hear the shower start running. This is so mortifying. This is worse than when he rejected me the first time. Now he thinks I�m disgusting.
I want to hate him.
I feel Tyler�s soft touch on my arm and I look up to see him shirtless, with nothing but charcoal gray boxer-briefs on. This change makes no sense.
His tattoos are painted all the way up his left arm and some on his right arm, but what really wrecks me are the twin studs on either side of his nipples. Hell. This man does sexy the way most people do breathing. Every. Fucking. Moment.
The nearness of him makes me feel worse and I can hear myself blubbering, saying something about how I should go, even though I�m not coherent enough to put on my own shoes.
�I want to get you in the shower, see if the water pressure can knock some of that gravel loose.� Tyler�s voice is gently coaxing, as if I�m a wounded wild animal. �I�ll help you.�
Tyler tugs at the hem of my shirt and pulls it up over my head, revealing my simple black satin bra that holds less than a handful in each cup. Even for my small hands. I know Tyler�s seen better and I search his eyes for a reaction, but they�re tender and not � hungry.
They don�t want me.
I spiral into even more misery as his close body affects mine and I�m afraid my nipples peak to meet his. I�m afraid he sees this. And he still doesn�t want me.
This is so pathetic.
He pulls me from my perch on the counter and pushes my stretchy black skirt down over my hips without removing my panties. My bra and panties don�t match and I imagine the women who fight over Tyler always match. And their bra cups runneth over.
He leads me to the shower and it�s clear he intends my underwear to be a substitute bathing suit. He takes the stool inside the large shower stall, setting it opposite a built-in bench.
I�m drowning in the humiliation of what Tyler thinks of me, but I can�t push him away while he�s willing to play nurse. I need him and my body hurts too much to do it myself.
Tyler guides me under the rain-can showerhead and I drench myself. It feels like diving through light, bubbly water as it rushes across my skin.
�Stella. You need to let the water work.� He has me sit on the stool just outside the water�s range and he picks up my feet, placing my knees directly under the rushing water. �Put your hands face-up on your thighs.�
I obey and feel the sting as the water reaches the crevices torn open in my skin.
Tyler sits on the built-in bench, my ankles clasped in his hands. When he starts a foot rub I almost lose it, the pleasure of his touch mixing with the pain of the water�s onslaught. I try not to look at the way the water�s soaked his underwear, making every curve within them absolutely apparent to me.
I say I try not to look, but I might be lying.
I�m wearing blue cotton boy shorts that rank far lower on the sexiness scale than what I�m sure Tyler expects from women he dates.
The pins and needles in my wounds intensify as Tyler steadily cranks up the shower�s heat until I can�t stand it. My legs and forearms are bright red from the temperature while my back chills.
�I�I can�t take it anymore,� I tell Tyler, and he immediately releases my feet and bumps down the water temperature a few degrees. He helps me stand, pushing the stool aside and pulling me back into the shower stream for several seconds.
We switch, Tyler moving me just outside of the reach of the spray while he slides under it. I feel him touch my hair with something cold and slimy. He�s shampooing me.
I shake him away. I can�t take this kind of tenderness. �Cut it out. I can do this myself.� I lather fast and scratch the shampoo into my skull, trying to un-feel the gritty press of people and fence above me.
Tyler backs off. He soaps and rinses himself, then steps away from the spray. I rinse my hair and feel the cold draft as he exits the shower enclosure. I peek at him as he dries his hair and shoulders roughly, his underwear dripping on the floor.
Tyler looks up and I�m caught staring. �No peeking, Stella. Turn around.� An impish grin lights his face and I�m thankful that a lighter mood is back.
I turn my back to him as he shucks off his underwear and wraps himself in a towel. �I�m going to my room to get dressed. I left a T-shirt on the counter if you want to wear it while I work on your knees. Come out when you�re ready.�

TWELVE

I hoped Tyler would declare my wounds clean and ready for dressing after the pounding they took in the shower.
I was wrong.
I steel myself for the next round of torture as I dry myself with a fluffy green towel that seems too domestic for Tyler. Did a girlfriend buy it? The thought sours my mood.
Tyler must have a pretty decent black book. Considering how many beautiful women probably throw themselves at him, I�m sure he has plenty of possibilities.
Is that what I am to him? A possibility? Or maybe just a convenience? I die a little at that thought. We haven�t talked about what happened between us when I was here two nights ago and I still sting from his mistrust.
If only my body didn�t betray me. I can want him. I can even get lucky with him. But I have to guard my heart against getting involved. That would ruin me.
I step out of my soaked underwear and pull on Tyler�s soft green T-shirt, which hangs longer than the skirt I wore earlier tonight. I sneak out of the bathroom to the kitchen, hoping he won�t see me if he�s in his bedroom loft.
I keep a pair of panties in my purse for, well, emergencies, and I hide behind the kitchen bar as I pull them on. My legs are still damp and I catch my toe on the elastic around the crotch.
I hear Tyler�s footsteps down the stairs and I�m beyond mortified that he might see me doing a one-legged hop into my panties in his kitchen. I crash into one of the cupboards as I hop but I manage to get everything in the right place�feet on the floor, panties on my ass, Tyler�s shirt covering all my essential bits.
Tyler grins at me and I just know he saw something, but he doesn�t comment. He pulls a sheaf of delivery menus out of a kitchen drawer and hands them to me.
�I�m starving. But I�ve got to get the rest of the gravel out of you before your knees dry up, so get over here.� I clutch the menus and follow Tyler to the couch where he pulls my feet over his lap. My knees are bent up toward him and he inspects them closely.
�Move that light closer, OK? And figure out what you want to eat.� I swivel a gooseneck lamp to point right at my knees.
�Do you want a scalpel, doctor?� I tease.
�The wound is severe. We may have to amputate.� Tyler�s tone is mock-serious but I think he�s trying to distract me from the pain when his tweezers dig for the last few pieces of gravel.
I hold my breath until he gets one, then let it out in a whoosh of relief. He scrapes and digs and I inhale. He holds another shard up triumphantly and I exhale. In and out. I can handle this. The pain makes my skin tingle and I wish I had more vodka.
�Did you pick dinner?� Tyler asks.
I don�t answer immediately because I�m in a breath-holding stage, but I flip through the menus and choose Chinese. Once Tyler lifts the tweezers again, I can talk. �How does ten-ingredient Chow Mein sound? Medium spicy?�
�Good. And get broccoli beef. Extra spicy.�
�What do you want for your side? Noodles or fried rice?�
�Neither. But get extra fortune cookies.�
�You want steamed rice to soak up your sauce?�
�Too many carbs.� Tyler focuses on picking another piece of grit from my knee but a bubble of laughter bursts from my chest.
�Ty, I hate to tell you this, but with your body, the last thing you have to do is worry about carbs.�
Tyler�s brow furrows and his expression darkens. �I always worry,� he mutters. It�s a strange comment coming from someone who�s known for his killer abs. Or maybe worrying about food is how he got this way.
Whatever. I grab Tyler�s phone from the coffee table and dial for delivery. They don�t ask for an address or a credit card�I don�t even have to ask them to make his broccoli beef extra spicy.
I lean back on the couch and continue my breath-holding technique, my eyes squeezed tightly shut against the pain and bright light. Tyler rests his left hand on my thigh and steadies his right arm against my shin as he keeps picking at my knee.
His face is scrunched in concentration, yet all I can think about is how warm his hand feels on my thigh. I wish he would inch it higher on my leg, but it�s anchored in place.
Tyler shifts and I open my eyes at the new movement. �Hands.�
I sit up on the couch and hold out my hands. He inspects my palms closely and picks at a few specks before he nods, confirming they are clean.
Tyler shifts his body on the couch and grasps my face the way he did on the bridge, his thumbs on my cheekbones and his fingers threaded through the hair just behind my ears.
My pulse quickens.
He tips up my chin, bringing my mouth closer to his and I smell citrus on his breath.
This is what I came here for. Not heart-wrenching gentleness, but chemistry, spark and passion.
Tyler�s face is inches from mine as he tilts my face toward the light of the gooseneck lamp and peers at the scrape on my chin.
I deflate.
�I don�t think your chin�s as bad as it looked. The cuts are not nearly as deep as the rest.� Tyler releases my face and disappointment floods me. I wanted him to make more of that moment.
Tyler smears antibiotic ointment on my hands, knees and chin and applies bandages. The way he�s fixed completely on me is intoxicating.
The thrum of a guitar ringtone prompts Tyler to dive for his phone. �I�m on my way down,� he says and ends the call.
He jumps up from the couch and stuffs his feet into shoes, grabbing his wallet. �Food�s here. I�ll be right back.�
I nod and he�s out the door. I pull my raw knees to my chest and hug them close, drained from everything that�s happened tonight. He kissed me on the bridge, kissed me like he wanted to know every part of me, and then when he had me stripped to nearly nothing in the shower, he kept me at arm�s length.
I don�t understand him.
Tyler returns with a bag of fragrant food and rummages in his kitchen for utensils. We spread our feast on the coffee table and I try some of his broccoli beef. It�s painfully spicy and I stick out my tongue and fan my face in pain.
�Don�t you think I�ve suffered enough, Tyler?�
He laughs and tickles my side. �You knew it was spicy. I�d say you did that to yourself.� I go to the kitchen and pour us glasses of water, bringing them back to the couch where he�s sitting.
�Water doesn�t work, you know. It only makes the heat more intense.�
My brain returns to the shower, the scalding water on my knees, the heat between my legs as I felt him stroke my feet. Water did make the heat between us more intense.
I think Tyler understands the double meaning I pull from his words because he clears his throat and focuses on the food. I let silence fill the space between us and it feels like snow falling, each moment quieter than the last.
Finally, I break it. �Tyler? I wrote the story about your practice space.�
He nods, his mouth full.
�I didn�t write anything bad about you or the band. I know you and Gavin and Beryl don�t trust me right now�and I know I don�t deserve it�but I want you to see that I�m trying to earn it back. That trust.�
�Stella. Stop beating yourself up. I know you�re trying to make things right.� He gestures to me to look around. �I trust you.�
�You do?� I realize he means that he trusts me to be in his home, even though I�m not officially reporting a story.
I put my half-empty carton of chow mein on the coffee table and hesitate, but the other question pounding in my head needs to be asked. �You kissed me��
Tyler nods his head seriously but a smile plays on his lips. �I did. I had a beautiful woman in my arms on a perfect summer night under the fireworks. Who could resist?�
He called me beautiful. This derails my train of thought but I force myself to focus. �Why�d you stop?�
He shakes his head and runs his hands through his hair. I�m beginning to recognize this nervous gesture. �I wish I didn�t have to.�
I scoot closer to him on the couch, emboldened by his smile, by the beautiful he saw when I was at my absolute worst. �You didn�t have to stop.�
I nuzzle closer to him and his hand glides up the back of my neck into my damp hair. He fists my hair and tips my face upward, bringing my mouth inches from his.
�I didn�t want to stop,� Tyler whispers, his breath on my lips. �I wanted you.� He presses his lips to mine and pulls me against his chest roughly. I answer every question in that kiss with yes, and ask him for more with my tongue.
I want him like air, like water, like sleep and sunshine. I want him to break free of whatever�s holding him back, to just live this moment with abandon.
But Tyler breaks off our kiss and shakes his head, still holding me tightly against him. �I want you, Stella, but we have to stop this. Now. I can�t have a relationship with you.�
I�m stunned, maybe more because he said the R word when we barely know each other, than because he�s rejecting me. Again.
Rejection. Another R word I hate.
I�m too fearful to ask why, so instead I try to rationalize this. (Another R word! Fuck!) �You don�t have to have a relationship with me. Have you considered the possibility that maybe I�m not gunning for a relationship, either?�
Tyler looks confused and I trace my fingers along his ink-stained bicep, making my meaning clear. I shift closer to him, trying to fit our bodies together the way they interlocked so perfectly on the bridge.
�You don�t have to give me roses and promises, Tyler. This can just be about us, our chemistry, the way we connect. I can feel the way your body reacts to mine.�
I�m going for broke, but sometimes a little daring works better than a lot of patience. What was it Tyler said at the restaurant? Life is about being brave.
Yeah. That.
I trail my hands across his chest, feeling his nipple piercings beneath his shirt. I�ve never touched a man with pierced nipples before but I�ve heard it�s an erotic stimulus, so I imagine Tyler can�t be too hesitant to jump in the sack.
I feel Tyler�s energy shift and his mouth leans down to cover mine again. I lean into the kiss, but it�s not the raw desire I tasted just a minute ago. It�s sweet and soft and pleading. He breaks away before I�m ready.
�Stella, listen to me. I can�t have a relationship with you right now. I can�t, and you have to respect that.�
I blink, tears stinging my eyes from the rejection and the implication that boldly taking the lead was somehow disrespecting his choices.
�You can�t have a relationship, or you can�t have sex?� I�m angry and I�m lashing out at him and Tyler looks horrified. �Which is it, Tyler? Because I�m sick of this little mindfuck, the kissing and touching and then pushing me away.�
�Seriously, Stella?� Tyler�s hoarse with surprised anger. �You never just kissed someone to kiss them? Because they smelled good and tasted good and felt amazing in your arms? You never just kissed without expectation?�
I freeze, knowing Tyler is right. I can�t remember the last time I kissed someone just because I wanted to, without expecting to get laid within the hour. It�s a painful truth and it makes me feel easy. Trashy. Cheap.
Tyler doesn�t know he�s already won our argument so he fires another shot, and this one�s a fatal blow. �Or is kissing just an item to check off your foreplay list?�
�Enough.� I push away from Tyler and stand. I�m all out of words and all out of tears. �I�ve heard enough. I�m going home.�
I rush to the bathroom where I strip off Tyler�s shirt and pull on my soiled skirt and top. I stuff my feet in my shoes and pick up my bag from the kitchen bar.
Tyler waits for me at the door, his phone in his hand, a war of emotions on his face as if I rejected him. �I didn�t want our night to end like this,� he says quietly.
Our night. I don�t respond. I let him open the door and I walk down the stairs, his soft tread echoing behind me. We get to the bottom landing and he shoves the stubborn lock open.
�I called you a cab. It should be here soon.� Tyler takes my hand and turns it palm-up before I can pull away. He drops a fortune cookie inside.
I close my fingers over the cookie. �Thank you.� My eyes won�t leave the floor.
There�s nothing more he can say and he finally releases me, opening the door into the cool night. I hear the distant crackle of fireworks, but even the ones that burn bright eventually become ash.

THIRTEEN

�What are you doing Wednesday?� Beryl�s voice is far too chipper for a Monday morning but it lifts some of the funk that�s settled on me.
It�s not pretty. After I filed my Indie Day story Friday�including a few lines about Tyler�s guest appearance�I hightailed it out of my newsroom and into my pajamas, with a bottle of Absolut and a remote control to keep me company.
When Neil came home late that night I was wicked drunk and crying over Sweet Home Alabama. The chick flick, not the song. Neil announced that I had six days to move out because his roommate Violet is coming home on Thursday.
More tears. More shots. More of the hopelessness that pooled like lead in my gut.
�Stella?� Beryl�s voice pulls me back to the present.
�Nothing yet. You want to come with me to yoga?� That�s my escape, a few times a week, when I can just breathe and move my body and things feel like they fall in order.
Instead of doing yoga this weekend, I was running all over Manhattan after Craigslist ads for shared housing, each of them too good to be true.
I am so screwed on Thursday. But on Wednesday? I�m wide open.
�I thought you might want to come to a last-minute show for Tattoo Thief,� Beryl says, and my breath catches at the band�s name. Images of Tyler invade my brain: working the bass on stage, his tapered fingers reaching across the fretboard to hit the chords, his arms glowing with sweat under the stage lights.
Considering that homeless trumps he loves me not, Tyler isn�t even at the top of my list of Things That Suck.
I�ve paused too long before answering so Beryl continues. �It�s just a small gig they picked up at Rockwood Music Hall. They�re going to play �Wilderness� and do a bunch of their older stuff acoustic. What do you think?�
I hesitate. I don�t want to face Tyler again, especially after his latest rejection. He�ll probably think I�m stalking him. But Heath�s breathing down my neck for another story and my relationship with Beryl is so fragile that I don�t feel like I can say no.
�Sure. Thanks for inviting me.� I could take off as soon as the set�s over to avoid Tyler.
�Great.� I hear relief in Beryl�s voice. Maybe she�s as nervous about inviting me as I am about accepting. �Stella? Did something happen with you and Tyler?�
�What did you hear?� Instantly, I�m on alert.
�Tyler didn�t say anything except he ran into you at the Indie Day concert. But he was funny about it, like there was more to the story. What happened?�
I shake my head. There�s no good way to tell her, especially after she�d warned me not to hurt him. But I didn�t hurt him�he hurt me with each rejection. �Let�s talk about it later. I got knocked down and Tyler helped me up, but then things got weird. But I promise I won�t make it weird at the show.�
Beryl pauses and I can tell she�s debating whether to press me for more. Instead, she promises to leave a ticket for me at will-call.
* * *
I arrive at the club a few minutes before show time and my ticket makes the beefy guy at the door do a second take. He points me to a corridor and I find Beryl in a handful of seats tucked behind the stage curtains.
�You�re just in time. I was worried you wouldn�t come.�
I give Beryl a side-hug and sit, relating the subway snafu that delayed me. I recognize Dave�s girlfriend, Kristina, but she either doesn�t see me or ignores me.
Three heavily made-up girls with boobs spilling over their low-cut tops fill the other chairs. Compared to their getups, I look like I could teach Sunday school.
I incline my head slightly toward them, giving Beryl a questioning look. She shakes her head. Now is not the time.
The music shifts and the backstage lights dim. The members of Tattoo Thief take their places in center stage behind the closed curtains and I�m relieved to be out of Tyler�s sightline. He fingers his instrument, fine-tunes a string, and shoves his hands in his hair to push it off his forehead.
When the curtains part and light floods the stage, the busty girls next to me squeal and shriek and the crowd roars, everyone eager for a close-up view of one of the hottest bands in America.
They are smoldering�raw, sex-charged and intense. I lose myself in Tyler�s performance as the cords of his neck tense and he leans into the microphone. Gavin�s up front as usual, his hips swiveling and his posture loose as he coaxes reactions from the crowd.
Jayce is nearest Gavin and his eyes flick back to where we�re sitting, prompting more squeals from the girls near me. They must be with him. Dave and Tyler bring up the rear, controlling each song with careful syncopation, a driving rhythm I feel through my whole body.
I follow Tyler through each transition, in awe of the power of his body and the way he moves. His instrument is a part of him, and as I watch, I imagine his fingers on me. He could be holding my neck the way he holds the neck of his bass, grasping my hair, pulling my face back for a kiss.
* * *
I spring from my chair as soon as the performance ends, my body aching with need. Beryl senses my urge to escape and I follow her through the dim backstage corridor to a green room where the roar of the crowd finally recedes. I scan the room for drinks but all I see is an ice bucket with bottles of water and beer.
No hard liquor. Damn.
Beryl twists the top off a water bottle and offers it to me, but I grab a beer, slamming it on the side of a dressing table with my fist to pop the top. I tip it up and glug it down, feeling cold liquid rush down my throat.
It�s not enough to get my buzz back, but it�s a start.
�Wasn�t that amazing?� Beryl gushes, kicking off her flats (Flats! Where are the sexy shoes I helped her buy?) and tucking her feet beneath her on the couch.
I leave my platform Mary Jane heels on and park my butt on the other end of the couch, offering a noncommittal nod. I�m afraid I�ll betray how deeply Tyler rocked me. �Uh, yeah, it was good.�
�Seriously? That�s all you thought of it? They did an acoustic set and you�ve got the best seat in the house, and all you can say is good?� Beryl narrows her eyes at me. �Something�s up. Spill it, sister.�
I so don�t want to have this conversation right now. The specter of being out on my ass tomorrow frightens me. �I�m just distracted. You know, other stuff.�
�I don�t know. You won�t tell me, but I know something happened. I heard Tyler had to pull you out of a crowd.�
My face burns hot at the memory of his strong arms hoisting me out of the chaos. I remember how he sandwiched my body between himself and the stage to protect me.
And I remember the way his arms encircled me later that night, pulling me close for the kiss on the bridge.
�Who told you? Tyler or Gavin?�
�Gav. But there�s more, right? Gav says Tyler�s been weird about it, too. What�s got you all sideways?�
Beryl�s sweet face is open and gentle, and I cringe at the memory of what I did to her. And yet here she is, worried about me. I don�t deserve this. The least I can give her is the truth, but I sidestep what�s really bothering me.
�Tomorrow I have to move out of the room I�ve been staying in. Neil�s roommate is coming back from her trip and I haven�t found a new place yet.� I�m lucky my interim apartment lasted as long as it did.
�Oh, Stella. I�m sorry.�
I shrug, trying to force down my building panic because a crappy hotel will probably be my new address and I can�t afford to live that way for long. �I didn�t look that hard for a roommate at first because I thought July would shake new housing options loose with the end of the school year. I was wrong.�
The band bursts into the green room, sweaty and laughing, high from applause at their first concert in more than two months. The girls trail them, tittering and fawning over Jayce.
�We�ve got our mojo back!� Gavin shouts triumphantly and he pulls Beryl from the couch for a deep, lingering kiss.
�Get a room!� Dave wolf-whistles to them and hands around drinks, pressing a cold beer to Gavin�s cheek to get them to knock it off. Gavin bounces on the couch beside Beryl and she snuggles into him, oblivious to his sweat-slicked arms and soaked shirt.
Tyler crosses the room and whips his sweaty T-shirt over his head, drawing a gasp from one of the girls who instantly moves in his direction. He rummages in his backpack and my eyes are glued to his skin.
When he pulls a green T-shirt from his backpack and puts it on, my face heats in recognition. It�s the same shirt I wore at his loft last week.
Maybe Tyler feels my eyes on his body because he turns and skewers me with his gaze. I feel it piercing my chest, a direct hit that could easily take me down.
�You came.� His voice is soft but it carries across the room. The girl edging toward Tyler slows and her eyes narrow, a possessive glance flicking to me.
I can�t tell if Tyler thinks my presence is a good thing or a bad thing. Even though Beryl and I had backstage passes, we were hidden from the band�s sightline throughout the show. I should have gone home after the final number, but I wanted to see him again.
I had to. His kiss lingers on me like a brand, and I touch my lips with my fingertips, remembering the electricity that passed between us.
Tyler sees me do this and turns away. I curse myself for my unintended gesture.
Gavin boosts himself off the couch and regroups with the guys, talking set lists and packing up instruments as they drain their beers. The girls cluster on another couch. My beer bottle sits empty in my lap and I pick at the label, desperate for a distraction.
�So what are you going to do?� Beryl asks, taking up our conversation from where the boys interrupted us. �You can�t just go live in a hotel for more than a night or two. Have you tried Craigslist? Did you post something at NYU?�
�Yes and yes. But everything was either out of my price range or pretty freaking scary. I�m not trying to be picky. I just need somewhere clean that isn�t too far from the music venues. I can�t blow fifty bucks a night on cab fare after a show.�
�You need a place?� Jayce asks, his sharp eyes on me. �Tyler�s got room.�
I don�t know whose head snaps up faster, Tyler�s or mine.
�I lived with him for a while before I got my place.� Jayce turns to Tyler and grins. �You�re always taking in strays.�
�I couldn�t impose,� I backpedal, firing off excuses as soon as they form in my brain. �I wouldn�t want to be in the way. There�s no privacy in that big loft. I�I�ll keep looking. Something will turn up.�
Tyler tilts his head. �What do you need?� His voice is hoarse from the performance.
�I�m just looking for shared housing. Somewhere in the city. I�ve been borrowing a room and the girl who lives there is coming back from her trip.�
�Somewhere safe.� Tyler is nodding and it�s freaking me out. Why should he care? Especially after everything that happened between us on the Fourth of July, why should my stupid housing predicament matter to him?
�It sounds like you had a crazy time while we were in Oregon,� Gavin says, shifting the conversation. �Tyler told me about how the fence collapsed on you at Indie Day. How he played doctor.�
�Playing doctor?� Jayce chuckles at the innuendo. One of the girls rubs against him and I can tell she�s got plans for him tonight.
�No. It was nothing like that.� Tyler holds up his hands. �It was strictly platonic.�
His omission stings, discounting the kisses we shared on the bridge and at his loft.
�Don�t worry about it, Beryl,� I say, but I mean it for Tyler. �I�m a big girl. I can find something.�
Gavin reclaims his spot on the couch next to Beryl and she beckons me closer. �Do it, Stella. Let him help,� she whispers, and only Gavin and I hear her. �Don�t be too proud to accept.�
I scrunch up my face, my back to Tyler so he can�t see my reaction. It�s too embarrassing to let him help me like this. Also: why is he helping me? I don�t want to be the person who asks for handouts.
�You�re a friend of the band now. We stick together,� Gavin adds.
�I�I can�t.�
I feel my pocket vibrate and pull out my phone, surprised to see two voicemails and six new texts since I last checked before the concert started. I excuse myself to a corner of the green room to retrieve them. They�re all from Neil.
The voicemails are fairly polite, but the texts get progressively more desperate:

Neil [8:02 p.m.]: Have you found a place yet?
Neil [8:27 p.m.]: I need to know for sure when you�re moving.
Neil [8:44 p.m.]: Violet is coming home a day early. Where the hell are you?
Neil [8:51 p.m.]: You�d better get here and get your shit out of Violet�s room NOW.
Neil [9:23 p.m.]: You can�t just ignore me! I threw your crap back in your bags and I am not happy.
Neil [10:05 p.m.]: Violet is back. I hope you�re planning to stay somewhere else tonight. You owe me lunch tomorrow.

I curse, a filthy string of expletives that trumps anything I heard on the subway on my way to the concert. As I turn, I run into a tall, lean wall the size and shape of Tyler.
And damn, this wall smells fantastic�cedar and spice and sweat.
Tyler�s chocolate eyes twinkle as he looks down at me. �Potty mouth.�
�Sometimes, there are just no other words.� I try to move past him but he slides to his right and blocks my way.
�There are always other words, Stella.�
�OK, then, I just want to use that word. Because with the week I�ve had, I want to drop an F-bomb in every fucking sentence.�
I drain my beer and put it down on a table harder than I intend. It hits with a clang. �Shit.�
�Stella. What�s really going on?�
I feel my face heating, as if I could be any more mortified than I already am. I do not want to be rescued. I can handle myself, and I have for four years. But Tyler anchors his arm against the wall on one side of me and his body is close enough that I�m trapped.
�You can stay at the loft. I still have the blow-up mattress Jayce used, and some blankets and stuff. You can stay if you promise not to write anything scandalous without asking me first.�
Tyler�s condition stings. He still doesn�t trust me. I drag my gaze from the center of his chest up to his eyes. I swear sparks fly from them, but they�re lit with amusement, not desire.
He�s laughing at me.
This can�t get any more demeaning.
�Stella? Are you OK?� Beryl sees the distress on my face and rescues me from Tyler�s taunting gaze, pulling me out from under his arm. As I brush past him, I feel our skin connect for a split-second, and an electric current hums in my veins.
Beryl squeezes my hand and pulls me several yards away, then turns to face me. �You look like you just swallowed a bug or something. Did Tyler say something rude to you?�
I frown. �No. It wasn�t that. He was just, uh, correcting my colorful language.� I force a laugh. �When it rains, it pours. Violet came back from her trip a day early, so Neil packed up my shit and told me I have to get out immediately.�
�So what�s the problem? You can just go to Tyler�s tonight. It�ll be fine. Come on.� Again, Beryl grabs my hand�it still smarts a bit from the fence disaster�and she tows me in her wake to Gavin, where she explains that they�ll be taking me to Neil�s, grabbing my stuff and then moving it to Tyler�s. Immediately.
I haven�t said yes to staying with Tyler. I don�t want to admit how fragile my life is, or how much I need this help.
I�m stunned by Beryl�s efficiency and how much she�s changed since she moved to New York. Gone is the shy, careful girl who overthinks everything. In a heartbeat, she made this decision for me, and tonight I don�t have the spirit to say no.
* * *
Beryl and Gavin let me stop at a liquor store before we go to Neil�s and I buy a bottle of vodka for Tyler�s freezer and twin bottles of wine for Neil and Violet.
We climb three flights of stairs to the apartment and a tall, gaunt woman about my age answers the door. This must be Violet. Her red hair is greasy and she has dark circles under her eyes.
�Hi! I�m Stella. I brought you this,� I say with forced cheerfulness, pushing a wine bottle at her. I hope it will ease any awkwardness about me not getting out of her room in time. Neil said he asked for her permission before I moved in, but I still feel weird about intruding.
�Thank you?� Her words end on a high note and it feels like a question. She steps back and opens the door wider, our signal to go inside.
My stuff is in a heap in the living room: a suitcase, two duffel bags, two boxes and a trash bag full of laundry. It�s the same way Blayde threw my stuff together and pushed me out, and it kills my mood.
�Is Neil here?�
�He went out for a drink with some friends.� Violet looks at Gavin more closely and knits her eyebrows. �Wait. Are you an actor?�
�Uh, no.� Gavin plays dumb and I suppress a snort.
�I recognize you. Are you one of Neil�s friends?�
�Never met the guy. Sorry.�
�Huh. You just look really familiar.� Violet sways and it looks like she�s drunk or suffering from severe sleep deprivation from her trip.
�Hey, you�re probably tired. We�ll just grab this stuff and get out of your way, OK?� I cross the room and pick up the heaviest suitcase, but Gavin pulls it out of my hands and points to the lighter duffel bags for me and Beryl to lift.
We make a trip downstairs to load my junk in the car and then come back for the rest. Violet hangs back in the corner of the room.
Before I pick up the last box, I pull my phone out of my back pocket. �What�s your number?� I ask.
�For what?�
�For your phone? I�m going to text you my phone number in case you find something in your room that Neil forgot to pack for me. Can you text me and I�ll come get it?� I don�t want to annoy this girl any further by going through her room to find the last of my stuff.
�Oh. Sure.� She rattles off a number and I type it into my phone. Her phone pings when I shoot her a quick message.
�Thanks. And welcome back.� I grab my last box and follow Beryl and Gavin down the stairs to the next place I can�t call home.

FOURTEEN

I�m more than a little self-conscious about the fact that one of America�s most popular rock bands is helping me move. Tyler, Jayce and Dave are waiting for us outside when the car pulls up to Tyler�s building.
Jayce must have dismissed his harem for the evening.
Beryl and I don�t get to carry much as the guys grab my bags and boxes and trudge to the freight elevator tucked behind the first-floor stairs.
Tyler slams the metal grate closed and pushes a button with the number five nearly worn off of it. With all six of us and my stuff inside, the elevator groans and creaks and takes five full minutes to reach the top floor.
No wonder Tyler prefers the stairs.
Tyler directs them to set my stuff in the storage area under his bed loft, now empty of the junk I saw there earlier. Instead, an air mattress has a stack of sheets on it and a small shelf stands empty in the corner, presumably for my things.
�See you tomorrow night,� Jayce calls to Tyler. �Welcome home, Stella,� he adds. He comes close to me, so only I can hear his voice, and I catch a strange look of apprehension on his face. �Be good to Tyler, OK? He�s good to everyone else. He�d give you the shirt off his back. He deserves to have more good come back his way.�
I feel like he�s telling me part of a riddle and I need more clues. I open my mouth to ask, but Jayce cuts off my question.
�I can�t say more. Just�look out for him, OK? He loves to protect others, but he needs us to watch out for him.�
* * *
After Beryl and the rest of the band leave Tyler�s loft, I feel the silence they�ve left behind in the tiny noises remaining.
Tyler�s bare feet padding across the wood floor. The bathroom faucet running. The soft bumps of instruments removed from cases and placed in their stands. The hum of electricity from the refrigerator and the clack of the ice cube maker.
I make my new bed and unpack, spreading my things across the old quilt and sorting clothes onto the shelves. Things could be worse�they could be so much worse�but I�m sad that this is my New York life more than a year into trying to make it here.
A borrowed space, not even a room.
A roommate who doesn�t trust me and might even be repulsed by me.
A life that can be packed into a few bags and boxes.
And a past that still haunts me.
When I was a teenager, I imagined moving to New York to live a glamorous life beneath the lights of Broadway. I�m small, but Kristin Chenoweth is tiny. I knew every show�s music by heart and I was pretty confident I�d be a decent understudy to a Broadway star.
Lie. I was totally fucking full of myself.
It�s that kind of confidence that will make you believe lies. Have you ever seen the talent search agencies that come to the mall? They put up glitzy posters and promise pretty girls they can make it as actresses in Hollywood or models in New York�all it takes is one big break.
And a three-hundred-dollar photo session. And some consulting fees, acting classes, and a percentage to the talent scout. They say they�ll help you make it big, and the pretty girls believe them and plunk down their parents� money and do the headshots and classes.
But nothing ever happens for them, and the talent scout moves on to the next mall. They�re not scouting for models. They�re scouting for suckers who will pay for their flattery.
I never fell for that bullshit.
I knew being pretty was just the ante to get in the game, which is why I spent hours before and after school at voice and dance lessons. I knew I couldn�t just be the best in my school�that was easy�I had to be the best by far.
It was no surprise that I got into Manser Academy, the Bay Area�s answer to Juilliard. I felt like it was preordained. And fate brought a hot New York theater director to be our artist-in-residence my freshman year.
While the other girls drooled over his rakish good looks and charming affectations, I drove myself to shine so he�d cast me in a lead role and ignore the traditional pecking order that gives preference to upperclassmen.
He chose me. Of course he did. But he was cut from the same cloth as those mall talent scouts, trading flattery for favors.
And I didn�t realize it until it was too late.
Tyler clears his throat behind me and I jerk with surprise, immersed in reflection and the rhythm of folding and stacking clothes.
�Stella? You OK?� He grabs the top edge of the loft platform and hangs forward.
I�m sad. �I�m fine. It�s just been a long�month.� I drag my eyes away from his arms.
�Can I do anything to help you?�
Yes. You can hold me again. I shake my head. This answer is impossible. His shifting moods unnerve me, swinging from aroused Tyler to repelled Tyler, from concerned Tyler to indifferent Tyler.
Right now he�s in helpful mode, but how long that will last? And which mood will replace it?
�You�ve done enough already,� I say, then backtrack when it�s clear he misunderstands me. �I mean, I�m grateful for you giving me a place to stay for a little while. I�ll get out of your hair as soon as I can. I just don�t want it to be�awkward.�
I use that word to sum up the turbulent chemistry between us. I�ve fantasized about him every night since we met, even though our connection always ends with him pushing me away.
I�m a sucker for punishment.
�It�s no rush, you don�t have to go right away,� Tyler says. �I like having company. It makes this place feel less empty. I know there�s not much privacy,� he gestures to the fact that my bed can be seen from the rest of the warehouse, �but you�re welcome to stay until you find somewhere that works better.�
His expression is sweet and sad and I wonder if sometimes he feels as lonely as I do. Without thinking, I stand and wrap my arms around his waist, pressing my face against his chest the way I did on the bridge when I called him my hero.
I feel him tense with resistance, then relax into me.
�You keep rescuing me, you know that? First from the fence, and now from sudden homelessness.� I squeeze his middle in gratitude. Even though he doesn�t want me, he�s been damned nice to me.
�Don�t forget about rescuing you from those killer shoes the night we met.� I hear the smile in Tyler�s voice as he rests his chin on top of my head.
�And from my killer editor�s demand that I write a follow-up story on Tattoo Thief. That saved my job.� God, I sound pathetic. �I feel like a walking disaster when I�m around you, Tyler. I wish I could tell you I actually have my shit together, but circumstances would suggest otherwise.�
Tyler pulls back from me slightly and tips up my chin with a crooked finger, forcing my brown eyes to meet his. �You�re no disaster, Stella. You�re special. You�ve got moxie.�
I snort a laugh. �Moxie? That�s a weird old word.�
�Are you telling me you�re a shrinking violet posing as a kickass girl?�
�Kickass girl. I like that. But how would you know? As far as you�ve seen, I�m a second-string music reporter who got lucky with the fact that her best friend is dating a rock star. And then proceeded to throw that friend under the bus.� The last admission brings a fresh wave of self-loathing and I hide my face back against Tyler�s firm chest.
Which smells fantastic. But I digress.
Tyler�s quiet for a few minutes and I imagine he agrees with my self-assessment. But then he pushes me away from him and his look is serious.
�Stop it, Stella. This ends now. You apologized. It�s over.� I sniffle and an enormous rumble rips through my belly.
Tyler frowns, then bends down and hoists me from the waist, my head and upper body bent over his shoulder and hanging down his back.
�Tyler! Put me down!� I laugh and kick and pound on his back but he keeps walking, ignoring my pleas.
He dumps me on a kitchen barstool and I land with an oof. �What are you doing?�
�Feeding you.�
�It�s after midnight.�
�I heard your stomach. When was the last time you ate?�
I can�t answer immediately, and Tyler shoots me a told-you-so look.
�I need to eat pretty often. And I told you, I like the company. So what are we going to have?�
�Cereal?�
�Simple carbs. Not good enough. We need some protein.� Tyler opens the fridge and pulls out several wrapped packages and fruit. In minutes, he assembles a little picnic spread of cheese, salami, apples, grapes, crackers and nuts, and some weird jelly I�ve never seen before.
�It�s quince paste. Try it.� He spreads some on a cracker, topping it with a bit of sharp cheddar. The salty crystals in the cheese, buttery crisp cracker and tangy sweetness of the thick jelly melt together in one fantastic bite. �You see?�
�Mmff.� I chew and nod, trying to communicate just how much I appreciate this offering. No man has ever fed me before. When I lived with Blayde, he was a fend-for-yourself guy, content to live on Frosted Flakes and the pizza place around the corner.
Tyler and I eat in silence. I sit on a stool opposite him, while he bends his long torso over the kitchen counter. It becomes a game, like a stare-down, to see who will talk first. We communicate with little signs that say, You have the last piece of apple, and Here, I�ll break the last piece of cheese to share with you.
These tiny gestures affect me more than words and suddenly I�m overwhelmed by the kindness of it all. Tyler�s been nothing but kind to me�hot and cold, yes, but always kind�and it rocks me to my core.
I squeeze my eyes shut but it doesn�t hold back the tears, so I drop my head and just let them go, hoping he will be too busy putting the plate and knife and cutting board in the dishwasher to notice.
But of course he notices.
�Stella.� He comes around the kitchen island fast, his arms open, but before he reaches me, he hesitates as if I might burn him.
Once bitten, twice shy, I think bitterly.
�Are you OK?�
I shake my head but I can�t speak; my voice would break the dam and I�d dissolve into sobs. I feel stupid, crying so much in front of him.
And he�s been far too human in front of me. I wanted him to be an untouchable rock star. I wanted Tyler Walsh to be a hard-edged, devil-may-care bad boy, so that I could keep him at arm�s length and focus on what I needed�another story.
I refuse to look at his face, afraid his eyes will show me too much care. It�s like a drug, becoming accustomed to people caring about me, and when it vanishes I�ll be sucked into the withdrawal of despair.
I push myself off the barstool to avoid his touch and run to my space under his loft. Other than the bathroom, there�s not a shred of privacy in this warehouse, so I can�t even cry in peace. I sense Tyler observing me from the kitchen as I sit on the air mattress, pawing through clothes I don�t see, hoping desperately he won�t try to talk to me again.
I need space. I need room to think but I feel like I�m in prison under a guard�s surveillance. I try to rein in my feelings and suppress the sobs in my chest.
I�m sad and I�m lonely and I feel so fucking vulnerable that one gentle word will break me. How is it possible I can handle every other form of rejection from a bad boy�every fake see you around or even, Can I call you?�but when Tyler rejects me, it stings like salt ground deep in my wounds?
My blood boils with passion from wanting him and anger from wanting him to want me back. It�s a lost cause. He has his pick of thousands of fans who throw themselves at Tattoo Thief, so it�s no surprise he doesn�t want me.
�Stella, do you want�?�
Tyler�s voice startles me and I whirl around, my last angry thought exploding from my mouth.
�I just want some fucking privacy!� I storm past him to the bathroom, where I slam the door like a petulant child.
I turn the sink tap to freezing cold and plunge my head under it. The cold makes my scalp tingle and throb. Brain freeze.
I count to fifty, and then to a hundred. Stop. I have to stop but it�s some sick game to get me past the horror of what I�ve just done. I have no right to treat him like this, yet each drop of Tyler�s kindness is like water torture.
One more drop and I break.
One more drop and he breaks me.
I shut off the water and pull my head out from under the tap, rubbing my hair fiercely with a towel. My eyeliner swerves drunkenly down my face in wide tracks and I look like a zombie as I emerge from the bathroom.
Tyler�s absent and the lights are off. There�s a small lamp on the shelf by my bed that wasn�t there before. Its off-white shade casts enough light to guide me back to my bed. I listen but I don�t hear Tyler.
Did he go out? Or just go to bed? I can�t see up into his bedroom loft. I need to apologize but I�m too chickenshit to do it tonight.
Instead, I gulp three shots of vodka to silence the ugly voices in my head. I slip out of my clothes and into an old T-shirt, climb on the air mattress and feel it shift beneath my body.
Shame and sadness flood me, but sleep wins.

FIFTEEN

I try to be quiet as I let myself back into Tyler�s loft, but there�s a rhythmic thunk-chink, thunk-chink sound and it takes me a moment to process what I�m seeing.
Morning sunshine illuminates long swaths of orange fabric hanging from the edges of the wooden loft platform. There�s movement behind the fabric and another thunk-chink.
�What are you doing?� I stand by the front door stupidly, holding a bag of pastries. I can�t see Tyler, but I hear his voice from the other side of the rippling orange fabric.
�What does it look like?� His voice is neutral and I can�t tell if he�s still mad at me.
�It looks like a lot of orange.�
Tyler�s head pops from between two sheets of fabric and his brow furrows. �I thought orange was your favorite color?�
I shake my head. �It is. But what are you doing to the loft? I mean, why?�
Tyler steps between the fabric pieces and gestures grandly to them. �I made you curtains.�
I nearly drop my peace offering, I�m so gutted by this gesture. Tyler has every right to kick me out for being an ungrateful bitch. At what point did I get so bitter that I�d lash out at a guy who�s been nothing but good to me?
No wonder he�s not that into me.
I�m not that into me, either.
�Seriously? When did you, I mean, how did you even think to make this happen? I wasn�t even gone an hour.�
Tyler grins. �I told you I have neighbors who are fashion designers. Maren downstairs is a total cloth-hoarder, so I went down after you left and bribed her for a bolt of fabric and the use of her staple gun. She even helped me cut it.�
I�m stunned but I can�t fall apart again. Can�t. Won�t. I feel small for my petty outburst last night, and even smaller that he turned my tantrum into yet another chance to be nice to me.
I am officially crossing Tyler off my bad-boys list and adding him to a very dangerous list of good guys.
A list of one. One perfect guy who I could never deserve in a million years. Fuck.
I hold up a brown bag with a weak smile. �I tried to come up with a good apology, but there aren�t enough bakeries in Manhattan to top what you�ve done. Thank you,� I add in a small voice. �I don�t deserve it.�
�Shut it, Stella.� Tyler takes the bag dotted with tempting, buttery splotches and makes a beeline for the kitchen. �Don�t talk to me about what you deserve. We never get what we deserve. Only what we earn. And some grace, and some luck.�
We spread the pastries on the kitchen bar and Tyler sits next to me on a bar stool, leaving plenty of room between us. In silent agreement, we adopt the try-everything strategy for this breakfast and I make a little piggy of myself after Tyler rips each pastry in half.
They taste fantastic, especially with Tyler�s smooth, strong coffee. When Tyler leans back from the bar, I peek up at him from behind a curtain of hair that helped me avoid his gaze as we sat side by side.
�Can you forgive me, Tyler? I�m so sorry for the way I treated you last night. I�I felt so awful and I took it out on you.�
�I forgive you.� Tyler nods but looks worried. �Stella, what happened last night? Is living here so bad? You don�t have to stay.�
�Oh, no, Tyler. It was my own stupid little pity party, nothing you did. This place is great. Really. I don�t deserve�� He gives me a sharp look and I stop. �I mean, I really, really appreciate you. This. And I wish there was some way to repay you.�
Tyler�s mood shifts and his familiar playful smile returns. He taps his temple. �Hmm, I�m thinking.�
Oh, boy. I�m in trouble.
�You did say you�d give anything to get a story on the band. And I never held you to it.� His sly look tells me I�m not off the hook.
�More chocolate croissants?� I pretend to make a move off the barstool to fetch them but he reaches a tattooed arm out to still me. The simple touch electrifies me, shooting goosebumps from my bare wrist to my shoulder.
�No. I OD�ed on carbs already,� Tyler frowns and reaches over the bar for a small, black pouch that�s lying on the kitchen counter. �I was thinking of a tougher assignment.�
My eyes widen with alarm.
�The band�s got an event next Tuesday. Will you come with me? Usually, we just go alone, but now Gavin�s with Beryl, and Dave will take Kristina and Jayce always has a flavor of the month. It would be weird if I went solo.�
�You don�t want to go with one of Jayce�s�?� I don�t think the busty girls qualify as friends.
�No.� Tyler unzips the pouch, pops the top off a small canister, and pulls out a thin strip of plastic. I study his movements and forget he�s focused on me. His fingers still, waiting for my answer.
�Oh. I guess I can go with you. I don�t think I have to cover a gig that night.�
�Good. I need a buddy.�
That last word levels me. Buddy. I smash down my disappointment and plaster on a smile. Tyler pulls a fat blue pen from the pouch.
�What�s the event?�
�Movie premiere. It�s the next Spider-Man and they used one of our songs from Beast on the soundtrack, so they invited us.�
My eyes get huge. �Like a red-carpet thing?� I shake my head fervently. I can handle sitting through a movie, but I don�t want to be in the middle of a bunch of photographers. I thought he was inviting me to a show like the last one, something that doesn�t demand more than clean jeans.
Tyler laughs. �There�s a bit of that. Nothing too horrible. All I want you to do is sit by me and watch the movie.�
That doesn�t sound too bad. And besides, I owe him for so many things. I�m just about to accept when he adds, �I�ll buy you popcorn.�
�Oh, well, in that case, I�ll totally go.� I laugh, letting him think I�m persuaded with food. Even eight-dollar movie popcorn feels like a luxury to me. �But I�m worried about what I should wear. I don�t have � much.�
I don�t want to admit to Tyler the true extent of what I don�t have�money, a wardrobe, or room on my credit card. I don�t have a job that pays well, a boss who treats me decently, a family that talks to me, or a boyfriend. Or even a pet fish.
I regret taking so much for granted when I lived with my parents and could afford pretty much anything I wanted.
�Don�t worry about what to wear. Kristina will call you and Beryl. She�ll work something out.� Tyler�s eyes smile at me and I feel a warm rush of pleasure. I could live in that smile.
He turns back to the bar and presses the pad of his middle finger against the blunt end of the blue pen. He touches a button�snap�and his eyes squint for a split-second.
He squeezes his fingertip, revealing a bright red bead of blood, and touches the bead to the plastic strip from the canister.
Tyler�s eyes lift from beneath his dark lashes and he catches me staring. He says nothing, just lets me watch.
Tyler plugs the strip into a machine that looks like a stopwatch. Numbers on its screen make him grimace. He pulls a thin green syringe and a clear bottle of liquid from the pouch.
�I didn�t want you to know, but since you�re living here, I don�t want you to find out the wrong way,� Tyler says, and it confuses me even more. �You have to know in case I�m ever acting weird. Like really weird, like drunk or something.�
�What if you are drunk?�
�Not likely,� Tyler shakes his head. �I don�t really do that. Besides, beer has a ton of carbs.�
�That�s why you have light beer? Why are you worried about carbs so much?�
�I�m diabetic. I have to regulate my blood sugar. And you, sweet Stella, just totally screwed it up with the pastry bribe.� Tyler smiles; he isn�t mad. He draws a long pull of liquid from the bottle into his syringe, pulls up his shirt, pinches the flesh at the side of his waist and plunges the needle in.
I gasp but Tyler shakes his head.
�Don�t freak out. It�s a really thin needle. Doesn�t hurt nearly as much as this prick.� He taps the blue pen-like lancet. �But I�d appreciate it if you didn�t write anything about it.�
I promise. �How�how often do you have to do that?�
�Maybe six times a day. Always before I eat, but I slacked off and didn�t do it this time.� Tyler frowns. �Not smart. It makes me feel sluggish or worse if I slack. Jayce gets on my case about it.�
I remember what Jayce told me about taking care of Tyler last night. I�ll bet this is what he meant.
Tyler zips the black pouch closed. �So, anyway, if I start acting weird, I might have low blood sugar. I just need a Sprite or something.� He grins and holds up his hands, as if to say, No big deal. �You can take a turn rescuing me.�

SIXTEEN

As soon as I leave the cool, air-conditioned bubble of Tyler�s warehouse loft, the sticky heat assaults me, proof that the heat wave predicted to hit New York is well on its way.
Sweat trickles down my spine by the time I reach the subway. The rest of the commuters look and smell equally ripe. Yuck.
I plop down in my cubicle and I�ve only just logged into my computer when Neil accosts me at my desk.
�You owe me lunch. Seriously. How come I couldn�t reach you last night?� His arms are crossed and he looks annoyed.
�I was at a show and had my phone off. I�m sorry you had to pack up my stuff. Did you see the bottle of wine I left you?�
�Oh. Yeah.� His snippy tone makes me a little passive-aggressive and I decide not to tell him about the poppy seed stuck in his teeth.
�Well, I�d better get to work, but I owe you for letting me stay in Violet�s room. Want to go to lunch at one?� I smile brightly.
Neil huffs �fine� and walks away. Drama queen.
I�ve barely caught up on e-mail and scheduling out shows for the coming week when Heath pops his head out of his office.
�Stella? A word?�
Why does he always say that? It sounds ridiculous.
In his office, he gestures for me to sit, yet he remains standing. I�m wearing a short-sleeved, V-neck blouse and I suspect Heath�s trying to get a better angle on my cleavage.
�I�m not going to publish the article you filed on Tattoo Thief.�
�What? Why?� Instantly I feel defensive. That was good writing. I was totally sober when I edited it.
�Too soft. I asked for a story about playboy Gavin settling down, and you gave me a puff piece about a loft practice space. This isn�t Better Homes and Gardens, honey. At a minimum, I need you to punch this up, add some more grit, especially after all that stuff about Gavin�s muse overdosing. What else can you get on the band? What kind of access do you have?�
I squirm in my chair, terrified of answering that question. If Heath knew I was living with a member of Tattoo Thief, he�d shit and fall back in it. He�d sign me up for an expos� and demand I go through Tyler�s underwear drawer.
And he�d rationalize it because Tyler knew I was a journalist when he took me in.
�I barely know the band. But if I ask, I might be able to see them practice.� I�m walking a fine line here. What I�ve said to Heath is technically true, but it conceals my real access.
If he found out I was holding out on him, he�d find a hundred reasons to fire me. And then I�d really be screwed.
�You�d see Tattoo Thief live?� Heath rolls this idea around in his head. �They�ve been impossible to reach for the last couple of months. Until Gavin went on Late Night and dropped the bomb on Jimmy Fallon. That could have been your story, Stella.�
I shake my head. Heath would sell a sex tape of his little sister to the media if he thought it would help him get ahead. I have to keep his expectations as low as possible so he doesn�t demand something equally awful of me.
�I can�t promise they�ll let me, but I can ask my friend to ask the band if I can come to a practice. OK?�
�Let�s do better than that.� Heath clicks something on his computer screen. �I just forwarded you the e-mail of a freelance photographer Neil suggested. Bring her to the practice. Her stuff looks arty and edgy, and that could work for this story.�
�How long do I have?�
�Thirty inches. Get that story nailed for next week.�
My eyebrows shoot up. Heath�s assigning feature-length space. But he expects a lot more, and I�m not sure that�s something Tattoo Thief is willing to give.
�What if they don�t want to do the story?�
Heath�s expression darkens and his words are cutting. �Convince them. Considering their reputation, I�m sure you�ve got a few assets to help you negotiate.�
I hear the emphasis on ass and it sickens me. Just because he�s a nasty letch doesn�t mean the guys in Tattoo Thief are like that.
Tyler�s just the opposite.
Or maybe not. Maybe he�s just that way with me.
�I�ll do my best.� I stand and move toward the door, afraid to promise anything.
�No. Just do it.� Heath�s eyes are sharp. I�m trying to remain noncommittal, so he sets the hook: �You follow through on this story, Stella, and it can make the difference between the big leagues and the farm team.�
I mumble �Yes, sir,� and slip out the door, feeling the full weight of his meaning. A strong feature story would do great things for my career at The Indie Voice. A weak story could end it, or at least guarantee my exile to writing the dregs of the music scene.
* * *
On my sweaty slog home, I think of a dozen ways to approach Tyler about letting me attend a practice. I trudge up the sweltering stairwell and hear music.
Practice is in full swing in the loft. The guys are so intent on a song, they don�t notice me when I walk in the door. All of them are glistening with sweat, and Tyler�s heather gray T-shirt clings to his narrow back, perspiration soaking either side of his spine.
It�s freaking hot.
The band plays loud and I try not to draw attention to myself as I tiptoe to the kitchen to deposit my bag of groceries and, more importantly, get a drink. I pull vodka from the freezer and let the door hang open to bathe in the cool air.
That�s when I realize something�s wrong�the air conditioning in Tyler�s loft isn�t working.
Sun streams through the warehouse windows and this place feels like a greenhouse, hot and humid. The first heat wave of the year is here and life without A/C is going to get ugly. I do a couple of icy vodka shots, but they aren�t nearly enough.
I search my bedroom for something lighter than my work clothes. Slim pickings; I�m way behind on laundry. I find an eyelet sundress with thin straps that can work without a bra and I hastily change into it, again thankful that Tyler put up curtains for me.
As I stuff my laundry in a fat duffel bag, I hear the band stop playing. I peek out of my room as Gavin grabs beers from the fridge. Dave lectures Tyler about a tricky transition that got mangled on the last run-through and Tyler argues that they need to work in lockstep on the downbeat.
�Until Tyler gets the A/C fixed, I am officially against working out after practice,� Jayce says, sitting on a weight bench but making no move to actually lift.
�Me too,� Gavin agrees, and clinks beer bottles with Jayce. Dave scowls at them.
I give myself a mental push into the room and Tyler looks surprised. He didn�t know I was here. �Hey guys, sorry to intrude,� I say.
�It�s cool,� Jayce says. �How do you like your new digs? I mean, other than the fact that it�s a hundred degrees in here. Tyler never put up curtains for me.�
Jayce creases his brow in mock jealousy but Tyler waves a hand to dismiss him. �Don�t be a whiner. You�re lucky I put up with you. The price was right, and of course the company was outstanding.�
�Never let it be said that I was ungrateful,� Jayce says. �You saved my ass by putting me up here. And now you get to save Stella�s.�
I frown, not liking where this is going.
�Lucky me,� Tyler says. �She�s got a much nicer ass than you do.�
Jayce rolls his eyes and I decide to bring up my new problem before this goes any further.
�Guys? I hate to ask you this, but I�m wondering if I might be able to watch you practice tomorrow.�
�Why?� Dave�s on high alert and he moves between me and the band. His protective instincts and past experience as their manager make this one-word question a little scary.
�Um, my editor wanted more than just a short story about your practice space. He really wants people to see you and feel you guys in it. He wants me to write about what it�s like at practice.�
�No. Absolutely not.� Dave�s expression is fierce.
Gavin shrugs. �What�s the big deal? You just heard us. Write about that.�
I shake my head. �I only got here a couple of songs before the end. And anyway, I promised Tyler I wouldn�t write about anything without asking for permission first. So I didn�t take notes.�
Jayce tilts his head toward Dave. �Sounds like Stella�s playing by the rules. I�m game to let her come to practice. As long as she puts in her article that I�m the good-looking one. And I�m single,� he adds, cackling.
�It�s too big a risk,� Dave says, digging in his heels. �At a minimum, she should have to go through our PR people.�
I panic. That could take weeks. I try a different tack and appeal directly to Dave.
�I hear your concern, and I know that it�s hard to trust me. I don�t blame you. But fast-tracking a feature article right now could really help Tattoo Thief, especially with a storyline that�s not about Lulu.�
Gavin winces as I say her name. �She�s right, Dave. We�ve got to shift the story. Make it about our music.�
Jayce punches Dave in the arm. �Majority rules, bro. You say no, Gav and I say yes, and Tyler says�?�
I send Tyler a pleading look and he nods once. �Tomorrow? We usually practice from two to five.�
I hear Dave grumble a curse.
�I can be here. Would you�would it be OK if I brought a photographer?� I cringe just asking the question, but Heath won�t settle for a story without it.
�You�ve got to swear him to secrecy. Blindfold him when you bring him here.� Tyler�s eyes twinkle at me and I melt a little more in this heat. It�s like he�s got a direct line to my swoon button.
Gavin picks up his bag and lines up his empty beer bottle on the kitchen counter with a few others. �I�ve got to jet. Beryl�s waiting for me and my place has A/C. Maybe I�ll bring her tomorrow and we can all go out after?�
�Sounds like a party. I�ll bring a few friends, too.� Jayce wiggles his eyebrows and I suspect they aren�t just friends.
�Kristina will love that,� Dave answers sarcastically and he ducks into the bathroom. Tyler and Gavin are locked in a quiet discussion by the door and Jayce brings his beer bottle to the kitchen counter by me.
�Tyler told me,� I say to Jayce quietly. �About his diabetes. Is that what you meant when you said to take care of him?�
Jayce nods. �He�s not disciplined enough. When something�s bugging him, he lets his blood sugar get all wacky. It�s not good for him. I saw it when I lived here.�
�I�m not sure what to do or what to watch for.�
�You�ll know. If he gets too low it�ll look like he�s stoned or really out of it. You�ll see it before he does. Just give him a nudge.�
I promise to look out for him.
* * *
The band leaves Tyler and me alone in the loft and it�s too quiet in this oppressive heat. I miss the steady hum of the air conditioner. I grab my purse and two bags of laundry from my bed.
Tyler bounces up to me. �Where are you going?�
�Ice skating,� I deadpan, but Tyler�s still in motion on the balls of his feet.
�Want to go get dinner?�
�I�ve got ramen.� I point to the few groceries I brought home. �Besides, I need to conquer this mountain of laundry or else I�ll be going naked tomorrow.�
Tyler raises a brow, his eyes skimming my thin sundress. �You say that like it�s a bad thing.�
�Stop it. I�m going to bask in the bliss of an air-conditioned Laundromat. Probably not something you�ve done in years, huh?� I imagine the perks of being a rock star include shedding mundane aspects of life like laundry.
�I�ll come with you.� Tyler picks up his aviator glasses and phone. I stare at him in disbelief.
One, there�s no way he�s not going to be noticed. He�s so tall and fit, I can�t imagine this rock god failing to draw attention to himself.
Two, I�m sure he has better things to do. Laundry is so ordinary.
Three, I�m sure there are other people he�d rather be spending time with.
I try making a case for why he should not come, but he cheerfully ignores my infinitely reasonable points and hoists my stinky clothes over his shoulder.
He�s about as stubborn as � I am. I give up, slip on flats, and drop my purse strap over my head.
This is just too weird.
Tyler and I trudge through the sticky heat to the Laundromat, reveling in the blast of cool air near the front door. A few other people are reading paperbacks, texting, or playing games on their phones. To my surprise, they don�t rush Tyler for an autograph.
I start my laundry and shove Tyler aside to get in front of the cool air. He shoves me back and it�s game on�we�re making heaps of noise tickling each other in this little skirmish. The people in the Laundromat ignore us.
Finally, Tyler declares me the winner and leans on a washing machine. I turn slowly under the jet of cool air, arms over my head as if I�m getting a spray tan. The air shifts with an updraft and I squeal, holding my dress down to avoid giving him a Marilyn Monroe-style flash of my panties.
Tyler smiles. �This is so � normal.�
�Yep. Normal people do this every day.�
�I mean, it feels like my normal life. This is how I grew up, my mom and me doing laundry. I miss that.�
�Oh.� I don�t know what to say, because although this is my new normal, and how my life has been for the last four years, it�s not how I grew up. I don�t remember ever washing and folding a load of laundry when I was a kid. The housekeeper did it for us.
�Don�t get me wrong, there are some major perks from being in the band. But things happened so fast in the last couple years that it�s hard to get used to everything. You know what I mean?�
I give Tyler a look and he reddens. Of course I don�t know what he means. I�m the one eating ramen noodles and scraping the bottom of my purse for laundry quarters. He could buy anything at any time, and he just rubbed it in.
�Shit. Stella. I didn�t mean it like that.� He moves to touch my arm but I skirt away from him, transferring my laundry from washer to dryer.
I keep my back to him, but I don�t want to rub it in, either. He didn�t mean to hurt my feelings, so during the dry cycle I talk to him�really talk�and I tell him how I grew up, wrapped in the upper-class privilege of dance and music lessons with no household chores to distract me.
Tyler describes how his mom raised him solo and put herself through college. His eyes shine with pride when he recalls how she bought a house for them when he was thirteen years old�their first permanent home after years in crappy apartments and Friday nights spent at the Laundromat. This house�s garage was the place where Tattoo Thief began.
The irony of these stories is not lost on us�his normal was working-class and now he�s leading a rich life, while my normal was rich and I�ve lived like a broke college student or journalist for the last four years.
We head back to Tyler�s loft with my clean laundry and I feel like we got away with some minor crime because nobody recognized him.
I make my ramen noodles while Tyler builds a heaping sandwich. He tells me it�s easier to go out in public because he�s not the front man. Fans recognize Gavin far more often than they spot the other guys.
It�s also a matter of context, Tyler says, because nobody expects to run into somebody famous at a Laundromat.
�You want to know my favorite disguise?� His eyes are bright with mischief and I nod, my mouth full of noodles. �UPS guy. The brown shorts and shirt. I got the set as my Halloween costume one year and now I can get away with going anywhere if I�m wearing it.�
I laugh and nearly snort noodles out my nose, imagining Tyler playing that role.
When we�re done with dinner, we�re both drenched with sweat and Tyler lets me take the first shower. He�s trying to get someone to come fix the air conditioner, but tonight�s going to suck.
Just before I get out of the shower, I flip the nozzle to cold. My nipples pucker as I force myself to endure the freezing downpour for a full minute before I shut the water off.
I skip underwear and throw on thin cotton pajama shorts and a tank top. Tyler takes his shower, and by the time he�s finished, I�m soaked in sweat again. The plastic air mattress is cloying, trapping heat and moisture against my skin.
��Night, Stella.� The curtains surrounding my bed flutter as Tyler walks by but he doesn�t slow down.
My heart sinks with his casualness, but I can hardly expect warmth after being so cold to him last night. �Good night.�
I hear the boards above me creak as Tyler gets in his bed, and then I hear a whirring sound.
That bastard. He�s holding out on me.

SEVENTEEN

I seethe in silence. I know that sound�a fan. The privacy curtains make my space feel even more oppressive, without a hint of breeze.
�Tyler?� I ask quietly, unsure if he�s asleep.
�Yeah?�
�Is that a fan?�
�Yeah.�
This is so unfair. I decide to take matters into my own hands and I grab my pillow and blanket. Even sleeping on the floor under some breeze would be better than this.
I climb the stairs to his loft. �Are you decent?�
Tyler sits up and stares at me. He�s deliciously indecent�bare-chested, wearing nothing but boxers, the sheets and blankets on his bed shoved down to his feet. The fan on top of a dresser blows toward his bed.
My breath catches but I try to be businesslike. I march around his king-sized mattress and spread my blanket on the floor between the dresser and bed.
�What are you doing?� He looks utterly confused.
�It�s too hot. Since you only have one fan, I thought I could catch a little breeze up here. Is that OK?�
I flop my pillow on the floor and dare him to say no. Hair clings to my neck and my tank top is damp with sweat.
Tyler looks like he wants to say something, but he finally just mumbles OK. I lie down on the floor and shut my eyes, trying to get comfortable, but it�s really just plywood beneath my blanket. I should have brought up my yoga mat.
I hear Tyler tossing and turning too. His feet hit the floor near me and I jump.
�Stella. You can�t sleep there.�
I frown, hurt. Is he going to kick me back downstairs?
�Get up.� As soon as I�m sitting, he grabs my pillow and plops it on the bed. �I�ll sleep on the floor.�
I balk. �You can�t. It�s your home, and the air from the fan barely reaches the floor. You�ll be miserable.�
Tyler looks stricken. �You�re miserable?�
�It�s better than being homeless,� I mutter.
�Sit here,� Tyler commands. I obey, perching on the edge of the bed. �You�re sleeping here tonight. The fan is just moving hot air, but at least the mattress is comfortable.�
I lie down on my pillow, carefully avoiding getting anywhere near the middle of the bed. Tyler lies back too, his eyes open and focused on the ceiling.
�See? It�s not much better.�
Dim light from the city filters through Tyler�s windows and sweat glistens on his skin. I�m still far too hot to sleep comfortably. �Thank you anyway.�
Suddenly, he sits up and a big grin lights his face. �I have an idea!� He gallops downstairs and I hear him opening cupboards and rattling something. When he returns to the bedroom, he has a wide, stainless steel bowl filled with ice.
�Swamp cooler,� Tyler tells me. �My mom and I didn�t have air conditioning in our apartment, so we rigged up a fan and ice and it worked pretty good.� He positions the ice in front of the fan and I might be imagining it, but the air seems cooler.
�Would you hand me an ice cube, please?� I ask. Even if the swamp cooler doesn�t do much, at least I can use the ice to cool off.
Tyler hands me one and takes one himself, rubbing it on the back of his neck and then stepping in front of the fan.
�I like the direct approach,� I say, skimming the ice cube down my arms and along my collarbone. �The swamp cooler is good, but this works better.�
Tyler sits on the bed as I rub the ice cube on my body. �I like the direct approach, too.� His voice is low, rasping. He mimics my movements on his own body and his melting ice cube sends little rivulets of water down his chest.
The energy in the room shifts in a tidal wave and I�m suddenly hyperaware of Tyler.
We sit on opposite sides of the bed in the faint light, watching each other as the ice cubes melt. We bathe in the fan�s breeze and I look at Tyler, cataloging every micro-expression, every small twitch on his face and curve of his lip.
I see the cowlick on his forehead that never lays down straight, his dark lashes fringing mahogany eyes, and the cords on his neck that connect to strong shoulders.
The intimacy of this is too much. We�re too close, yet we�re not touching. Is that what makes this connection OK with Tyler? Does he simply not want to touch me? He�s touched me before�my gross feet, my shredded knees. Maybe he can handle that touching because he doesn�t feel that way for me.
But Tyler�s expression suggests otherwise, his eyes hooded and his pupils nearly black. I want to believe I�m seeing desire, but I�m afraid to say a word. I just stare at his body and let him see mine.
My thin tank top is pale blue cotton and it soaks up too much water. It sticks to my skin and I�m sure Tyler can see my nipples through it. I pretend I don�t notice and I let him hand me another ice cube. I sit cross-legged, facing him as he skates the ice past his pierced nipple.
I gasp and Tyler�s gaze is immediately focused on me.
�Lie down, Stella.� I don�t even protest. I can�t overthink this simple command that is everything I want and need right now.
I lie back and close my eyes as Tyler picks up an ice cube. He starts with the inside of my wrist, holding my hand in his, palm side up. I yield to him, giving permission. Hell, I�d give him an all-access pass if he would just take it.
But he doesn�t. He won�t. Instead, he draws maddening circles and lines across my body with the ice. My neck, my shoulders, my collarbone, my cleavage. When I feel a small tug at my waist, I lean forward and let him pull the soaking tank top off of me.
But I still can�t look in his eyes.
Tyler lets the ice cube wander up and down my stomach, between my breasts but not touching them. I feel him shift his own body next to me, from sitting to lying on his side, and he traces lazy circles on my skin. He reaches low to my knee, then slides the ice cube up my thigh and down again, up and down, agonizingly slowly.
I let my knees fall open just enough and he continues, each stroke working the melting ice cube closer to my inner thigh.
My body is on fire as the ice sears my skin. I keep my eyes closed and lose myself to this sensation. Tyler is exploring and I�m dying a little with every stroke, dying for him to touch me, and dying because he can�t. Or won�t. Or some stupid excuse that makes no fucking sense right now.
My body throbs and I feel the moisture pool between my legs, every nerve aroused and attuned to him. I�m lost in this moment without sex or alcohol or any sensation except a single ice cube and Tyler�s presence.
His hands might not be on my body, but I know his eyes are, and that�s enough to short-circuit every sane thought in my head about remaining cheerfully platonic. I can�t. I�m dying to touch him but every time I do, he rejects me, and I don�t think I can take it again.
Tyler shifts his body, the heat of his chest radiating through my arm. Air feathers across my nipples and they�re peaked, my breasts almost flattened against my chest as I lie on my back. It�s not a good look and I�m sure that�s why Tyler isn�t touching them.
�Stella.� Tyler�s voice is a growl and my eyes open. He slips the last of the ice cube between his lips and I�m afraid that this is the end of one of the most erotic experiences of my life.
Instead, his hands return to the ice cube�s path, their familiar rhythm stroking my thigh from my knee to where my pajama shorts end. There�s no pretense of an ice cube. His gaze is hot and raw but I can tell he�s struggling. He�s asking for permission.
�Yes.� I let him hold my gaze as his hand travels higher, skimming the edge of my shorts. Beneath them, I�m naked, and I shiver when his fingers brush the curve of my leg at my bikini line. I draw my knees farther apart. I want him.
Tyler exhales slowly, as if relief is washing over him, and his long fingers explore me beneath the edge of my shorts. He touches with reverence and curiosity, with gentleness and need, and I moan as his fingers reach my center and play in the moisture there.
My hips buck, pleading with Tyler to come closer. I feel sweat sliding from my chest but Tyler�s eyes are fastened on mine, his expression intense.
And tender. I buck again and his eyes sweep my body, as if he�s just discovering the rest of me. When his gaze returns to my face, he settles on my mouth. His lips part and he offers a hesitant kiss, soft and sweet.
I take it with relish. I kiss him back with passion that shouts what my heart feels even though I won�t let my words tell him. I grip the hair at the back of his head and my kiss tells him everything I need.
I�m breathless when his fingers finally enter me, first one and then two, and plunge and twist to reach the deepest places within me.
Pleasure builds in my body and I break our kiss with a moan, feeling the first tingles of a building orgasm. Tyler�s fingers move like ocean waves, gentle and persistent, and he ducks his head, his mouth capturing my nipple and rolling it between his teeth and tongue.
I am electricity. Pure energy. I spark and flash with his touch inside me, groaning with the pressure and pull of his mouth on my breast. I rock hard against his hand, his thumb pressed to the apex, sending little lightning bolts up my chest and down my legs.
I shake with desire and Tyler releases my breast, moving back to my mouth with a molten gaze that is terrifying and wild. It tells me I am his, and he plunges inside my mouth again to bring us closer, my tongue to his, his breath in my lungs, our sweat mingling as we grasp and pull each other closer.
And then I am over the edge, spiraling as a current of energy hits me so hard that I cry out and arch my back and twist in his hand. I�m riding this wave of energy and I feel it racing to the shore, ready to tumble me beneath it.
Tyler catches me when I crash, his hands gentling, his strokes softer and more fluid. He feels my vulnerability and releases his fingers from their anchor between my legs, skimming them up the curves of my hip and breast to my shoulder.
He pulls me close and rains tiny kisses on my cheeks, forehead and eyelids. He offers closeness and comfort in my afterglow. Finally, I feel him�I let my hands touch him back and I wrap my body into his, naked chest to naked chest, only a thin sheen of sweat between us.
My head nestles on his chest above his strong heartbeat and our breathing grows steady and even. He strokes my arm and my waist, gestures more caring than needy.
I can�t speak to him. I can�t ask what this means for us�I�m too afraid of the answer. So I let him keep touching me as I explore his body.
I place my hand on his flat stomach and I feel a slight reaction. I move higher and his chest vibrates with a deep groan. I let my fingernails blaze a trail across his pecs and Tyler squeezes me closer to him.
My hand travels across his body and then down, skimming the waistband of his boxer shorts.
Again, I drag my hand up his stomach and revel in his reaction. I reach the place I�ve been curious about for so long�his pierced nipple�and my finger traces a lazy path an inch from the silver bar with balls on either side.
This is me asking for permission.
Tyler stills, but I take it as consent, and I let my finger touch the hard nub of his nipple. He draws a sharp breath and pulls my mouth to his, plunging us into a deep kiss as my fingers continue exploring.
When we break, I have to ask the question that�s intrigued me ever since I first saw the piercing. �This. It�s not just for show, right?�
Tyler�s lip twitches. �Right. It�s pretty much a direct connection to my, uh, groin.�
I raise my eyebrows, emboldened by this admission, letting my hand trail down his stomach again but this time not stopping at the waistband on his boxers. Through the thin material I feel him hard and thick, and his breath hitches as I stroke him.
�Seems to work,� I say, bringing playfulness into our connection. I work my fingers through the hole in the front of his underwear and feel his skin and hair. Soft and hard, smooth and rough, his body is a delicious contradiction.
Tyler stills my hand with his. �Stella, wait.�
Oh, shit. Not this again.
�I�m�I need to take this slow.�
His hand is on my hand, and my hand is on his dick, so I�d say we�re not exactly going slow. But he hasn�t pushed me away, either. �How slow is slow?�
Tyler lowers his chin to look at me, his dark eyes open and trusting. Pleading, even. �Let me hold you. Tonight, please, let�s just have this moment.� His hand releases mine and runs up my arm. A caress.
He�s not pushing me away and I�m confused. I release him and move my hand back up to his stomach and he seems to sigh, as if relieved I�m not touching him there. OK. This is weird. I�ve never met a guy who didn�t want to be touched there.
We stroke each other but it�s not a hormonal frenzy, just closeness. It�s�intimate. Even more intimate than some sex I�ve had.
Lie. It�s more intimate than most sex I�ve had. That thought is sad and telling. It�s why I wanted so desperately for someone to hold me last night as I wallowed in self-pity and loneliness.
I wish I could have asked for that, just flat-out told Tyler what I needed then, and let him hold me the way he gives me everything else so freely.
And this thought strikes me: I can. I can ask him for what I need the same way he just asked me.
�Tyler? Can I make you a deal?�
�Sure, Stella. Anything.�
�You haven�t heard my deal yet.�
�You�ve already convinced me.�
I swallow with that new information. Maybe he does like me. But I can�t wrap my head around the promise and possibility of what that means. �Let�s say sometime I just want you to hold me. Can you do that?�
�Always.�
�Promise?�
�Just say the word.�
�Even when I suck? Because sometimes I really do.�
�Especially then. Because I�ll squeeze the suckiness right out of you.�
I laugh and Tyler rolls toward me, smiling.
�So, I�m OK with going slow. If that�s what you want,� I say. He nods. Crap. He�s not giving me anything to work with here. �So, um, I�m curious. Why do you want to go slow?�
Tyler shakes his head and he won�t look at me.
�Hey, I�m still holding you. I�m not going anywhere. Talk to me, Tyler.�
�I can�t. I mean, I don�t want you to see the ugly side of what�s happening.�
I snort with laughter. �Seriously? The ugly side? Tyler, you�ve seen me at my absolute worst and you�re still here. Don�t you think I�d do the same for you?�
His mouth falls open. �Yeah, Stella, I believe you will.� I wait as he works his jaw with concentration, trying to find the right words to spit out what�s bothering him.
�There�s something happening and I don�t know what�s real or a lie yet. It could be a setup but I�m afraid there might be truth to it and I�m worried.�
I don�t follow his train of thought, but he looks scared so I stay quiet.
�I�m supposed to just shut up about it and let the lawyers work. And I can�t tell you any more. Gavin and Dave don�t know yet�only Jayce. So I really can�t tell you, at least not until they know. Can you handle that?�
�Yes.� I plant a gentle kiss on his shoulder and squeeze him tightly even though our bodies are still slick with sweat. �So that�s why you wanted us to go slow?�
�I wasn�t planning on going anywhere.� He traces a line from the hollow of my throat down between my breasts. �But you wreck me, Stella. When I�m close to you, I can�t not touch you.�
This admission floors me, and instantly I recognize that he�s right. So many small gestures since I met him add up�holding my hand to lead me through the restaurant, sitting thigh to thigh in the cab, the piggyback rides, massaging my feet.
Each of these touches was a spark, a hum of current that tapped into my body�s energy until I couldn�t not touch Tyler either. He�s created a magnetic pull over me.
But something else is pulling him away.

EIGHTEEN

I escape the apartment early to avoid weirdness between me and Tyler. I hate the walk of shame and morning-after small talk, so I rarely stay with a guy until morning.
Hell, I rarely talk to them again.
But it�s impossible to avoid that special brand of awkward when the guy who gives you a toe-curling orgasm also happens to be your roommate. Like a coward, I put it off.
At work, I call the photographer Heath forwarded to me and her name seems familiar. We chat a few minutes as I explain my story. Then I realize that Violet is Neil�s roommate and he forwarded her name to Heath.
�What musicians have you photographed? Any story I�d recognize?�
�I haven�t really shot musicians,� Violet says. OK. Weird. �I usually do fine art photography. Not photojournalism.�
Yikes. This could be a one-way trip to disaster. But since Heath told me to use her, I�m not going to question his judgment. �What made you switch?�
�Oh, a bunch of reasons,� she answers vaguely. �Anyway, when do you want to do this shoot? You said there�s lots of natural light?�
We plan to meet at The Indie Voice in the afternoon and go to Tyler�s loft together. Considering she didn�t recognize Gavin when he helped pick up my stuff, I�m pretty sure she won�t go fangirl on the band and expose the location of Tyler�s loft, but I make her promise anyway.
As we climb the steps to Tyler�s loft, I can hear the band above us rocking an intense, fast-paced song with a catchy melody. I haven�t heard it before.
Violet follows, towering over me but rail-thin. An enormous bag of camera equipment bounces on her hip and she has a tripod slung over one shoulder. We�re both soaked with sweat by the time we hit the top stair landing.
I unlock the front door, immediately disappointed by the heat. The air conditioning is still toast and I apologize to Violet, who shrugs. The band ignores us, even though I catch Dave�s eye and he nods. The other girls aren�t here yet and I relax slightly, leading Violet to the couches to wait until the band takes a break.
She puts her bag on the couch and assembles a camera out of pieces and parts�lens, body, fill flash, and some other doohickeys I don�t recognize. I have no idea how to help her so I pull out my reporter�s notepad and scribble notes for my story, trying to look busy.
Dave calls for a break and the guys disperse to the bathroom and kitchen. Tyler comes straight to me and I introduce him to Violet with careful formality.
I glance at Violet and shake my head slightly at Tyler, begging him to play it cool. Heath and Neil don�t know I live here, so Violet shouldn�t either. I wish I�d called Tyler to get our stories straight.
Tyler angles his body so I�m between him and Violet. �You OK?� His voice is a whisper and he curls his finger to brush the crook of my arm inside my elbow. It�s an intimate, questioning gesture.
I nod and my face heats with the memory of last night. �We�re good.�
Tyler grins when I use the plural. We are good.
Tyler entertains Violet with a grandiose tour of his loft and then Dave takes over, going back-and-forth with Violet on how the instruments should be moved and the band members positioned to take maximum advantage of the light.
The fact that Tattoo Thief is soaked in sweat and Jayce has his shirt off doesn�t hurt. Gavin sheds his T-shirt as well, his freckled shoulders shiny with sweat. Tyler ribs him for showing off but Dave nods approval.
At first I think this is all a bit much for an action shot, but Dave slips back into his manager role and positions the band to its best advantage.
Violet is quiet and thoughtful as she works, taking dozens of pictures as the guys regroup for the rest of the practice session. She never gets too close to them, seeming to hide behind her camera like a shield.
They run through a dozen songs and I itch to go to my room to change, but I�m afraid it would alert Violet to the fact that I live here. Instead, I sneak over to the kitchen, fish the dwindling bottle of vodka out of the freezer, and down several shots while Violet�s preoccupied with the band.
Tattoo Thief resumes practice and sometimes Jayce calls a halt mid-song to work through a chord progression, or Gavin stops them to change the lyrics. They play off each other�Dave as the foundation, Tyler building on that with strong chords, Jayce the virtuoso instrumentalist with his guitar, and Gavin as lead vocalist, shaping the song�s melody.
Sweat trickles down my spine as alcohol swamps my buzzing nerves. I relax toward the end of their practice set, taking pages of notes to create a story about the birth of a song.
I jump when my phone rings. It�s Beryl, waiting downstairs for me to let her in. I open the warehouse door to find her and two of the busty girls from the concert. They�re even more scantily clad than last night and I doubt it�s because of the heat wave.
The girls barely acknowledge me and climb the stairs ahead of us, whining about the lack of an elevator or air conditioning. Beryl and I exchange looks�they�re Jayce�s friends and they�re on a mission.
Violet packs up her cameras as one of the girls settles on Jayce�s lap, winding her arm around his neck. He grins and pinches her ass and she squeals but snuggles closer to him. The other girl frowns and turns her gaze to Tyler, and instantly I feel possessive.
Not that I have any right to be. We�re not a thing, are we? The girl fawns over him, bending low toward him as he sits on a stool, offering an eyeful of cleavage. His gaze flicks to me and she moves slightly, cutting off our connection.
I have competition.
Gavin draws Beryl close for a deep kiss and I love that they�re in love. The chemistry between them is real and fierce and I feel protective of that. I don�t want one of these groupie bimbos messing things up for Beryl.
Or for me.
Dave says Kristina will meet us at The Wren, an unpretentious East Village bar. He calls a car and Tyler shakes off the bimbo, coming close to me and planting a soft kiss on the top of my head, maybe to reassure me.
I look at him with alarm, and then at Violet. She saw it, and now it�s only a matter of time before Neil knows. And then Heath. I push Tyler away even though I want to pull him closer, to mark my territory against the groupies.
How am I going to explain this? I offer to walk Violet downstairs, and as we descend, I try to concoct a plausible, platonic lie.
�We�re just friends. If that�s what you�re wondering. I�m friends with Beryl and she�s with Gavin and�� I trail off, not sure how to explain my relationship with Tyler.
Violet clears her throat and offers me a sad smile. �Stella?� I look at her guiltily. �I won�t tell. Thank you for this chance to cover the band. I don�t need to tell Neil about � anything else.�
My breath leaves my chest in a whoosh, the vodka and heat making me dizzy. �Oh.� It�s all I can manage.
�I�m not the reporter. There�s nothing I need to do but turn in my photos, and you�re not in them, don�t worry.� Violet�s voice is quiet. �So Beryl�s with Gavin, and Dave�s with Kristina, and you�re with Tyler?�
�I think. I hope.� I trade this truth for her silence.
�And Jayce? Who�s he with?� Violet�s inflection is a little sharper, a little more curious.
�Flavor of the month.� I shrug. �That�s what Tyler said. I don�t know what either of those girls mean to him. Probably nothing.�
�Oh.� This time it�s her turn for a short answer.
�Do you�do you want to go out with us tonight?� Something in her sad, drawn face makes me suspect she�s as lonely as I felt a few days ago.
She shakes her head, motioning to the camera bag and tripod slung over her shoulder. �I�ve got to take this stuff back to my apartment and upload the pictures. I probably have a long night of editing. Are you going to turn your story in Monday?�
I nod.
�Well, maybe I can show you the best stuff this weekend, see if it jives with what you�re writing. And I did find a few of your things in my room. Want to meet for coffee and I�ll give them to you?�
Am I making a new friend? The thought warms me and we make plans for Sunday. I hear the band and the girls coming down the stairs.
�It�s funny what a camera sees,� Violet says when I pull open the ground-floor door. �Not the truth, but reality. Sometimes they�re not the same thing. You know?�
I shake my head.
�I�ll show you Sunday. Bye, Stella.� Violet turns to walk up the street as a black stretch limo pulls up to the warehouse. The girls squeal and pile in on either side of Jayce. Tyler takes my hand and squeezes, waiting as everyone else climbs into the car.
�Everything OK?� His brown eyes crinkle and I bask in the warmth of his smile even though the summer evening is still oppressively humid. �I hope I didn�t blow your cover.�
�She won�t say anything,� I tell him.
Tyler runs his thumb along my jawbone and smiles wider.
�Then let�s go have some fun.�

NINETEEN

Kristina�s waiting for us at The Wren at a big table near the front windows and we order a round, laughing and talking like normal people. But when the waitress stares slack-jawed at Gavin, Beryl stiffens. It�s only a matter of minutes before more people start pointing at us.
The bimbos, Shelly and Teal, take selfies with Jayce until he makes them quit. Kristina and Dave ignore their antics, huddled in a quiet side conversation, and I just take it in, sparring with Jayce about the best bands I�ve seen.
The bar fills quickly, but it�s not a typical Friday night rush. People who come in immediately look around, spot us and take photos with their phones. Some of the brave ones say hello and ask for autographs.
�Time for a change-up!� Tyler says. He dons his aviator shades and hoists me out of my chair. He whispers something to Gavin and then we make a break for it, running a couple blocks south on Bowery.
�What about the others?� I ask, hustling to keep up with Tyler�s long gait.
�They�ll come. That�s what we do when people find us. Someone tweets about where we are and so we scatter, but we just regroup later.�
I laugh at the chase and we head to DBGB, a modern restaurant bar with walls covered in culinary quotes. By the time we�ve ordered another drink, Gavin and Beryl appear. Gavin�s wearing a dark, shaggy wig that looks like it belongs on a 1990s grunge band and I burst out laughing.
�Seriously? That�s the dumbest wig I�ve ever seen.�
Gavin�s ice-blue eyes wink at me. �Don�t knock it. It�ll buy us another half-hour at least, but damn, it�s scratchy.�
We order another round and Tyler, Beryl and I play our lyrics game. Tyler gets me with a The Book of Mormon reference and I draw a blank.
�New location,� Gavin announces, looking at his phone. �The others went to The Bowery Hotel and they found a good hiding spot.�
I teeter on my heels as I follow them a few blocks, floating on alcohol and laughter. Maybe I shouldn�t have gotten such a head start on them with the vodka at Tyler�s place, because they�re just getting warmed up while I�m pretty sauced.
In the dark haze of The Bowery Hotel�s bar, no one recognizes Tattoo Thief immediately and I�m grateful, but I hate the fact that the last two seats are on opposite couches. Tyler sits next to Teal, who immediately snuggles up to him.
The couches are slouchy velvet and we cluster around a table where Shelly and Teal are doing shots of Patr�n. Kristina sneers at them but Beryl and I go for it with the rest of the band, the sting of salt and sharp tang of lime following each tequila shot that burns down my throat.
Tyler starts spinning a laughter-filled anecdote and everyone lightens. His grin is contagious�I swear this man could create his own weather systems.
Kristina taps my knee and I force myself to stop staring at the rapidly diminishing space between Teal and Tyler. �Tomorrow, can you come over to my place?� Kristina asks Beryl and me. �We can figure out what we�re wearing for the Spider-Man premiere.�
That thought takes my mood down a notch and I frown. �I don�t have anything to wear,� I confess, hoping I don�t also have to confess that I don�t have the money to buy something new.
Kristina�s sour expression is broken by a light laugh. �That�s the point, silly. I got Marchesa to dress us all. They�ll come over with a bunch of gowns and we get to pick.�
Beryl�s eyes widen. �That feels so � Cinderella.�
Kristina rolls her eyes. �You get used to it. The dresses are a loan. But it wouldn�t look good if Tattoo Thief showed up with arm candy dressed the way we are right now.�
I stiffen at her comment, but I can�t disagree. I might look fine for a night out at a bar, but I�m nowhere near premiere-ready.
�What about�?� I incline my head toward Shelly and Teal.
Kristina shakes her head. �Jayce hasn�t decided who he�s going with yet. Anyway, they�re not part of our group.�
�Yet?� Beryl asks.
Kristina�s face darkens. �I�ve seen it too many times to count. The girls who leech on to them because they�re rock stars, not because they�re Jayce or Gavin or Tyler, don�t deserve to be a part of this.�
�And it�s your prerogative to shut them out?� I challenge Kristina�why does she get to decide who�s in and who�s out? I should be grateful that I�m included, but the alcohol makes me quarrelsome.
�Hell, yes, it is.� Her face flushes with fury. �After everything I�ve been through with Dave, and everything I�ve seen from the groupies, I have a right to say who gets to be a part of this.�
�Thanks for including us, then,� Beryl says, trying to lighten the mood.
�I didn�t have a choice.�
I raise my brow in challenge and down another shot. Maybe this explains Kristina�s perpetually pissed-off attitude. �Who chose, then?�
�Gavin only came back from Africa because of Beryl,� Kristina says, turning to her, �and I saw what you did for him. You reached him when we couldn�t, so you�re in. But you�� Kristina fixes suspicious eyes on me. �Tyler said you�re in, but you�ve already screwed us over once.�
Beryl hisses. �That�s water under the bridge, Kristina. Let it go.�
Kristina holds up her hands as if to say, It�s a dirty job, but somebody�s gotta do it. �I�m just looking out for him. He trusts too easily. He�s great at connecting with people, but when it comes to women who want him, he has no friggin� clue.�
A shriek of laughter draws our attention and I catch Teal whispering something in Tyler�s ear. I can�t tell if his easy smile is encouraging her or just plain friendly. Inwardly, I seethe, but I refuse to make a scene. He�s not my man, and maybe he likes the attention. Jayce certainly does.
I have another drink and try to follow Beryl and Gavin�s conversation about their trip to Oregon but I feel left out, like I�m listening to someone recount the plot of a movie I haven�t seen. Kristina gravitates to Dave, pulling him into their coupley-coupled universe, while Shelly and Teal press their ample breasts against Jayce and Tyler�s arms.
I feel like a third wheel. Or rather, a ninth wheel, just an appendage to these four couples. I want Tyler to extract himself from the groupie bimbos but he seems to be having fun, so instead I pound another shot and go to the restroom.
I weave through the crowded bar, holding the backs of chairs for support because my shoes feel too tall. I nearly trip over an ancient rug where it meets the hardwood floor and I gawk at the weird taxidermy over the bar and along the walls.
I take my time in the restroom, putting my head in my hands as I sit on the toilet seat and try to get my bearings. First vodka, then cocktails, then tequila shots. My stomach lining hates me for this abuse and I feel bile rise in my throat as I think of the way Teal�s bubblegum-pink lips whispered in Tyler�s ear.
Oh yes, I am madly jealous.
And madly in�what? Like? Lust? Love?�with Tyler.
But I can�t fathom that he feels the same way. Something hanging over his head has ruined every time we�ve connected, every time we�ve gotten close.
Bad boys aren�t this complicated. Bad boys you just find, fuck and forget. But Tyler is unforgettable. He�s got an electric touch that seems to disconnect the logical parts of my brain that know what I want and how to get it.
What I want is a connection. Tonight. Right now. I want someone to shove me against a wall, pull my hair, and show me that I�m the only woman in the room that he wants.
Sweet Tyler isn�t doing any of that.
Fuck.
I sway as I exit the restroom and decide to get another drink at the bar instead of going back to the couches and the nightmare groupie twins. My eyes land on a broad-shouldered man with jet-black hair that brushes his shoulders. I crowd him as he orders a beer.
�Vodka tonic?� I call to the bartender when he glances at me. The man pivots slightly and he�s a good deal older than me, maybe thirty, with a face full of stubble and keen, appreciative eyes that linger on my cleavage.
He likes what he sees. And I like the fact that he�s looking at me as if I�m the only woman in the bar right now. In my alcoholic haze I answer the few questions he asks and let him pay for my drink.
When Jet Black puts a hand on my elbow and then my waist, I don�t resist.
There�s the connection, and my body hums with promise as he edges closer to me. Jet stares at me with hooded lids, asking if I�m here with anyone.
�Nobody special,� I lie, feeling the sting of being the misfit among Tattoo Thief�s little cadre. I hate that the groupies edged me out.
Jet takes my arm and leads me to a darker corner of the bar. He leans one arm against a wall, effectively shielding me from the rest of the crowd. I smell the beer on his breath and he tells me he�s in finance.
He tells me he has a place nearby.
He tells me I�d like it.
I�m thankful for the wall behind me that holds me up, but something about the tilt of his head and the angle of his body so close to mine frightens me. It�s powerful, almost predatory, and I imagine that this is the kind of hookup that will leave me raw and whimpering.
Men like him are rarely gentle.
He watches me closely, his voice a low murmur as he strokes my upper arm with his thumb. The alcohol running through my system dips my thoughts in mud before I have a chance to think them. When Jet�s hand tightens around my arm, he�s asking me to go with him, and I shuffle forward even before I�m ready with an answer.
His touch slithers down my arm to grasp my hand and I let him tow me in his wake toward a side door.
Am I really going to follow him out of the bar? To his place? I�ve done this a dozen times before and yet something in my body resists. I should tell Beryl where I�m going. I should talk to Tyler.
The thought of Tyler makes me stumble and a strong arm wraps around my waist to right me. But it isn�t Jet who holds me.
It�s Tyler.
Jet still holds my hand but Tyler anchors me in place, his eyes burning as he looks at the man�s grip on me.
�We were just leaving,� Jet says.
�You were,� Tyler snarls. �She�s not going anywhere with you.�
The man laughs, a sinister rumble that chills me. My instinct tells me to run rather than be torn apart in this tug-of-war between two men. Tyler�s body is solid and half a head taller than the man, but Jet is stockier and looks like he�d probably win a street fight.
And he�d probably fight dirty.
�Why don�t you ask her yourself?� The man taunts Tyler. �She sounded pretty into the idea of coming to my place and letting me fuck her brains out two minutes ago. Or did you want to come and watch?�
Tyler stiffens like he�s ready to pounce, but then he takes a step back from the man, pulling me back a bit with him. My arm stretches uncomfortably.
With his free hand, Tyler pulls his wallet out of his back pocket. �Are you a betting man?� he asks idly, sliding five crisp hundreds from the billfold in the stranger�s view. My head swims with confusion for Tyler�s sudden change of pace. What is he doing?
�What�s the wager?�
Tyler eyes me and I cringe, seeing disappointment in his eyes. �I�ll bet that my cousin here isn�t your type.�
The man frowns, his eyes bouncing from me to the bills in Tyler�s hand. �Then you�d lose. One drink and she was ready to leave with me. Easy is exactly my type.�
Tyler�s jaw tightens and his body tenses against mine, but he keeps his temper in check. �You see easy? I know better than that. You�re out of your league if you think you can get her to come home with you. And five hundred dollars says you�d rather skip the trouble and go find another girl.�
The man looks at me, tucked tightly into Tyler�s side, and drops my hand as if I�m contagious. He snatches the bills from Tyler.
�Better go find a girl you can rent by the hour,� Tyler hisses.
The man turns and strides out of the bar as I cower against Tyler, shaking. That man almost had me. He thought I was easy.
And it�s true. I feel disgusting.
My stomach heaves and I lurch from Tyler�s side, slamming through a dark wood door and into a toilet stall. I empty the contents of my stomach and every last drink into the toilet bowl.
I cough, choking up thin, pinkish waves. Each retch looks and smells so disgusting that I heave again.
The water runs behind me and Tyler passes me a dampened paper towel.
As lows go, this is one of my worst. I wish the puking would empty my brain of the throbbing weight of alcohol that sloshes inside it, but I feel barely more sober.
When I�m sure there�s nothing left inside me, I get to my feet shakily, blot my face with the damp paper towel and wash my hands in the sink. I scoop several handfuls of water into my mouth, swish and spit, all the while feeling Tyler�s towering presence at the door behind me.
Waiting. For what, exactly? For my humiliation to be complete? For me to apologize? I honestly don�t have it in me. I was drunk and he was ignoring me, and someone else wasn�t.
�Go away, Tyler,� I whisper. �Go back to the group. Go talk to Teal. I�m sure she�s much better company than I am.� I just want him to stop looking at me, and I stare at my shoes and the bathroom�s small hexagonal tiles to avoid his gaze.
�No.�
I move to get around him but he�s blocking the door and I�m too wrung out to try to push him aside.
�Please?� I whimper.
�No.� Tyler�s voice is firm but his arms are open. He�s letting me in.
I let my body collapse against his chest and I cry it out. The humiliation, the fear, the hurt, the anger. Why do I keep going down this self-destructive path thinking it�s going to end somewhere different and better?
I feel like the stupid virgin in a horror flick who opens the door on the dark and stormy night. What does she think will be on the other side? Flower delivery? It�s always the killer. Always.
Stupid, stupid, stupid. I always say a bad boy can�t break your heart. But he can�t heal it, either. Maybe only a good boy can do that.
Tyler strokes my back as my sobs subside. Someone pounds on the bathroom door because we�re taking too long, but he ignores it. When I finally have the courage to look at him, he holds my face in his hands, his thumbs tracing gentle strokes down my cheeks.
�What do you want from me?� I sniffle, mixed up from his gentle touch, the humiliating bet, calling me his cousin and letting Teal snuggle so close. Tyler, the master of mixed signals.
�Nothing. I just want you.� Tyler�s simple declaration tears down my last remaining wall and I slump against him, my arms wrapped around his waist as my chest fits against his, like pieces of a puzzle, the way we were on the bridge.
�I thought�I thought you didn�t want me. When you were talking to Teal like that.� Jealousy looks pretty lousy on me, but I need his reassurance.
�And I thought you didn�t want me when you were going to leave with that guy,� Tyler counters. �But the difference is, I wasn�t going to let you get away. I fought for you, Stella, and I want you to fight for me.�
I look up at him. �How can I, when thousands of women throw themselves at you? I�ve got more competition than I can possibly��
Tyler touches my lips with his index finger to stop my rush of words, the same electric touch I felt in our first cab ride together. �Not like that. I let that get out of hand and that wasn�t fair. This is all kind of new to me. This attention. But I want you to fight all this negative shit that keeps you running away from me. Fight to stay.�

TWENTY

Tyler leads me out of the restroom and through the Bowery Hotel�s bar, past the couches where our friends sit.
�We�re going home,� he says, and I can�t miss Teal�s scowl. Beryl nods and her eyes are clouded with concern, but I�m floating on that word: home.
We�re quiet on the cab ride, our fingers laced together, and quiet as we walk an extra block to his warehouse. This time, instead of a piggyback ride up the stairs, Tyler scoops me up in his arms and carries me against his chest as he climbs five flights to his loft.
He puts me down by my bed, but he doesn�t let go of me all the way. �How are you feeling?� he asks, gently removing my shoes.
�Terrible.�
�Let�s wash this day off of us.� He points me to the bathroom and I nod, scooping up a T-shirt and fresh underwear before I go to the bathroom and undress, getting into the shower that�s as hot as I can stand it.
The light dims in the bathroom and the shower door opens. I feel Tyler behind me, his hand on my shoulder. �Is this OK?�
I turn and he�s just outside the stream of the water, his eyes holding mine. He�s naked and I want to look at every part of him, but instead I pull him close to me under the stream, letting it flow over our skin.
We stand like that, just holding each other, for several long minutes as the shower washes everything away. My hurt and humiliation, images of Jet Black and Teal, and too many shots that made my brain pound and stomach churn.
My muscles uncoil under the water and Tyler kneads his fingers into my back. My face is pressed to his chest and my lips are inches away from his pierced nipples, but I�m not looking for the roller coaster thrill of sex right now.
I want intimacy. I want our connection to be real.
I want Tyler.
I run my hands along his back and then down the tattoos on his arms, feeling the strength of his muscles beneath them. He grabs a bottle of body wash and squirts some in my hands, stepping just out of the stream of water so that I can wash him.
My hands skim across his chest and flat stomach, the soap suds lingering as they ooze below his waist and down his legs. I keep my eyes on his, though, learning his reactions, and I don�t feel brave enough yet to touch him where I�m most curious.
Instead, I turn his shoulders away from me for access to his back and I soap and lather it. I work my fingers into the muscles at the top of his shoulders and along his spine, letting my hands slide down past his waist to feel his ass in my hands. The slippery soap helps my fingers skate across his skin.
When he turns back to me, his eyes are darker, more intent, and his erection grows. He leads me out of the shower stream and ducks under it himself, letting the soap slide off his body as he squirts body wash in his own hands and begins washing me.
Shoulders, arms, hips. Breasts, ribs, stomach. I falter as his thumbs graze my nipples but his brown eyes, flecked with gold, hold mine. They beg me not to look away.
I let his hands work, soft and insistent, touching and exploring. When he turns me away from him I feel lost without his gaze, but I close my eyes and imagine he�s still fixed on me, his hands working the tension from my shoulder blades and lower back. His hands cup my ass and the back of my thighs.
My body is on high alert, humming with energy as I give myself over to him completely. I let him touch and wander, and when he pulls me close to him beneath the spray, I feel him hard against my belly.
Where is this going?
In every other relationship, I could tell you exactly what was next�sex, obviously. Simply insert Tab A into Slot B and move with it for a while. Release. Repeat.
But this feels completely different. It�s calm and caring and tender. It�s gentle and exploratory. It doesn�t have a clear destination, and for once, I�m OK with that. I�m willing to follow where Tyler leads.
Tyler sluices the water over my hair and down my back, gentle strokes that melt me deeper into him. I feel almost weightless in this space with the sound of the shower drowning everything else out, the low lighting in the bathroom letting my eyelids droop, the scent of Tyler�s body wash filling the air around us.
I pull his body more tightly against mine, reveling in the connection that is deeply physical but not overtly sexual. Although I am naked, my breasts are pressed against his chest and he can�t see most of my body. I can�t see his, beyond his shoulders and arms that hold me.
But I can feel every inch of him, and I want to explore it. Desperately.
Tyler finally turns off the water. He cracks open the steamy shower stall and pulls two fluffy towels off hooks, bringing them back inside the damp warmth of the enclosure. He opens a towel and wraps me in it like a burrito, one hand toweling my hair to keep the drips at bay.
Finally, he lets go of me and begins toweling himself off and I look�really look. I�m stunned by the beauty of his body. Long and lean like a swimmer, with a light dusting of hair on his legs. Tyler rubs the towel over his hair and then catches me staring.
I give him a small, appreciative smile.
I pull my towel off and tip my head upside down to scrub most of the water out of my hair, then wrap the towel around my body under my arms, tucking the end of it between my breasts.
�Better?� he asks.
�Much.�
Tyler nods. �Mission accomplished.� He takes my hand and leads me out of the bathroom and up the steps to his bed loft. My clean T-shirt and panties are still in the bathroom, and I�m not sure whether to go back downstairs or wait to see where he leads us next.
Tyler turns down the thin sheet on my side of the bed. My what? One night and I�ve already established a side in my brain. Even though the loft is cooler, it�s still too hot without air conditioning. He turns on the fan and I�m still standing, my towel wrapped around my naked body.
�Would you�do you want to be here? With me?� Tyler�s forehead is creased with worry and he looks self-conscious. I take a few steps toward him, twining my arms around his neck and feeling my towel untuck itself and fall to the floor.
�Yes. If you want me.�
�Like you wouldn�t believe,� Tyler breathes deeply, as if he�s inhaling my scent. �Stay here. Please.� He dips his head for a tentative kiss and I answer with passion, feeling Tyler�s towel drop and the air from the fan rush across our naked, still-damp bodies.
Tyler scoops me up and deposits me on the bed, climbing in next to me. His mouth moves on mine and my tongue traces the ridge of his lower lip, my teeth grazing his tongue as he becomes more insistent.
We lie together, lips and hands moving on each other, but without venturing too close to our intimate places. Instead of my hands, I let my body explore him, skin to skin, as I feel him hard against me. By some unspoken agreement, I don�t let my hands wander.
Finally, Tyler breaks our kiss and stills. I�m tangled in his arms and the sheet, my leg between his, nearly every part of my body touching some part of his. �Stella.� His eyes reflect sweetness and sadness.
�I�m here.�
�I�m glad. You�re killing my resolve, you know that?�
I smile, a naughty gleam in my eye. �All part of my devious plan.�
�It is?� For a moment, Tyler takes my comment at face value and his eyes pinch with worry. �You don�t have a plan. Do you?�
I shake my head. �You�re everything I never planned. You�re not the bad boy I thought. You�ve been nothing but generous and kind to me. And you�ve wanted nothing in return.�
My head is still cloudy from the last of the alcohol in my system but I want him to know how much I appreciate this care.
�Not true. I�ve always wanted something,� Tyler says, and pulls me tighter against his chest. �From the moment I met you, Stella, I wanted you.�
He hesitates and I feel a �but� coming.
�But?� I ask finally.
�I want the whole package, not just the parts of you you�re willing to share with other men.�
I flinch, feeling the word easy rear its ugly head for the second time tonight. �Everything is a tall order, Tyler.�
�It�s all or nothing, Stella. Anyone can get lucky if they�re looking hot and feeling frisky. That�s easy. But life�s about being brave. And I�m not willing to let you be some half-assed fling. I want the whole package.�
I tremble, feeling the weight of what Tyler�s asking. �What�s this, then?� I ask, indicating our naked bodies entwined.
Tyler�s lip curls in a smile. �Persuasion.�
�Tease.� I hit him playfully on the arm, pretending that I�m going to roll away from him, but his arms clench tighter around me.
�When I�m teasing, you�ll know it,� Tyler growls, and his hand drops to my breast, stroking my nipple with his knuckle.
My breathing shallows and his eyes roam my body.
�You are so beautiful.�
�You�re not playing fair.�
Tyler snorts. �I�m not much of a rules-follower, Stella. So what do you want? All or nothing?�
�If I choose all, will it be like it was tonight? Will I have to beat the groupies off with a stick?�
�I can�t promise they�ll go away, but I promise you that no one will question who I�m with. Including you.�
�And if I choose nothing, does it mean we can�t be friends?� I shudder, feeling the possibility of that loss, but unsure I could give him what he�s asking. All means all of my secrets. My shame. The ugly parts I�ve packed away or fled.
Could he even see past them to continue to care about me?
Tyler frowns. �Stella, I�m not trying to rush you. I told you I need to take this slow, and I still do. There are too many things unresolved for me to just open the dam right now. I�m afraid it would scare you away.�
�That�s what I�m afraid of, too,� I admit in a small voice. �I keep thinking, how close will you get to me before you find something you don�t like, something that makes you want to run the other way?�
�It�s bad?� Tyler asks me seriously.
I nod, silently begging him not to ask what.
�Mine, too.� Tyler says.
�Oh.�
Tyler kisses my forehead. �Sleep on it, Stella. When you�re ready, we�ll take it from here.�

TWENTY-ONE

I wake to an empty bed, the smell of coffee, and a painfully pounding head. The lows from last night come back hard, and I want to curl up in a ball and sleep them into foggy memory.
�It�ll get better, I promise.� I roll toward Tyler�s soft voice and peel open my eyes. He carries a tall glass of water and a steaming mug of coffee.
Tyler�s dressed in boxers and a T-shirt and he sits on the edge of the bed near my hip. I moan. A hangover is bad enough, let alone flashbacks to what happened last night.
�Start with the water,� Tyler coaxes, and drops two aspirin into my hand. I swallow and drink, my lower half covered by the sheet but my breasts bare. Something about his gaze doesn�t make me feel like I need to cover them up.
�Your phone rang a little while ago and I recognized the number so I picked it up. Kristina wants you and Beryl at her place in two hours.�
I flop back on the pillow dramatically. �I feel like my brain is being crushed,� I say, holding my temples. �I hate tequila.�
�Hate to tell you this, but vodka�s not your friend, either,� Tyler says.
I nod and sip from a creamy, sweet mug of coffee. It�s perfect. Did Tyler memorize how I like my coffee when we ate pastries together?
�Stella, I�m serious.� Tyler�s urgent tone refocuses me. �I�m more than a little worried about how much you drink. You polished off a fifth of vodka in just a few days, not to mention how many tequila shots you did last night.�
�What are you saying?�
�I�m saying that I think you�re on the edge. I don�t know if drinking�s a problem for you, but at the pace you�re going, it�s a problem for me.�
It�s way, way too early to be having this conversation, to hear the accusation in Tyler�s gentle concern. �So you want��
�I want you to stop. For a while. Give it a break and get focused again. Figure out how you feel without it.�
I swallow. I�m so used to having a few drinks here and there, to get pumped up or to unwind, to level out my emotions or to take me on a high. Alcohol does all of that. It�s part of my routine.
�I don�t have a problem.�
Tyler�s eyes harden. �You do. Because I have a problem with it. I�m crazy about you and I hate how it made you last night.�
�It�s not like I�wait. You�re crazy about me?� I squeak out that question, dizzied by Tyler�s admission.
He gives a solemn nod. �I am.�
I gulp my coffee to avoid his gaze, my heart racing. It�s too much�too much pressure, the ultimatum about my drinking, the all-or-nothing Tyler offered last night. I feel like I�m backed into a corner.
A bad boy has no claim to me. A bad boy can�t tell me what to do, what to drink, who to see. That�s just the way I wanted it.
But a good boy could suffocate me, lacing affection with rules and expectations. A good boy could break into my carefully walled-off heart.
I shove myself off the bed, feeling too naked, too exposed to Tyler.
�I have to go.�
* * *
I hop in the taxi with Beryl and we�re off to Kristina�s Brooklyn townhouse. Beryl and I have no idea what to expect, so we hold hands and giggle nervously like we�re back in college waiting on a double-date setup arranged by our dorm coordinators.
�So how are things at Tyler�s place? Other than the broken air conditioner?� Beryl�s really asking what happened after we left last night.
�A/C should be fixed by the time I get home,� I wince at the word home but Beryl doesn�t call me out on it, so I cover quickly, �and Tyler�s OK, I think. There�s something going on with him but he won�t say what.�
�What�s going on with you two?�
I stick out my lower lip and blow my hair off my forehead. �I have no freaking clue. He acts like he wants me, he pushes so hard, then he says he wants to take it slow. He wants me to tell him everything��
�Everything?� Beryl interrupts, and I can tell we�re both thinking about my secret history.
�Yeah. He said �all or nothing.� Like, he doesn�t just want us to be a fling. But I can�t tell him my secrets if he won�t even tell me what�s eating him.�
Beryl�s face falls. �Trust is a two-way street.�
�He doesn�t even know what he�s asking!� I explode. �How deep it goes, how much it still hurts.� I gasp, flattened by the admission that it does still hurt. Dixon, my baby Blue, cutting ties with my family and ditching my Broadway dream. It hurts like a fucking knife.
Beryl rubs my shoulder, letting me stew for a minute. �Maybe you don�t know what you�re asking, either,� she murmurs. �You don�t know how scary his secret is, or what it would cost him to tell it. But that�s not the point. The real question is what if you could get past that?�
�Like if our secrets didn�t matter?� I�m still for a few heartbeats, then I whisper the real answer into my hands. �I think I really want to be with him.�
�You think?�
I shake my head. �I know. Like, know it in my gut, know it like hunger or bliss. It�s indisputable.�
�He�s nothing like Blayde,� Beryl observes. �A fling�s not Tyler�s style. Jayce is the player, but Tyler�s a whole lot more � fragile.�
I raise my brows, questioning where she�s going with this.
�I don�t really know anything, just bits and pieces I pick up from Gavin or being around the band. But Tyler was never a girl magnet in college. He could hardly get a date. And when he finally grew into his height and got muscles, that was right around the time the band exploded.�
�He wasn�t used to the attention?�
�Yeah. And some groupies took advantage of that. Guys like Gavin can spot manipulation, but Tyler�s too trusting. He�s easy to hurt.�
�He�s easy to love.� I shock myself and Beryl with this admission.
�That too. Do you love him?� Her eyes are wide and I look at my hands and fidget.
�Yes,� I whisper.
�Does he know it?�
I shake my head. �No way. We�re not�we�re only just figuring each other out. We haven�t been intimate, exactly.� Is this a lie? The toe-curling orgasm and the shower that could have lasted forever were both intensely intimate.
Beryl catches my specific meaning: we haven�t had sex. She�s surprised and tries to lighten the mood. �Is that a new record for you?�
Shame and the word �easy� slither over me and I frown. Because, yeah, it is. And that totally sucks.
�He�s worth the wait, Stella,� Beryl says quietly, aware that she�s hurt my feelings.
The taxi pulls up to a brownstone and Beryl pays for the cab as I slide out. Before we walk up the steps to Kristina�s apartment, Beryl grabs my arm.
�Everything you felt after that director left you, every way that Blayde made you feel bad about yourself, all that�s behind you,� she tells me. �Tyler will be worth the wait.�
* * *
�Tell me what you think, if it matches your story.�
Violet pushes her laptop across the table and I stare at the photograph on the screen, angling it away from the Sunday brunch crowd at a cozy restaurant called Hearth.
The light in Tyler�s loft is golden, shining off the band�s sweat-slicked muscles and gleaming instruments. Each band member�s face is deep in concentration, their expressions absolutely immersed in their instruments.
I�m open-mouthed and panting slightly, drinking in every detail of the full-screen image. �If I hadn�t been there when you took this��
I can almost hear the deep thrumming of Tyler�s bass chords as I look at the picture.
Violet smiles. �Do you think it will work?�
�Oh, hell yes. This is ferociously sexy, especially because it doesn�t look like they�re trying to be sexy. It looks like you got a sneak peek without them even realizing you were there.�
�Awesome. That�s what I wanted�something candid that didn�t look like another posed rock-god photo.�
I giggle. �But you�ve got to admit, those abs��
�Yeah. I know. Some girls go for abs and some go for butts and legs, but I�m obsessed with shoulders. And biceps.� Violet takes a quick drink of her coffee as if she�s just admitted to something naughty.
�Anyone�s biceps in particular?� I raise my brows to tease her and Violet�s pale neck flushes with embarrassment.
�No. Stella, cut it out.� She shakes her head and squeezes her eyes closed, wisps of deep red hair escaping from her messy bun.
I push the laptop back across the table to Violet and sit back in my chair to give her space. I�ve touched a nerve, and we don�t have the history Beryl and I do for teasing. �Sorry.�
I wait.
�Violet, seriously, I�m sorry. I didn�t think you�d ��
What? Overreact to the slightest suggestion that she could be attracted to one of the guys? I�m pretty sure even eighty-year-old women find Tattoo Thief attractive.
Violet looks up at me with eyes lined with worry. The dark circles beneath them when I first met her are lighter, but not entirely gone beneath her translucent skin dusted with freckles.
Violet closes her laptop lid. �Let�s not go there, OK? I�ll send that picture and a couple more over to your editor tonight. And I brought your stuff.� She gestures to a bulky cloth bag at our feet.
�Thanks for schlepping that over here.� We�re not too far from the Lower East Side apartment she shares with Neil, and I�m curious. �So how do you know Neil?�
�Friend of a friend. I got a job teaching last September and had to move really quick, and his ex-boyfriend had just split.�
Ah, the lovely real estate cycle of New York relationships. I swear people are more freaked out about finding a new place than breaking up. I was when Blayde kicked me out. Maybe that�s why Neil and Violet took pity on me and let me crash in her room while she was gone.
�You�re a teacher?�
�Was.�
�What did you teach?�
Violet grimaces. �I wanted to do art education, but there�s not a lot of funding for that, and nothing full-time. So I also taught sex ed.�
I laugh. �That sounds like a blast. Did you have to show horny eighth graders how to roll a condom over a banana?�
Violet presses her lips together to hide a small smile and drops her voice. �My favorite question was, �What if you can�t find the hole?��
I throw my head back and laugh, but Violet�s nodding. �True story, true story.�
�Wait. You said you were a teacher? What happened?�
�I got fired.�
I�m still laughing and I can�t rein it in. �For what? Explaining how to find the hole?�
Violet�s creamy complexion pales and she shakes her head, her eyes rimming with tears.
�Oh, God, Violet. I�m sorry. I didn�t mean�I wasn�t trying to make fun of you. That sucks. I�m sorry you got fired. You don�t have to��
�Unprofessional conduct,� she whispers.
But she doesn�t reveal anything else. I�m curious, but I don�t want to push her. After the way Tyler pushed me yesterday, I understand acutely the need for space.
I haven�t touched alcohol since Tyler and I talked, even though I craved some hair of the dog yesterday afternoon. And I�m not ready to answer the real question: where is this going with Tyler?
That thought kept me awake long into last night as I tossed and turned on my air mattress.
�So, are you going to get a different teaching job or freelance more? Because you�re really good.� I offer Violet this compliment to lift the mood and because I mean it.
Violet snorts. �I doubt I can get a teaching job again. But I�ve always been into photography, so I�m giving this a shot. I was really grateful when Neil recommended me to your editor and you took a chance on me.�
�The nudes in your room are impressive,� I add. �Do you sell those?�
�I don�t do nudes anymore. I�m working on a different kind of project now.� Violet gives me a tentative smile. �It�s a secret.�

TWENTY-TWO

�You wanted sex. You got it.� I steel myself against Heath�s criticism as he glances over my story on his screen. I filed it an hour ago but had to wait for Heath�s reaction while most of my colleagues took off for Monday night happy hour specials.
I so need a drink right now. Even though I�m avoiding Tyler and the hardest part of our last conversation, I�m at least doing this for him. In case he asks. Which he hasn�t.
He�s hardly said more than a few words to me, just instructions for the premiere tomorrow night. I can�t believe he still wants me to go.
�It�s sexy, I�ll give you that. But where�s the conflict, Stella?� Heath asks.
I want to snap my fingers in front of my chest and say, �Eyes up here, buddy,� but instead I cross my arms over the small amount of cleavage he can see. �I think the conflict is in building the song, the different ways each member of the band wants to take it.�
I wait for Heath�s reaction as he scans my story again. It�s not the breathless scandal he�s asked for. Repeatedly.
�Look, you�ve got inside access. What can you give me that really feels like an insider is there? Because I can�t believe it�s all roses. What about the band dynamics? Maybe there�s a seven-year itch, like Gavin going solo?�
I shake my head. �He�s not going to do that.�
�Did you ask him?� Heath presses.
�No, uh, not really. But I get the sense that they�re sticking together.�
�Getting the sense and reporting the story are different, Stella. You either get in there and dig for the answers I want, or forget writing and just drool over them like a little fangirl. Got it?�
I recoil as if he�s slapped me.
�Who are you closest to?�
�What?�
Heath�s voice rises. �I said, who are you closest to? Which member of the band will give you what you want?�
�I don�t�I don�t know.�
�Bullshit!� Heath�s face is red. �There�s always a leak. There�s always someone who�s pissed off with the way things are and willing to spill their guts if you ask the right questions. If you give them some incentive.�
The way he says the last word sends spiders crawling up my spine, the sickening realization that he�s basically asking if I can sleep my way to a story.
�The question is, how far are you willing to go to get what I want? Because if I don�t get what I want, you don�t get what you want, Stella. And I thought you wanted to be our lead music reporter.�
There it is. The quid pro quo. If I can get a provocative story on the band, something that drips with sex and scandal, Heath will give me�what, exactly?
Heath pulls open his bottom desk drawer. �It�s five o�clock. Drink?� The speed with which he changes gears astounds me.
He pours amber liquid from a whiskey bottle into his coffee mug and I shake my head. �No, thank you.�
�Loosen up, Stella. You act like a kid sometimes. I know what happens backstage, the drinking and the drugs and the sex. If you didn�t act like such a��he fishes for the word��prude, I�ll bet the band would be a lot more forthcoming.�
I bark back a laugh. Prude is something I�m not. And I�m not a kid, either, but Heath�s offer of a drink feels like a test. How far am I willing to go to get a story?
One little drink won�t hurt anyone.
�Pour me one.�
�Good girl.� Heath pours and I hate him even more for praising me like a puppy. �So when are you seeing the band next?�
I drink the shot of whiskey in one gulp and it slides like fire down my throat. �Tomorrow.�
�And can we agree you�re going to make sure that this next story is not something I could fucking read in a church newsletter?�
�I get it.� My voice is edged in steel. �I�ll dig for better facts.�
Heath growls. �Not facts, Stella. The story. Readers don�t give a shit about the facts if you�re giving them a great story.�
* * *
Heath taunts me at work the next day with little snide comments about how much he�s looking forward to my next story. The weight of his expectations�and the threat of what will happen to me if I don�t deliver�hang over me.
I rush through a series of quick write-ups for our website that are mostly cobbled-together press releases fleshed out with a few easy phone calls.
I�m always, always aware of my inch count for the week, and honestly it�s easier to fill my unspoken quota with half-assed journalism like this than with the in-depth features I really want to do.
I file five articles before the end of the day, then take the subway to Gavin�s penthouse on the Upper West Side to get ready for the premiere with Beryl. I�m nervous and wishing for a few shots to calm my nerves, but I remember my promise to Tyler and resist.
I�m trying. Really. I felt so guilty about the whiskey in Heath�s office yesterday that I window-shopped SoHo and ate at a hot dog stand instead of heading back to Tyler�s. He was out when I got home, and I never heard him come in.
The next morning, I found a note on the kitchen counter: Go to Gavin�s tonight to get ready with Beryl. I�ll pick you up there.
No signature. No warmth. Just the command. My heart sinks with the knowledge that my sudden departure Saturday morning�especially after he told me he was crazy about me�created a deep rift between us.
* * *
Beryl opens Gavin�s door and her face is flushed. �You ready for this?�
�Not hardly. How about you?�
�Still freaking out. I don�t think I�ll ever get used to appearances. When Gavin walked us out of The Late Show, I practically went blind from all the camera flashes.�
I balk. �Tyler said all I have to do is sit with him and watch the movie. Are we going to have to walk by the press? Like on a red carpet?�
Beryl shrugs�she�s almost as new to this as I am. �Maybe? It�ll be whatever Tattoo Thief�s label wants. Gavin said usually the guys run through the press together and the girls go in separately.�
I relax. As much as I wanted to be in the spotlight when I came to New York, I don�t want to be caught by the business end of a camera lens. For one thing, I�m not with Tyler. And for another, Heath�s going to expect a hell of a lot from me if I show up on Tyler�s arm.
�Are you having second thoughts?� Beryl reads me perfectly.
I nod. �But I promised Tyler I�d be there. And it�s too late now to back out.�
If I did back out, who would Tyler bring? Teal? My jealousy and curiosity trump the smart move�staying behind the scenes.
Gavin�s intercom buzzes.
�Jemma Townsend is here for Beryl Sutton.� The disembodied voice crackles through the speaker.
�Hair and makeup,� Beryl tells me, then presses the intercom button. �Send her up.�
Whoa. First the dresses and now a professional �do. Once again, I�m out of my depth. Beryl opens the door and a striking blonde sweeps in, offering us air kisses.
�Look at you two! You�re gorgeous!� She cups my chin between her thumb and index finger, turning my face left and right to see me better. �Your eyes are stunning.�
I�m speechless. Jemma could be on a magazine cover and she just called me gorgeous. Beryl leads us to the same bathroom that she and I got ready in a month ago, when I was on a mission to get over Blayde and I thought she needed to get over her old boyfriend Jeff.
Now we�re dating rock stars. It�s surreal.
Jemma deposits a large, lumpy bag on the floor and opens a massive tackle box filled with makeup.
�Hair first, then makeup. Are you going up or down, Beryl?�
Beryl fingers her long, curly brown hair. �It�s hot. Up?�
Jemma nods. �Perfect. I�ll start with your hair then. Stella, what do you think?�
My bob feels like it only works with one style, but I want to try something new tonight, something that Tyler hasn�t seen before. �Do I have a choice?�
�There�s always a choice, honey.� Jemma�s bubbly attitude gives me confidence. She curls, twists and pins Beryl�s hair into a wild nest that looks effortless.
When she gets to me, her fingers filter through my hair and scoop it up from the nape of my neck. I close my eyes as she works, feeling her pin and spray my bob until it�s high at the crown and smooth at the sides, an almost-up-do I never thought possible.
Beryl and I giggle and gossip through Jemma�s makeup session, speculating on whom Jayce is bringing and if he�s even capable of seeing the same girl for more than a few dates in a row.
I dress in a guest room and take my time with final preparations, regretting my decision to wear something saucy under my dress for Tyler. Hooking thigh-highs on a garter belt is more complicated than I expected and getting the stockings� back seams straight is maddening.
�Beryl? Can you help me zip?� I call through the partially open door of the guest room. I feel fingers on my back and my zipper snakes partway up my spine, but the touch is too intimate to be my best friend.
Tyler.
I turn and his broad hands linger on my waist, his eyes shining with appreciation.
�You look �� Tyler doesn�t finish his sentence and his lack of words makes me feel beyond beautiful. He�s dashing in a slim-cut dark suit and white shirt that�s open at the collar. An undone bowtie hangs around his neck and though his hair is combed back, a few days� worth of stubble lingers on his jaw.
I�m at a loss for words, too. Sexy is too run-of-the-mill to describe him. He�s positively edible.
�I came in here to talk, but I think your dress just melted my brain,� Tyler admits, and the discomfort and hope in his eyes are adorably awkward. �I�m sorry if I pushed you too hard on Saturday, I just��
He struggles for his next words so I interrupt him. �It�s OK, Tyler. I just needed some space to think.�
He steps back a little, his brow creased with worry, but his hands don�t leave my waist. Maybe it�s true when he said he can�t not touch me. I don�t want him to stop.
�And?� he asks.
This is not a conversation we can have five minutes before we hop in a limo, so I give him a half-assed half-answer. �I�m still thinking. And I�m sober. I just don�t want things to be weird between us.�
Tyler bends and plants a soft kiss on my cheek, avoiding my deep ruby lips that Jemma somehow plumped to epic proportions. I feel the heat from his lips course through my body, zinging and bouncing through me like a pinball machine.
I can�t help leaning into him. Even though I don�t have the words to tell him how I feel, I close the inches between us. His breath catches and his fingers trail from my waist up my ribs, his eyes heated and wanting.
�Would it be weird if I told you about the things I want to do to you right now?� he murmurs. �They�re illegal in some states.�
My eyes widen with the promise in his gaze�hungry, voracious even. After what he�s already done to me, I�m more than willing.
�Tyler?� Gavin calls from the living room. �Stop making out with Stella and get out here. The car�s downstairs.�
Tyler�s lips purse to suppress his grin. �Who says we�re just making out?� he calls.
Naughty boy.
Gavin laughs and I follow Tyler to the living room, where Beryl is stunning in a vampy purple strapless dress that shows off her hourglass figure. Mine is black and beaded, a halter neck with a deep vee in the back that feels flapper-esque.
We pile into a stretch limo, picking up Dave and Kristina, then Jayce and Shelly. Gavin pours champagne and I glance at Tyler and decline the glass. I�d like a couple pre-function shots in my system, but I just told Tyler I�ve stopped drinking.
It makes me do stupid shit.
I was fine with stupid when my life was a blur of shows, late nights and anonymous bad boys, but Tyler�s goodness makes me want to be good, too.
�So what�s your manager�s game plan?� Kristina asks, her ice-blue gown glowing under the car�s violet interior lights. �Are you going in first or are we arm candy?�
Dave checks his phone before answering and frowns. �I still haven�t heard back from Chief. Let�s have the band go in first. We�ll do the press rail and you ladies can take the direct route. Meet you inside.�
Kristina nods, as much the girls� team captain as Dave is Tattoo Thief�s. She�s done this for months, but Beryl, Shelly and I are newbies. Shelly giggles and snuggles closer to Jayce, whose hand rides high on her thigh.
The car slows and the girls hang back, letting Tattoo Thief exit first in a barrage of flashing lights. On the other side of the tinted glass, dozens of photographers swarm Emma Stone, one of the stars of The Amazing Spider-Man 2. She poses with her date, who towers over her the way Tyler would tower over me.
I�m glad I�m not going out in that. I�d probably trip in my heels and do a faceplant on the red carpet.
The guys straighten their jackets, waving at the crowd outside of our car. Girls shriek I love you at Tattoo Thief. It reminds me that there are thousands, maybe even tens of thousands, of women who would happily shove me aside for a shot at Tyler.
I expect the band to follow Emma down the red carpet but a stocky guy with a skinny beard catches Dave by the elbow and whispers in his ear. Dave turns back to the band and nods his head to the car where we�re waiting behind a closed door.
Oh, shit.
Beryl sees the panic in my eyes when Dave opens the car door and offers a hand to Kristina. Jayce is next, and Shelly shimmies out of the car, her breasts barely contained in a strapless, sequined fuchsia cocktail dress that screams look at me.
Beryl squeezes my hand, aware this is the last thing I want. �Just smile, look at Tyler and don�t answer any questions,� she says. �Pretend you don�t even hear them.�

TWENTY-THREE

�Tyler! Tyler, give us a smile over here!� Tyler turns to the photographers calling his name, smiling at them with his body cemented to my side.
He stands tall and proud, grinning like he just won the lottery. I can almost forget the flashing and the screaming and how this could look to my editor. Almost. Why did I agree to come with him?
He wraps my hand under his elbow and bends to my ear. I catch his words floating just above the roar of the crowd as girls scream his name. �The best thing about being here right now is being with you.�
I draw strength from his touch. I replay Beryl�s instructions in my head, smiling like crazy as my eyes bounce between the red carpet ahead of me and Tyler�s handsome profile.
He really is gorgeous. His light olive skin glows with health and I have a fleeting thought about his diabetes. He looks so strong and vital; it�s shocking to think that every day he�s locked in a complicated dance that demands constant attention to his blood sugar.
�Tyler! Who�s this? Where�s Kim Archer?�
My head swivels to Tyler and my face betrays surprise. He squeezes my arm and keeps smiling, though it no longer reaches his eyes. I smile back at him, all teeth and no twinkle.
Something�s very wrong.
�When did you and Kim break up? Is this your new girlfriend?� More shouts from the photographers and I hear a clanging in my head as I start to piece together their shouts into a narrative.
�Where�s your baby?�
�How do you feel about being a father?�
�What does Kim Archer think about your new girlfriend?�
Tyler�s stride is plodding, the joy I saw in his eyes when I first exited the limo replaced by terror. He smiles and waves at the crowd as if nothing�s wrong, but I feel the invisible arrows hit his body with each question.
�Did you know about the baby?�
�Were you there at the birth or were you on tour?�
�Why aren�t you taking responsibility for your child?�
That last one stings and a gate drops down on Tyler�s face, a stony expression to get us across the last few yards of the red carpet. But before we can escape, the man with the skinny beard, whom I now recognize as Tattoo Thief�s manager, anchors Tyler�s other arm.
�You�ve got to talk to them, Tyler,� the manager hisses over the noise of the crowd. �Kim Archer cashed in her threat and went to the media. The story just hit the wire and Twitter. Time for damage control.�
My smile is plastic and my cheeks ache. I make a move to release his arm and let him talk to the press alone, but Tyler clamps down on my hand.
�I need you with me, Stella. Just remember: Facts are real. Stories aren�t always true.� Tyler�s voice rasps and I remember these words. They�re the same words he spoke the first night I went to his loft to see his practice space.
The manager gives me a once-over and a word of warning. �What you say and do right now will affect Tyler immensely.�
I swallow and force my grin wider to show Tyler I�ve got his back. We face the throng of reporters.
With each new question, the assault gets more pointed and more personal.
�What�s your relationship with Kim Archer now? Does she know about your new girlfriend?� A blonde in a Grecian-draped navy gown pushes a microphone under Tyler�s mouth and his jaw tenses as he measures his next words carefully. A black-clad cameraman hovers over the blonde�s shoulder.
�Relationships are more complicated that a soundbite, wouldn�t you agree?� He smiles and the reporter�s back arches slightly. She�s responding to his physical presence the way any woman would. With a swoon.
�So you�re still together with Kim? Or are you with�� the reporter looks at me and pushes the microphone closer to his mouth, willing him to fill in my name.
�I�m really excited to see the Spider-Man premiere tonight. Working on its soundtrack was inspiring. Did you ask Emma Stone about the scene that features our song?� Tyler grins again, letting the non sequitur sink in.
He just said no comment without saying that on camera. It�s a technique I learned in journalism school, and I admire his savvy. Tape of him saying �no comment� or looking flustered would be played again and again with the reporter�s voiceover describing an alleged torrid affair. That would be damaging, but what Tyler�s giving right now is harmless.
Facts are real. Stories aren�t always true.
The reporter�s questions have my brain swirling and I�m seething. It�s not quite jealousy�more the empty feeling of being left out of this part of his life. I suspect this is the secret he hasn�t shared with Dave or Gavin yet.
Seeing she�ll make no headway with Tyler, the reporter turns to me. �Have you seen Tyler�s baby?� It�s a point-blank question with only a yes or no response, and I cover my hesitation with a small cough.
�I�ve seen more than you would imagine,� I tell her and lift my eyebrows. She leans in toward me, her eyes coaxing me for a girlfriend-to-girlfriend spill. But this act is bullshit, and I�ve been playing her side of the game long enough to know better.
�I�ve seen Tyler be an amazing friend. His talent speaks for itself, but what people don�t see is a guy who�s willing to go out of his way to help others.� I take a half-step back from the microphone, my smile bright and my body language signaling this interview�s end.
Tyler pivots us and walks to the next reporter, whom I recognize from Entertainment Weekly. Now we�re in lock step, smiling and playing off each other as if this press chat is just a barrel of laughs. This is important�if a paparazzo captures just one cranky look on his ten-frames-per-second digital camera, that�s the shot we�ll see online later tonight.
Tyler answers questions with the minimum amount of information and I glean more about the baby and the fact that Kim Archer is a real part of his past. He won�t say anything more than she�s �an engaging person� and he �wishes her the best� but I feel the strain as his arm tenses through his suit.
I want to ask him about everything right this minute. I want to know who Kim was to him, what she looks like, and if her three-month-old baby girl is, indeed, his.
Could it be true? A year ago, Tattoo Thief�s fame exploded. The band�s first album, Feast, was in heavy rotation on pop, rock and alternative radio. I don�t expect that Tyler�s lived like a monk in the past, but I�m not sure I�m ready to face the real consequences if a fling created something more.
A person. A baby. My stomach clenches at the memory of my pregnancy and I�m not ready to ask him for the truth. Facts are real, but stories aren�t always the truth? Tyler�s statement feels more like a riddle with each moment.
Tattoo Thief�s manager finally rescues us, pulling us away from our last interview and into the relative safety of the theater lobby where press are banned. I look around desperately for Beryl but see no one I recognize.
Tyler tips up my chin and looks carefully at my face. He�s no longer performing for the cameras and his eyes are tight and frightened. �You get through that OK?�
I nod, then shake my head as the weight of the questions crashes on my shoulders. I was so unprepared for this, and it�s clear he was, too.
Tyler pulls his phone from his pocket and sends a hasty text, watching the phone for an immediate response. When it flashes, I read the reply from Gavin. Beryl will be right out.
�I have to go in. Beryl�s going to take you somewhere private. Take all the time you need, OK?� Tyler�s thumb strokes my shoulder and I don�t know whether to run from him or to him. This is all too much to take in.
Beryl sweeps into the lobby in a flash of deep purple and she pulls me away from Tyler, her eyes narrowed with anger. �You have some serious explaining to do,� she throws over her shoulder. The story blindsided the rest of the band and reporters pumped them for information, too.
Beryl leads me to a stairway tucked at the far edge of the theater lobby and we climb, not speaking, our eyes exchanging the knowledge that some serious shit has just gone down.
She pushes open a door to a sitting room with leather couches, a full-length mirror and a long vanity. Beyond that, another door leads to sinks and toilets.
�What just happened?� I whisper, clutching Beryl�s hand and trying to decipher the press rail blur.
�You didn�t know either? Jayce just filled us in. Tyler had a fling with some chick a year ago, and now she claims he�s the father of her child. Gavin and Dave didn�t know this was even happening and they�re livid.�
I look up at the sitting room lights and blink rapidly, willing away the sting in my eyes as the word fling confirms that Kim Archer is real. And she was with Tyler.
�Who is she?�
�I don�t know. Gavin thinks she�s just a hot groupie who caught Tyler�s eye. He said she was all over him for a month or two.�
I grimace, hating the visuals Beryl�s putting in my head. �Why did this all come out now?�
Beryl shrugs. �I guess it was timed for maximum damage. Jayce said her lawyers have been after Tyler for a couple weeks, trying to get him to cough up a lump sum or child support or something. The timeframe fits, but she hasn�t proved the baby is his yet.�
Timeframe? Oh. The time when Tyler was fucking her coincides with when the baby was conceived. I hate the word yet in Beryl�s last words. And I�m also insanely jealous of this other woman, no matter how deeply she�s buried in Tyler�s past.
The sitting room door swings open and a woman in a dramatic red gown sweeps by us on her way to the restroom. Beryl straightens and smiles at her, and I admire her poise. Thanks to Beryl�s housesitting job, she�s spent time in the company of the stratospherically wealthy, and I appreciate that she doesn�t let that wealth intimidate her.
When the woman passes, Beryl gives me a swift hug. �We can�t talk about it here. This is what we�re going to do: go downstairs, sit back and enjoy the movie, and then let the men who are crazy about us take us home to bed.�
I raise my eyebrow. �You make it sound so easy.�
�It is easy, Stella. No matter how many women scream at Gavin and Tyler, we�re the ones they picked. Chin up and own that. Whoever this Kim Archer chick is, she�s part of Tyler�s past, but not his future.�
Unless. That word creeps into my mind at the end of Beryl�s sentence. A baby is forever. If Tyler fathered Kim�s child, she�s guaranteed to be a permanent part of every Christmas and birthday from this day forward. The thought sickens me.
Beryl leads me down the theater aisle to the third row where Tattoo Thief is seated. Servers dressed as old-time cigarette girls pass out retro candy, gourmet popcorn and cocktails.
I take my seat between Tyler and Beryl and immediately Tyler�s arm is around my shoulders, his lips moving against my ear.
�Stella. I�m so sorry you had to hear it like this. You deserve better.� Tyler�s face is pained and his whisper raw. I feel like I�m gliding on a knife edge, forced to choose whether to cut him down or comfort him.
I choose to help. I turn to face him and my lips brush his, coaxing the first real smile I�ve seen from him since he helped me out of the limousine. �It�s not about what we deserve, remember, Tyler? It�s grace, forgiveness, and maybe luck.�
I kiss him again, letting my mouth linger on his long enough that he can�t mistake my meaning. He blindsided us with this media disaster and I could freak out or get angry, but I�m not going to. For the first time, my connection to a guy runs deeper than my concern for myself. I want Tyler to make it out of this OK.
I catch a familiar face out of the corner of my eye and I look up just as the house lights go down and pitch me into disorienting darkness. My pulse races and I struggle to understand why. Is it fear? Anger? I�m not sure who I just spotted, or if my eyes were mistaken. I shouldn�t know anyone here but Tattoo Thief and friends.
I try to escape from this flash and the tension set on Tyler�s face by watching the movie. I even try celebrity spotting without being too obvious. Jamie Foxx and Andrew Garfield sit in the front row.
Throughout�action scenes, funny parts, even the romantic bits�Tyler clutches my hand like a life ring. I try to ease his tight grip by stroking his hand, letting him know that I�m here, I�m attuned to him, and I�ll protect him.
That�s what I did with my interview answers. And that�s what I want to do now in whatever way he�ll let me. Since I met Tyler, I�ve been in one stupid disaster after another, and each time he�s rescued me.
Homeless. Drunk. Crushed under a fence. Running in fear of an editor�s threat. Maybe this string of screw-ups in my life isn�t repellant to Tyler. Maybe it�s exactly what he needs to relate to me?
I remember a line Tyler lobbed in our latest round of guess-the-lyrics: �I cheer, I rave, for the virtue I�m too late to save.� That�s from �The Sadder-But-Wiser Girl� in The Music Man, a song about wanting a woman who�s been hurt and who�s made mistakes.
Tyler doesn�t want a Barbie doll. He told me as much when he rejected Teal at the Bowery Hotel; he even called Jayce�s groupies �dollies,� because they were so overly made-up that they appeared very much like real dolls.
Flawless. Faultless. Plastic.
I�m flawed in every way�foul-mouthed and flat-chested, short-tempered and career-impaired. It feels impossible that Tyler and I could be together. It feels too good to be true.
I guess Kim Archer is proof of that.
When the movie ends, Tattoo Thief�s members are somber, each still digesting what happened in the media lineup. It�s clear Gavin and Dave are still angry but they�re not going to have it out here. Dave decides we�ll scatter again and sends us out different exits to avoid the cluster of reporters outside the main entrance.
I follow Tyler out a side door where a black car is waiting for us. As I climb in, I hear pounding footsteps and shouting. A reporter is running toward our car.
�Tyler! Do you deny Kim Archer�s baby is your child?�
Tyler jumps in the car behind me and slams the door. He can�t get away from this nightmare fast enough.

TWENTY-FOUR

We don�t talk on the ride to his loft, but I inch across the seat and work my hand beneath Tyler�s to twine our fingers together. He looks surprised at this gesture, as if I thought he was repellent, but he allows me to hold his hand.
His head is bent�with what? Shame? Guilt?
Tyler doesn�t offer a piggyback to his loft and I doubt my dress could accommodate it. Instead, we trudge upstairs, side by side, our footsteps echoing in the stairwell.
I undress in my bedroom, lay the Marchesa dress across the air mattress and throw a T-shirt over my head. When I hear Tyler exit the bathroom, I take my turn brushing my teeth and washing my face, leaving it blank and pale without makeup. I unpin my hair but its sprayed-in curls remain, floating around my face like a halo.
I exit the bathroom and the loft�s lights are off except the small lamp on the shelf by my bed. Tyler must have turned it on. Is this a signal that he doesn�t want me in his bed? My heart plummets with disappointment.
No.
I won�t let Tyler push me away. I won�t let him withdraw when every part of me craves his touch and he craves mine. Maybe he�s too ashamed from tonight to show it.
I climb the stairs to his bedroom loft. He can hear me and see my silhouette in the light that filters through the warehouse windows. I see his profile in shadow, smell his familiar scent and feel his suffering.
I pull my T-shirt over my head and drop my panties on the floor, wanting our skin-to-skin closeness more than anything. I peel back the sheet on my side of the bed and snuggle against the hard plane of his back as he curls on his side away from me. He doesn�t speak.
I fit my body behind his, my knees behind the bend in his knees, my stomach and thighs cupping his boxer-clad rear. My lips trail kisses across his shoulder blades and I snake an arm around his waist, pulling my chest against him tightly.
�Stop it, Stella. You don�t have to pretend.�
These simple words hurt, but they�re wrong. I tighten my hold on his middle, my fingers running up and down his abdomen and along his sternum. He doesn�t protest again and so I sweep my hand left and right, connecting with his nipples and feeling a tiny jerk in his body each time I graze one of his piercings.
�This isn�t pretend. This is real.� I�m whispering and kissing his back and willing him to open up to me but he still doesn�t respond. �You told me yourself. Facts are real and stories might not be true. Whatever the truth is about that story tonight, I don�t care. I care about who you are. How we are together. And I want you. Fact.�
I trail my hand to Tyler�s boxers, feeling his muscles harden when I come within inches of his shaft but don�t touch it. My hand continues down along the top of his thigh to his knee, as far as I can reach, then I reverse course and let my fingers creep up his body again, this time infinitesimally closer to his center.
Tyler groans and rolls on his back, his arm outstretched for me to lay my head on his shoulder. Is this encouragement or surrender? I can�t tell, and so I let my hand continue to wander, each time closer to him and more overt, more needy.
I feel his body respond beneath his boxers even though the rest of him is still. With my ear to his chest, I can�t see his face to gauge his reaction, but he doesn�t push me away. Lying on my side and stroking him, I shift my top leg forward and drape it over his knee, widening the part in his legs.
Tyler sighs. Is it contentment? Resignation?
My fingers slide beneath the waistband of his soft, knit boxers, grazing his curls. I continue my rhythmic touches, letting long moments pass as we�re quiet here in the dark. It feels safe. It feels right. And it�s nothing like I�ve ever experienced, lacking the pull of a bad boy�s frantic fingers on my skirt, the clumsy squeeze of my breasts and painful tweak of my nipples.
Tyler�s just lying here, letting me touch him. Comfort him.
I lick my lips against my shallow breathing, knowing what I want but afraid to take it. It takes several long minutes as my fingers skate across his warm, soft skin to work up the courage to do this.
Why am I so hesitant? I�ve done this dozens of times before. But with Tyler, it�s uncharted territory.
I lift my head off his chest and he doesn�t pull me back. I�ve decided he needs to erect some kind of neon stop sign before I�m going to quit. I push myself to my knees and hook my thumbs under each side of his waistband, tugging down until he lifts his hips to give me access.
This is permission.
I climb over one leg and position myself between them, my hands keeping a steady rhythm that brushes across the hair on his thighs and between his legs. His knee shifts an inch or two to the side.
More permission. Encouragement, even. I smile in the dark and plunge my fingers deep between his legs, stroking the seam behind his sac and then across it. He hardens further, his erection standing up from his body, and I bend to take him in my mouth.
Tyler�s breath quickens as I plant soft kisses with my lips and light flicks with my tongue. I pace myself as I listen to his body, his breath in sharp hitches and gratified hisses, his muscles as they tense and relax. I bring him deeper and his hand fists in my hair, my cadence building as I respond to the pulses in his body.
His scent washes over me and I revel in my full capacity to sway him. It�s intoxicating. I think of the ice cubes, when I lay still and Tyler used their sharp cold to explore my body. Now I�m exploring his and my fingers find new ways to draw exquisite reactions from him.
Tyler�s stomach tenses as he pushes himself up on his elbows. �Stella.� His breathing is ragged and he says my name like a plea.
I release him from my mouth and sit back on my feet, my hands still stroking him. His dark-lashed eyes reflect the glow of city lights. �Let me. Let me in.�
Tyler lies back against his pillow again and opens his hands, palms toward me. �Come.�
I move my knees over his legs until I�m straddling him, my center wet and wanting just above him. When I lower myself over his thickness he groans. I slide forward and back on top of him, letting my moisture coat him, but he�s not inside me yet.
The electric current between us builds from a quiet hum to an insistent buzz, as if I�m rubbing a sweater to generate static on a cold winter day. Tyler moans again and his arm reaches above his head to yank open a drawer in his nightstand.
I still, his hard length throbbing beneath me as Tyler�s hand paws desperately in the drawer for something. Oh. A condom. How did the better-safe-than-sorry mantra that I always remember with bad boys get sidetracked in this erotic moment?
I know. Because this isn�t just sex.
Tyler�s frustrated and I lean forward to help him, draping my body across his chest to reach past him and find a foil packet in the drawer. I feel his hands slide up my ribcage and stroke the sides of my breasts and it�s like the lights come on as I feel him finally, intentionally respond to me.
My hand lands on a condom and I snatch it from the drawer victoriously, sitting up as I straddle him and tear it open. I pinch the tip and roll it down slowly, letting this be part of our deliberate, gentle union.
Tyler�s hands make slow circles around my breasts, the rough pads of his thumbs grazing the tips of my nipples. I feel my breasts tighten and I arch my back to give him access. He lifts his head and pulls my body forward to taste them.
His tongue adds fuel to our fire and I�m nearly screaming in anticipation as I push against his chest and angle my hips again, this time catching the tip of his shaft against my cleft. I roll my hips forward and press down, his thickness stretching and filling me. I ease into this overwhelming sensation, as gradually as I can stand it, until I reach his root.
I release the breath I held, but I don�t move on him. Not yet. I�m giving him the space to take us forward.
Tyler�s hands descend to my hips, reaching around to cup my ass and urge me up a little, then back down on him. I feel my core clench as he fills me and withdraws, our cadence increasing as our breath comes harder and faster.
My skin tingles where he touches and grips me, when he quickens the pace and then slows us. He pushes my chest slightly, encouraging me to lean back as he hits a new spot inside me that sets off fireworks in my body.
Sizzle, crackle, pop.
The sounds from our kiss on the bridge on the Fourth of July feel like they�re part of me, replaying in my head as he takes the reins and moves us faster together.
Boom, hiss, fizz.
I�m in overdrive from our connection and the energy builds inside me, every nerve turned inward to experience what�s happening at my center. Tyler strokes me hard, his thumb pressing between us, and suddenly I�m launched into the sky like a firework, feeling my body explode into sparkling points of light.
His movements follow me as I descend like the sparks, and when it seems like the light is fading he thrusts again and I�m launched in another explosion of light and sound and color.
I ride these eruptions as Tyler harnesses the energy in my body, guiding me past the places I know to a map of the stars. When I feel like I can�t take it any more, like I�m flying too high and falling too fast, he jumps with me, his own explosion sending streams of light across my sky.
I shake with feeling, every inch of my skin sparking like a live wire. Tyler�s hands race across my body, containing this energy and blending it back beneath the surface. I collapse on his chest with him still inside me, and he rubs my back, up and down, soothing strokes that bring me back to earth.
Tyler rolls to his side and I roll with him, my head cushioned by my pillow. As he pulls out of me I feel the emptiness and long for him to fill me again. He cleans each of us in turn, then lies back down beside me, his eyes wide with wonder as he strokes my jaw.
�Stella.� His voice is raw but his face is smooth of the worry that pinched it earlier tonight. He kisses a trail from my temple to my lips, his mouth telling me with touch what his words can�t right now.
�I�ve never�I�ve never felt like that before,� I confess, struggling to explain how our lovemaking took me to an entirely different place than just sex.
�I haven�t either,� he says, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me closer to his chest. �You took my breath away. It was��
I hold my breath as he struggles to choose a word.
�It was more special than you could possibly know,� Tyler says finally. �You�re special, Stella. I knew it the moment I met you, but I didn�t realize�I had no idea how much you�d mean to me.�
�I�ve heard you�re crazy about me.�
�Who told you that?� Tyler�s voice is playful.
�A crazy person.� I grin at Tyler. �I think you�re pretty special too.�
�Stella, you can do better.�
I pull back from him, confusion crinkling my face. �Do better?�
�Don�t play it safe. Tell me. Say what�s real.�
�This. Between us. It�s real.�
�Name it, Stella. What are you feeling? Because I�m not caught up in some gee-whiz-you�re-cool moment right now. You just blew my mind. Don�t wreck it by saying I�m special.�
�What do you want me to say?� My voice hardens. All I did was tell him the same thing he said to me.
�Lay it all on the line. I told you I want everything, not just the easy parts.�
I hiss, that word easy rearing its ugly head again. �I don�t mean easy like that,� Tyler backtracks. �I mean I want you to trust me with the hard stuff, the stuff you don�t want anyone else to see.�
�What, like you trusted me with the stuff about Kim?� I can�t keep the bitterness out of my voice.
�You�re right. And you�re amazing, you know that? You stuck by me on one of the worst nights of my life. You stuck up for me even when I had no right to expect it.�
Tyler pulls back to look at me, his face pinched with worry and bathed in moonlight. �Look. I have to know if you want a relationship, or just a fling.�
I nuzzle my face against his shoulder to mask my disappointment. He said he�s crazy about me. He said he wants everything, even the broken pieces. But he never said he loves me.
Is this a fling or a real relationship? That�s all he wants to know. It�s like asking whether I want to skydive solo or tandem, rather than the real question: Do I want a fucking parachute?
Because without that, I�m not jumping.
I force myself to breathe, to pull my face out of his shoulder and really see him, nervous and earnest, like a teen who�s just asked out the prom queen. Even though it�s not enough, I want to give him this small thing.
�I don�t want this to be a fling,� I say, and the memory of my come-on from the first night we met haunts me. I told him then that we didn�t need a relationship to do all kinds of naughty things to each other. It�s no wonder he�s questioning my motives now.
�Me neither,� Tyler whispers, and I�m at war with myself.
After everything we�ve been through, �not a fling� is a piss-poor container for what I want my connection with Tyler to be.
I want to yell, �I love you, dammit!� even though I�m not ready to share my past with him.
I want to ask, �Do you love me back?� But I can�t force this question past my lips because if he doesn�t answer yes, I can�t bear it.
Tyler�s breathing evens and slows, and his shoulders sink deeper into the mattress. He�s asleep. My chance to ask is gone.

TWENTY-FIVE

My throat aches for alcohol to deliver me into hazy detachment, but I keep my promise to Tyler and resist. I pull up the covers and plump the pillows while my mind wanders down to the kitchen and pours an icy shot.
I wish.
Heat rolls off Tyler�s shoulders in waves and his breathing labors under the intensity of a dream. I watch his eyelashes flutter and squint, wishing I could crawl inside his dream and fix what�s wrong.
I would slay dragons for this man.
But Kim Archer isn�t a dragon�she�s a serpent, sly and cunning and just far enough out of my reach that I can�t touch her. I can�t hurt her for the way she�s hurt Tyler. I�m afraid my performance in front of the press wasn�t enough.
My phone lights up on my dresser, silenced but alive, and I reach for it. I hope it�s a comforting message from Beryl, but instead a text chills me to the bone.

Unknown [2:12 a.m.]: It�s a tough town, Stella. Watch your back.
Stella: What is this, a threat? How did you get this number?
Unknown: Just some advice. From an old friend.
Stella: If you�re a friend, I�m fucking Katy Perry.
Unknown: No need to be crude. And you�re fucking Tyler Walsh, unless I misjudged tonight.
Stella: I am not answering that. Who the hell is this?
Unknown: Does he play your body the way he plays the bass? Can he make you come with a flick of his finger? Or do you need someone a bit more commanding?
Stella: Stop it! Stop texting me! This is harassment!
Unknown: No, it�s torture. It was torture to look at you tonight, to see how my little star has blossomed. I have to say I was a bit disappointed in the hair, though. A bob? I like a bit more to grab onto. Remember, Stella?

Anger boils in my veins, molten lava that blisters the peace I�d found with Tyler. He sleeps while I rage, desperately alone.
This was the face I saw out of the corner of my eye at the premiere, the face that turned my blood to ice water even when my conscious brain failed to recognize him.

Stella: Dixon.
Unknown: Miss me, pet?
Stella: Not for a moment.
Unknown: I know that�s a lie. You like being a starfucker. You want the spotlight so bad you�ll let Tyler drag you through hell.

I want to scream, to throw my phone across the room, to dodge the hot barbs Dixon launches at me.
The worst part? Four and a half years ago, this was true. I wanted the spotlight so badly that I let Dixon drag me through hell�controlling me, using me and ultimately discarding me.
Will Tyler do the same thing?

Stella: He won�t.
Unknown: He already has�you just don�t know it yet.

I curse myself for letting Dixon seed my mind with doubt, but it grows like a cancer. Tyler never told me about Kim�I had to find out in the worst possible way. Tyler manipulated the first story I did on the band, and how much more?
Is he playing me again?

Stella: I�d rather go through hell for Tyler than see you again.
Unknown: Careful what you wish for. If I were a betting man, I�d say the odds of both are good.

I want to get in the parting shot. I do. But my mind is seared by the pain of reopening old wounds and the fear of the future.
I hold my phone and stare at it, fumbling for something scathing to type back to the man who left me without a backward glance.

Stella: What do you want, Dixon? You never texted me unless you wanted something. Unless tonight you just want to make me feel like shit.
Unknown: I�m pretty sure Tyler already did the job. You were blindsided by Kim Archer, weren�t you?
Stella: I�m not answering that.
Unknown: Come on, Stella, you�re not that good of an actress.
Stella: FUCK YOU.
Unknown: Look, we�re getting sidetracked. I did have a reason to text. I know you still hate me for just dropping you cold. And I still hate your parents for the ridiculous legal bullshit they put me through.
Stella: They wanted someone to blame. At first I begged them not to do it, but then when you never returned my texts and emails, I was kind of happy they hurt you. I wanted you to hurt the way I was hurting.
Unknown: They got their pound of flesh, Stella. But I�m not a bad guy. I cut you off because I thought it was the easiest way to help you move on.
Stella: Easiest?!?! That�s a fucking joke.
Unknown: You were young. I do casual, but to you, I was freaking forever. It was never going to work.

I seethe. There�s the word easy, taunting me again. And since Dixon Ross, casual is all I�ve ever done. Until Tyler.

Stella: So what�s your point? Rubbing it in?
Unknown: Believe it or not, making amends. You�ve been on your own for four years now, haven�t you?
Stella: Four and a half. Why? Have you been watching me?
Unknown: I saw you switched schools and majors. I see your byline sometimes now. The point is, you�ve been flying solo.

A bit of pride lifts my chin. I have. She flies with her own wings. That�s the English version of my home state�s motto and maybe it should be my personal motto, too.
Even though it�s been a turbulent ride, I�ve flown solo while most people my age are still taking handouts from Daddy and Mommy while their diplomas gather dust.

Stella: I�m fine.
Unknown: I hope you will be. But if the shit hits the fan, you can�t count on Tyler to take care of you. That�s why I wanted to remind you to reread the settlement your parents made me sign.
Stella: What good will that do me?
Unknown: Just read it, Stella. And I meant what I said. It�s a tough town, so watch your back.

I blink into the light from the phone screen but no other messages appear. I count to a hundred, trying to quiet my pounding heartbeat.
Finally, I slither from between the sheets where Tyler�s still sleeping and pad downstairs to my room.
I have to know. Although I showed Beryl the first page of the settlement document, which detailed the lump sum Dixon Ross had to pay into a trust, I dig through a small box of papers to find the rest of it.
I earn two paper cuts for my haste but finally unearth the creased sheaf, double-spaced and maybe twenty pages long. I shift the lamp on my shelf closer. Why have I never read this document thoroughly?
Because I was a minor. I didn�t initiate the suit or settlement.
Because I didn�t want this. I wanted Dixon.
Because I was heartbroken.
Because it�s not supposed to matter for another two-plus years.
The clauses and stipulations run for interminable paragraphs and my eyelids sag until I hit page sixteen. Disbursements. In other words, how do I get the money?
I thought I knew the answer to that.

Beneficiary may demand full payment or make a partial withdrawal from the trust at any time after Beneficiary�s twenty-fifth birthday, and must complete withdrawals or forfeit the remainder on Beneficiary�s twenty-ninth birthday.

Yeah. Like I�d freaking wait. But that�s just option A. Option B arrests me:

After Beneficiary ceases to be the legal dependent of Claimants in this contract, Beneficiary may petition Fiduciary for full or partial withdrawal of funds at any time four years after legal dependency is terminated.

Holy. Shit.

TWENTY-SIX

�Stella. A word.� Heath leans out of his office and jerks his head to summon me.
It�s not a request. It�s a command. I haven�t even turned on my computer yet and dread pools in my stomach as I feel what�s coming.
Good instincts, Stella, but not good enough. I should run, but instead I walk on heavy legs to his office.
Heath�s puffy eyes stare me down, waiting for me to break the silence. I clamp my lips shut against this interview tactic, my brain in overdrive to still every nervous tic or poker tell.
Heath holds all the cards and he knows it.
�You had an interesting night last night,� he begins, his voice low but threatening. I just nod. �Looks like you were pretty cozy with Tattoo Thief.�
He pushes a copy of the New York Post across his desk, open to a page with a photo of Tyler and me. Tyler�s head is bent, his lips graze my ear, and my smile is wide and convincing. I remember he was whispering courage to me, but from this picture and its suggestive caption, it looks like we�re on the verge of getting a room.
Heath waits for me to say something, so I start with a pale shade of the truth. �I, ah, have gotten to know the band better.�
�Bullshit!� Heath pounds his fist on the desk and I jump in fear and surprise. �You know what this picture tells me? It says you�ve had the kind of access any normal reporter would kill for, and you threw it away on a fling with the bassist.�
�I used that access,� I counter. �I gave you three stories on the band.�
�Two. One was crap. And what are you, their PR gal? If you�re spreading your legs for someone in the band and missing a story this big, you can�t be trusted. Especially not now that we�ve been scooped on the Kim Archer angle.�
I open my mouth to respond, reeling from �the Kim Archer angle.� I have no idea what came out in the media last night while Tyler and I were cocooned in his loft.
�Your last piece was fluff�a real reporter would have brought me that.� Heath stabs his finger on a photo of Kim Archer and her baby, both clad in ethereal white. They�re a stark counterpoint to the image of me in a glittering black dress with Tyler. I look like the evil other woman.
Heath narrows his eyes. �Or didn�t you know?�
I shake my head. I did know, but barely. Tyler didn�t tell me enough to write a real story, and even if he had, he confided in me, not a reporter.
�You could have filed a story last night,� Heath huffs. �You were there in the middle of the action.�
I quake. Heath�s right�I dropped the ball completely. When Kim released details to the media, I was so entwined with Tyler, so caught up in protecting him, that it never occurred to me to report the story. It would be like hanging my boyfriend�s dirty laundry out in public view.
Boyfriend? No. All I have are weak assurances of �not a fling.� He wants to know my secrets, yet he never trusted me with his until they went live on TMZ. I burn from the admission.
�What do you want me to do?� I whisper, fearing the answer. There�s no way I can offer Tyler�s story up like a sacrifice to appease Heath. Besides, the news cycle is already running with it. I�d be last in line.
�Nothing.� Heath�s face is pinched. �There are a thousand young writers who�d love an insider�s view of the New York music scene. HR is probably done packing up your desk by now. You�re fired.�
Heath swivels his chair and turns back to his computer monitor, dismissing me. I stand on shaky legs and walk to my desk where a banker�s box holds a few of my favorite coffee mugs, silly desk toys, and a bunch of press badges on lanyards from past events. My Indie Voice-issued laptop is gone.
This is all I have to show for this job? A couple hundred bylines, a brown box of worthless crap, and no thanks for the ridiculous hours I�ve put in over the past year? The gravity of what I�ve chosen�Tyler over my career�sinks in.
All I wanted to do was write a story that mattered. Not a story full of speculation and lies. I wanted to write about art, not gossip. But that�s what I would�ve had to trade to keep working here.
I want to believe I made the right choice. The only choice. I don�t want to turn into a slimy user like Heath.
Fuck it. I�m glad he fired me. I look around the newsroom and the rest of the reporters are hushed, heads down and just a few keystrokes filtering through the silence. Normally it�s louder than a cocktail party in here, everyone on the phone or shouting edits or razzing each other. But nobody cares enough about me to offer a word of condolence or a farewell.
Anger shoots through my veins and I reach in the banker�s box and pull out a fat black mug with I heart NY printed on the side. I pull back my arm and fling it as hard as I can at the wall outside Heath�s door.
�Fuck you!� I scream as the mug explodes and shards fly. �Fuck your fucking gossip rag!�
I grab another mug printed with a Mike Wallace quote: If there is anything that is important to a reporter, it is integrity. It�s credibility.
What a joke.
Heath appears in his doorway and I hurl the mug. It shatters on the wall inches from his head. He rears back from the doorframe with a yelp, his eyes wide.
�Fuck your stories that don�t matter! Fuck stealing secrets! This is not what I signed up for!�
�Stella! Get out of here!� Neil hisses, then ducks behind a cubicle partition in case I turn on him, too.
But I�m all out of mad. I leave the banker�s box with the rest of my mugs and badges, grab my purse from its hook, and storm out of the newsroom. I jab my finger on the elevator button and pray I can escape the building before security gets its act together.
I�m in luck. I push through the revolving door and the morning heat nearly flattens me on the sidewalk. I want to cry, I want to call Tyler and beg him to make it all better, but I can�t do that to him again. I get into one disaster after another and he keeps rescuing me.
A thick slice of pride makes me want to nurse my wounds and hide for a while. So I go to a bar.
Comforting. I order two shots of vodka and then a beer, just to have a drink to babysit while I�m thinking. It�s early and the bar is fairly empty except for a handful of solitary drinkers and a group of men I assume are just off the night shift.
I scroll through news articles on my phone and the horror of what�s happening to Tyler finally sinks in. Dirty details of his life are laid bare in an exclusive, tell-all piece featuring Kim Archer in Us Weekly, with the rest of the gossip and entertainment media parroting the juiciest bits of that interview.
Right about the same time I moved to New York a year ago, Tyler had an affair with Kim, an ex-model turned real estate agent. He was twenty-four. She was twenty-eight. In the interview, she describes in excruciating detail how close they were. She claims Tyler pursued her, romanced her, charmed her. She says she couldn�t help but fall for him.
It didn�t last long�they were only photographed together at two public appearances, but quotes from her back then appeared in a few gossip sources where she claimed they were �made for each other� and hinted that things were �getting serious fast.�
My gut burns with jealousy but I�m relieved that Tyler didn�t make similar statements to the press.
I order another shot and read the rest of the story�their fallout, in which Kim says Tyler suddenly disappeared, and then her realization that she was pregnant.
I zoom in on the photos of Kim Archer�s three-month-old daughter Isla. The baby girl is breathtaking, with fine strands of dark hair like Tyler�s and bright, blue-gray eyes. Kim clutches her proudly, and the caption is sickening: �All I want is for Tyler Walsh to take responsibility for our baby girl.�
Kim is dressed in a thin white blouse, her big blonde hair and long lashes looking wholesome and gorgeous and believable. Is it possible she�s telling the truth? Or is she just trying to shake Tyler down for money?
Deep in the article Kim reveals that she went to the media after repeated attempts to �make things right� with Tyler, which I think might be code for the behind-the-scenes legal wrangling to extract money from him.
I stow my phone and order another shot. My brain is cloudy with vodka, replacing the adrenaline that spurted through my veins during my coffee mug attack on Heath. Throwing stuff at Heath is even starting to seem kind of reasonable. The bastard got less than he deserved.
A morning show is on the TV over the bar and I see a woman�s picture in a box over the presenter�s shoulder. Fuck. Kim Archer is following me. The anchor throws it to tape and Tyler and I are on screen, smiling plastic smiles at the premiere, pretending like everything�s OK.
I call for another shot and the bartender hesitates but then pours it for me. When I slam it down, he ventures, �You look pretty upset. You want someone to talk to?�
�No.� My answer is too harsh and he shrugs and turns back to unloading glasses from a tray. It�s a lie. I want desperately for someone to talk to who can make it all better.
I scroll through my phone contacts and try to focus on the too-bright display in this dark bar, wishing I could call Beryl. But I don�t want her to see me like this. I�m afraid she�d tell Gavin. I�m afraid he�d tell Tyler.
I keep scrolling. The shots have my head spinning and I�m sure Tyler will be angry that I reneged on my promise to stop drinking, so I bypass his name.
Violet. Her name is nearly last in my contacts and I touch the letters before I overthink it. She answers on the third ring, her voice soft and timid.
�Stella?�
I fucking hate caller ID. �Yeah. Hi. You want to come get wasted with me?�
Violet giggles nervously. �It�s ten-thirty in the morning.�
�It�s five o�clock somewhere.� I hiccup loudly and tell her the name of the bar and my words slur when I give her the address. �Get over here an� cheer me up, m�kay? It�s been a shitty day.�
Violet tells me to sit tight and she hangs up. I arrange my face in a pretty-please smile, bat my lashes at the bartender and earn another I-can-handle-my-liquor shot that disappears down my throat immediately. The beer I first ordered remains untouched.
I turn off my phone, unwilling to let Violet call me back and change her mind. And I don�t want a call from The Indie Voice�s HR department or whoever�s going to give me shit about throwing mugs at Heath.
I didn�t throw them at him, exactly. Just at the wall. Near his head.
I shred my bar coaster and when the bartender won�t serve me more vodka, I sip my beer as the squishy feeling of booze softens my limbs and pollutes my brain. Compared to the sharp, high-definition feelings from last night with Tyler, this state is soft-focus and fuzzy, but I don�t want too clear a view on what I�m doing right now.
I�m going nowhere fast. Sitting in a bar with a bunch of strangers. Having a pity party. Getting fucked up. Chalk up another low for Stella.
I feel like a failure.
A pale hand touches my shoulder and I nearly fall off the barstool as I turn to see Violet, her flame-red hair and round cheekbones looking angelic in the dim funk of the bar.
�Wanna drink?� I hold up my glass in a cheers-like salute and slosh beer down my forearm. I lick it off my arm and grin at her. �Whadda ya wan?�
My tongue is thick in my mouth and I don�t seem to be pronouncing words quite right. Consonants are complicated.
Say that ten times fast.
Violet forces a smile and leans close to me. �Food, Stella. I�m starving. Haven�t had breakfast yet. Come with me. I�ll buy you pancakes.�
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Violet beckons the bartender and settles my bill, a process I watch with fascination. The green paper isn�t paper at all, you know. It�s cloth. But it feels like paper. So confusing.
I follow Violet out of the bar, holding her hand like a lost child. She coaches me over curbs and other wicked obstacles that are all over the place in New York.
My alcoholic haze clears slightly by the time we reach the diner and I dump myself into a padded booth, resting my head in my arms on the table. This feels good. I don�t think anyone would notice if I napped here for a while.
�Coffee. Lots of it.� I hear Violet�s voice float above me, but she doesn�t prod me to sit up straight. And it�s a good thing, because booze makes my brain feel so much heavier than the rest of my body. It�s amazing that anyone can stand up straight.
The scent of strong brew hits my nose and Violet pats my hair, rousing me. �Have some coffee, Stella, and tell me what�s wrong.� I straighten up and narrow my eyes at her. How did she guess something�s wrong? Is she psychic?
�Oh, everything�s peachy,� I say. �Perfect. Groovy. Fan-frickin-tastic. Turns out I don�t have to go to work tomorrow.� I drink from the steaming mug and sputter, the coffee burning my mouth in a bitter assault.
Doesn�t Violet know I like my coffee sweet and light, like Tyler does?
Tyler. Mr. Double Standard, when it comes to secrets.
I push the thought of him aside and blow on my mug, taking a careful sip. This mug is hefty enough that it might not break if I pitched it at the window. But this caf� never did anything to me. Not like Heath.
�You don�t have to go to work? Like a vacation day?� Violet�s voice is hopeful.
�Yeah. Just like that. Except it�s lots and lots of vacation. Like, forevevever.� My lips get tangled around that last word.
Violet sips her own coffee and taps on her phone. When the waitress comes to take our orders I ask for chocolate chip pancakes, something I haven�t eaten since I was a kid, and a side of sausage. And bacon.
�Poor Wilbur will never know what hit him,� I say, and giggles break from my chest as if I�ve told the world�s funniest joke. �Here, piggy, piggy. Come to my fork, piggy!�
Violet shushes me and her phone pings. She reads a text and her eyebrows shoot up, then she pockets her phone. The jig�s up.
�Neil?� I ask.
�Yeah. He said you�you kind of lost it.� Her eyes are soft with sympathy.
�Yup. Lost my job. But I didn�t lose my fucking self-respect. I didn�t throw my boyfriend under the bus to write a story about him. My non-boyfriend, anyway.�
�Tyler?�
�Yeah. I got fired because I didn�t report on the Kim Archer fiasco.�
Violet arches a brow in question and it�s clear she missed the news this morning. That�s fine. I have no interest in filling her in, and anyway, I don�t want her pity that I�m sort-of dating some guy who�s getting shaken down by his alleged baby mama.
The pancakes arrive and I tear into them while Violet picks at her poached eggs and toast. She must not really be starving like she said. I offer her a piece of bacon and she takes it, I think, to get me to quit my piggy noises. But they�re hilarious.
�So what are you going to do next, Stella?�
�Sleep it off. Whatever.� I truly don�t know the next thing I should do after I finish my breakfast and I�m scared. I had to reinvent my future once before when I fled my family and Manser Academy, but somehow starting over seems even harder this time.
Unless the settlement thing I read last night is true. I haven�t called the lawyer yet to find out.
�How about we walk it off?� Violet asks. �It will make you feel a million times better. And I could use an extra pair of eyes.� Violet pats her square nylon camera gear bag.
�You�re gonna make me walk? In these?� I point at the same Mary Jane heels that got me in trouble the first time I went to Tyler�s place. I�m breaking them in, but they still pinch a bit.
�Lucky for you, I came prepared,� Violet says. She dips into her gear bag and hands me a silver pouch that�s a little fatter than a wallet. I unzip it and pull out foldable flats. This girl is a genius.
I swap shoes and follow Violet out of the diner, decidedly more sober with coffee and pancakes to soak up the booze. We wind through East Village streets without speaking, turning off Avenue A to walk east on East Fifth Street.
Violet slows our pace, her eyes scanning the buildings. We traverse one side of the street and then the other, and her lip trembles as if she might cry.
�It�s not here,� she says, frowning. �It was supposed to be here, but it�s not.�
I look around, taking in a no-frills bar, a long flower stall outside a bodega, a used bookstore, and a restaurant called Goat Town. I�m not sure what we�re supposed to be looking for, but I scan the buildings anyway.
Violet retraces her steps, following the side of a building to an alley where a Dumpster is shoved against a wall, slightly askew. Violet seizes on this, craning her neck to see into the dark crevice behind it.
�Help me, Stella. Help me move this.�
I try not to think of the sludge that probably coats the Dumpster as I lay my hands beside hers and tug on the corner of it, careful not to let it roll over my feet.
When it comes away from the wall, I hear Violet gasp and I move to see what she�s staring at.
It. Is. Stunning.
On the wall, a faux sidewalk is painted as if it�s part of this alley. A small girl crouches to inspect a flower growing from a crack in the sidewalk, which is actually a real crack running up the building�s wall. It�s just spray paint and stencil, but it feels like more. It feels like art.
The painting is black and white with only the flower petals touched in yellow. The girl�s eyes are sharp and bright, a testament to the exquisite stencil and its careful application here.
Next to the girl is a phrase: Find your moment.
I try to understand this riddle. Why would anyone paint this perfect little image on this wall? What makes this dingy alley special, and why would the artist cover up their work with the Dumpster?
Or did the artist cover it at all? Somehow Violet knew to look for it here. My head swirls with questions and remnants of alcohol, but I don�t want to interrupt Violet as she frantically unpacks her gear.
She shoves the Dumpster aside further until light fully reaches the painting, then she takes dozens of shots from slightly different angles, squinting at her digital display between each handful of frames. I imagine she�s looking for the best angle.
Violet�s focus is singular and completely unselfconscious. Her long, slender body moves like a dancer�s as she stoops and bends. After fifteen long minutes, she�s satisfied.
�Help me push this back. I don�t know how long until it�s discovered, but I want to protect it as long as possible.�
I grunt and strain with her and it takes considerably more effort to get the Dumpster back into place. Violet hustles me back down the alley to the main street and looks both ways as we emerge, as if we�re in a spy movie.
I grin. �That was cool.�
�Cool�s not even the word for it. That rocked my world,� Violet says. �You feeling better?�
My head throbs but the fog has lifted and I�m clear-headed enough to know that I am in serious shit. But I�m not ready to go back to the real world yet, so I beg Violet for details.
She�s cagey at first, revealing only that she�s been stalking the street artist responsible for this painting for several months. She doesn�t know why he does it or where his next work will pop up, but she stumbled on a cryptic Twitter feed that�s led her to the last three.
�It�s like a treasure hunt,� Violet says, her eyes brighter and more full of life than I�ve seen before. �And the works are so fleeting�either destroyed or removed and sold to galleries�that I have to capture them before they disappear.�
We walk several long blocks and Violet�s shell cracks open wider. She tells me more about her photography project, how she�s documenting this graffiti, but she can�t figure out who the artist is or how to reach him.
Violet wants to publish a photo profile, but no magazine will take her seriously or assign a feature writer until she finds the painter.
I�m amazed that the artist would spend so much time making something that�s not permanent�something any idiot can deface in seconds.
Permanence is so rarely part of my life. At The Indie Voice, each day was another story, and each issue had a half-life of a few hours or days before it went in a recycling bin or got buried in our online archives.
Now I�m jobless and still technically homeless and I might never work again in journalism. But I know this: I can figure it out. I changed my life once before and I can do it again. I can pick a new kind of permanent.
We pass a tattoo studio and my steps slow as I glance at designs plastered on the windows. There�s a daisy that�s similar to the one we just saw in the graffiti, and I beckon Violet to look.
Her eyes widen and she pulls out her camera, toggling the display screen to zoom in on the picture. It�s almost exactly the same, despite the precision of a tattoo drawing compared to a stencil. The flower has the same leaf structure, the same style of petals, even the same bend in its stalk.
�We have to go in.� Violet begs me to follow her to the back of the store, where the air is sharp with antiseptic. None of the three reclining chairs are occupied.
A heavily tattooed man looks us up and down, probably guessing we�re either here for a tramp stamp or a pretty little rose on an ankle.
�There�s a design in your window. Can you tell me who the artist is?� Violet describes the daisy.
The man frowns and crosses his arms. �That�s one of our freelance artists. Not a regular. You have to make an appointment. You got one?�
�No,� Violet says and bites her lip. Disappointment drags down her features. �But I�d like to make one if I could meet with him.�
The man�s lip curls. �Yeah, good luck with that. I�ll take your number and let you know.�
Violet pulls out a card with her contact information. She tries asking more questions about the artist, but the man avoids them.
�Look. Are you here for a tattoo, or not? Because either I�m working or this conversation is over.�
Violet looks stricken and she takes a step back. I think we�re interrupting his morning � grouchiness? It�s not like he�s busy.
�I�m here for a tattoo,� I volunteer, and Violet pinches my elbow with alarm. Hell, I�m freaking myself out with this spur-of-the-moment idea. �But if I get one, will you talk to her?�
The man grunts and hands me a clipboard with a form. �I need ID.� I pull out my driver�s license and start filling out paperwork.
Violet clings to my side, whispering urgently in my ear. �Stella. You don�t have to do this. This is crazy, I mean, have you thought about what you�re doing? It�s permanent.�
I nod, thinking that a little more permanence in my life is exactly what I want right now. Even if the tattoo artist won�t talk to Violet, I want this.
I flip through a catalog of tattoo drawings, looking for the right image to go with the words in my head. I find an angel whose wings are ragged but beautiful. They�re delicately shaded, using empty space between the shading to suggest ribs and lines.
I turn the image to face the man and press my finger against the angel. �These wings, and three words.�
I�ve known these words since childhood, when I learned that the Oregon state animal is the beaver, the state tree is the Douglas-fir, and the state flower is the Oregon grape.
The state motto is alis volat propriis. Latin. She flies with her own wings. I think it�s time to make that my own.
I scrawl the Latin words on paper and the tattoo artist integrates the wings and a script font. Violet is still trying to talk me out of the tattoo, but calm settles on me. The man and I go back and forth on placement and size, and when I finally nod my approval, he prints the design on thermal transfer paper.
The man washes my hand and arm all the way to my elbow, then applies the transfer to my inner wrist. Violet ventures a question, which the man answers with few words while he prepares the needles and equipment. I�m scared and Violet�s holding my other hand as my wrist dries, but I�m not backing down.
When the needle bites into my skin I clench my jaw and hold my breath. �Breathe,� the man commands. �You�ve got to keep breathing or you�ll pass out.�
I force a breath through gritted teeth and Violet asks another question. More pain, but the fear subsides. I can handle this. The tattoo needle hums, vibrating an itchy pain up my arm.
I close my eyes to tune them out, vaguely aware that the tattoo artist is answering Violet�s questions and she�s let go of my hand.
I hear the sound of a digital shutter click and Violet takes pictures of me. Tears leak from the corners of my eyes but I keep them shut, willing the pain to pass. The hum of the needle blends with the pounding in my head and my thoughts drift to Tyler.
He needs me.
I feel like I�ve failed him. While I had my pity party at a bar, I left him alone to face the media fallout, the anger from his band mates, and whatever move is next from Kim and her lawyers.
Minutes tick by and the burn in my wrist creeps to my shoulder and heats my chest and face. It�s hot in here, with little help from a fan blowing from the corner of the room. My feet sweat in the foldable flats and I want to wipe the perspiration off my brow but I�m too afraid that if I move I�ll mess up the tattoo.
The buzzing stops and I hear a gentle click and bump. I hear Violet thanking the tattoo artist, telling him again that she�d like to meet the other artist. He promises to forward her message, but he says he can�t promise she�ll get a call.
I look down at my new tattoo and it is delicate and beautiful: carefully shaded gray feathery wings and deep black words with pinkish edges where my skin is flushed, in stark contrast to the rest of my white wrist.
Alis volat propriis. She flies with her own wings. I told Tyler I�d never get a tattoo about my past, only my future, but this one seems to straddle both�the ragged wings and the optimistic message.
I wipe the tears from my cheeks and Violet takes a few more pictures before the man smears ointment on my tattoo and wraps it in a bandage.
�Don�t take this off for a couple of hours at least,� he lectures me, and hands me after-care instructions.
Violet and I walk out into oppressive afternoon heat and I feel more grounded than I have in weeks. Making this one tiny, cosmetic change won�t change my life, but it might change my perspective enough to give me a fresh start.
�What are you going to do now?� I ask her. We walk south toward the nearest subway entrance and pass a magazine stand where Kim Archer leers at me from a cover. I look away.
�Upload my pictures. Edit them.� Violet smiles at me. �I�m glad you called me today, Stella. This was � fun.�
She says the word fun as if it�s something she rarely experiences. I pull her into a wobbly hug, dwarfed by her height, wanting to express how grateful I am that she came when I called. �Let�s be real. I was a fucking mess when I called. But thank you for coming, and for the pancakes and the walk and everything.�
�You�re welcome. Thanks again for hiring me for that freelance assignment with Tattoo Thief. How are they doing?�
I shake my head, not wanting to explain the shitstorm. �Don�t ask. It�s not pretty right now, but they�ll get through it.�
�Well, if you have another reason to do a story, maybe you�ll need me again?� Her voice is hopeful.
I snort. �I can promise you that I�m not doing any more stories on Tattoo Thief. Or probably any more stories, ever. But I�ll mention it to Dave. Rock bands always need more pictures.�
Violet squeezes my hand in thanks and I�m surprised we�re getting all touchy-feely. Is she becoming a friend? After what she did for me today, I think she must be.
�You�ll write more stories, Stella,� she says with confidence. �Maybe I�ll get a freelance assignment that you can write?�
We descend the subway steps and run our Metro passes through the turnstile. She has to go north toward Midtown and I�m headed crosstown toward Tyler�s Chelsea loft, so it�s time to part ways.
�If you call me, I�ll do it,� I promise her. �Like I said, I�ve got a very long vacation ahead of me.� I give her a weak smile and a wave, then turn down the corridor that will take me to the closest thing I have to a home.
* * *
Home. I exit the subway and walk several blocks west, but when Tyler�s warehouse comes into view, there are too many people on the street. Most are on mobile phones, several have cameras, and one woman is sitting on the curb typing on her laptop.
Oh, shit.
I want to turn around and run, but they�ve already spotted me, two of them pointing and whispering. Should I pretend I don�t see them? Should I pretend I�m going somewhere else? I consider walking past the pack of reporters but a heavyset man blocks my path.
�Are you Stella Ramsey?� he asks. Two more reporters take his flank.
�She is.� A woman elbows her way around him. �Stella, what does Kim Archer�s baby mean for your relationship with Tyler Walsh?� She shoves a compact recorder beneath my chin and I take a step back.
I need Tyler here, right now. I need to lean on him the way I did at the premiere, but a camera is clicking fast in my face and my tears from the tattoo parlor probably left ugly streaks down my cheeks that are easily misinterpreted.
�Excuse me.� I push past the woman, digging in my purse for keys with my unbandaged hand.
The flock of reporters closes around me as I approach the warehouse door. �Do you live here, Stella? Are you Tyler�s girlfriend?�
I punch keys into the door locks frantically, trying to throw each bolt to escape this assault.
�Are you pregnant too? Did Tyler pressure you to have sex?�
I drop my keys and bite back a curse, snatching them from the ground before someone grabs them.
�Why is your wrist bandaged? Did Tyler hurt you? Did you hurt yourself?�
The questions grow louder and uglier but I hide my face, trying desperately to come up with something to make them go away.
Feeling the last lock click open, I turn and smile sweetly, summoning a lie with all the composure I can muster. �Tyler�s practicing with his band in Brooklyn today. Their new album is going to be amazing.�
I crack open the door and edge through it as cameras follow my movements and try to capture a look inside. I nearly crush some guy�s hand wrapped around his camera as I yank the door closed and throw the locks back into place.
My heart and head are pounding and I collapse in a puddle on the bottom step. This is too much. My gut seethes with hatred for the woman who exposed Tyler to the tabloids.
Being chased, harassed, and taunted with questions. Is this the way Tyler will have to live his life? And for how long?
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The loft smells musty when I get inside and it�s quiet. I pour a glass of water in the kitchen and lean against the counter while I drink it down. Other than some dirty dishes in the sink and a pile of newspapers and magazines near the couches, I don�t see signs of life.
I check my phone. No texts. No voicemail. My e-mail shows nothing from so-called friends from work, and I�m not yet ready to post anything on Facebook. I need time to lick my wounds in peace.
Yoga. That�s what I should do to quell the angry buzz in my chest that can�t let go of the sting from today. You�re fired. As I change into a yoga outfit in my makeshift bedroom I hear something clatter above me.
�Tyler?� I take the stairs to Tyler�s bed loft two at a time and he�s sprawled on the bed in his boxers.
�Heh�hey,� Tyler says, �whatchu doin� home?�
Home. There�s that word again. It speaks of promise and permanence and it makes me ache with want.
Tyler�s grin is watered down, his arms are floppy and his speech is slurred. Great. He�s drunk. I imagine his day has been far worse than mine, and after this morning, I can�t judge.
�There are a bunch of reporters downstairs. And fucking Kim Archer is everywhere, all over the news.�
�Fuckin� Kim Arsha,� Tyler repeats, slurring her name. �Everywhere.�
�Did you�is that baby is really yours, Tyler? I mean, if it is, if she is, why don�t you take responsibility for her?�
�I gave her ten thousan� dollas,� he says, his eyes rolling up to the ceiling. �I jus� wan� her to have a good life.�
The admission punches me in the gut. Ten thousand dollars. More money than any normal person has lying around, and he gives it to a woman who dragged his name through the mud and made his life hell in the last twenty-four hours. Shit.
�Why are you hiding from this, then? If the baby is yours, why don�t you just say so and let the media have its day? They�ll move on to another story if you just tell them the truth.� Tears sting my eyes, angry that Tyler hid the truth from me.
He didn�t trust me enough to tell me. That hurts. Ire stirs in my gut and I clench my teeth against words I�ll regret.
�I can�t tell �em the truth. I don� even know what it is.� Tyler looks like he might cry, but his body is leaden and he makes no move to reach for me.
And that�s what I want so desperately right now, someone to hold and comfort me after my hellacious day. I�m so distraught I can hardly look at him.
�Fine. Then just hide up here and pretend it�s not happening.�
�It�s not �� he trails off.
�It is, Tyler. That woman made you look like you abandoned your child and you just gave her thousands of dollars? You didn�t trust me enough to tell me about it, but when it�s all over Twitter, you expect me to step up and defend you. Like you said, Tyler, you�re either all in or you�re not. Because you can�t have it both ways!�
I pound down the stairs and the tabloids on the coffee table scream at me. It�s worse than I thought�Kim Archer is everywhere, her fluffy blonde hair shining around her face as she cradles her toothless baby girl.
Tyler�s baby.
Bold quotes blare from the edges of the story, accusations that Tyler is shirking his responsibilities, that he�s a deadbeat dad.
But these barbs don�t mesh with the Tyler I know, the sweet, kind man who would do anything for his friends. Hell, he�d do anything for me: open his home, pluck gravel from my knees, hang curtains�orange, because it�s my favorite color�and even rescue me from some stupid Lothario in a bar.
He�d do anything but tell me the truth.
And that�s when I realize this sweet little charade of playing house is over. It has to be. If I�m going to rescue any shred of my dignity, I�ve got to get on with my life. I can�t keep freeloading, letting him rescue me, settling for the scraps Tyler�s willing to share.
I have to fly with my own wings.
I pack my clothes in a rush, desperate to leave this place before weakness and want overtake me. Dixon�s texts from last night haunt me�Tyler�s willing to drag me through hell to protect himself.
The evidence is there at the door to his warehouse, a media feeding frenzy that paints me as the other woman and already cost me my job. When this story is over, what will Tyler do?
I can guess. It�s the same thing he did to Kim Archer�walk away.
I call a cab and huddle with my suitcase in the stairwell, unwilling to face the swarm of reporters lurking on the other side until the cab arrives. Where can I go? Not to Beryl at Gavin�s apartment. And not to Violet and Neil�s�I�m sure I�ve already worn out my welcome.
If that settlement money is real, it could be a fresh start for me�goodbye student loans, hello huge deposit on a small apartment, and for the first time I�d have a cushion in the bank to give me breathing room to find a new job. Beryl says her uncle is hiring more property managers.
I feel like a coward. I couldn�t even bring myself to say goodbye to Tyler. I slump as images from the last time I tried to walk away from him rush back to me.
Jet Black hovering as I leaned against the wall in the Bowery Hotel�s bar, drunk and willing to let him take me.
Tyler�s disappointed eyes watching as I hurled every last drink into the toilet. He told me, �I fought for you, Stella, and I want you to fight for me � fight to stay.�
But now Tyler�s not fighting for me at all. He�s drunk, withdrawn �
Drunk?
No.
Not Tyler. Not Mr. Light Beer. Jayce�s warnings rush into my brain.
�When something�s bugging him, he lets his blood sugar get all wacky��
�If he gets too low it�ll look like he�s stoned or really out of it. You�ll see it before he does.�
I race back to Tyler�s loft, my heart pounding a staccato beat in my head. I throw open his door and hear a choking gurgle.
A cough, a splutter, and another gurgle.
The otherworldly noise sends a chill of dread up my spine.
I force myself upstairs toward the noise. Tyler�s eyes are wide but unseeing, his back arched, blood dripping from the corners of his mouth. He coughs and chokes again, spraying a mist of blood across his naked chest and the bed.
I run to his side, awash in fear. I shove my hands under his shoulder, pushing him to his side, and he coughs and sputters again. Terror shoots through me, a million questions that scream, What do I do? What�s happening to him? Help! Help! Help!
I look around frantically for a phone. Tyler doesn�t have a landline and I have no idea where his cell is. I yank a pillow from the bed and shove it under his shoulder to keep his body rolled to the side. He�s coughing and choking, his chest expanding as he draws a gurgling breath.
I race back down the stairs, grab my purse and dump it on my bed, searching through the junk to find my phone.
Almost dead, but not quite. I punch in 911 and squelch a wave of nausea as I hear the phone ring twice. I hear more coughing and race back upstairs, where Tyler has rolled almost all the way on his back. There�s blood all around him, smeared across the sheets, his face and chest. So much blood.
�911, what is your emergency?� The too-calm voice cuts into my thoughts as I hold the phone to my ear with one hand and shove hard on Tyler�s shoulder to push him back on his side.
�He�s choking. Tyler. He�s choking on his own blood. Send an ambulance! Help me!�
I�m panicked but force my thoughts to slow to a pace at which I can answer the operator�s questions. I bang my hand on Tyler�s back when he chokes and his short, labored breaths suck in blood and send him into another coughing fit. More blood spills from his mouth.
I confirm Tyler�s address but there�s no way the paramedics can get to us unless I let them in. I beg the dispatcher to tell me how long until they get here. I can�t bear to leave Tyler like this.
The operator coaches me through it: �Can he breathe?�
�Sort of.�
I wedge another pillow behind him and one between his legs to prevent him from rolling on his back again. The operator tells me I have to go open the door now.
My hands and chest are spattered with blood, and I wipe my hands on my shirt and race down the stairs. I turn each of the three locks in the warehouse door and I hear shouting as I push it open. Four paramedics are surrounded by reporters who scream questions.
I blink against the camera flashes as I open the door wide enough for the paramedics to bring in a folding gurney. One man helps me pull the door closed against the throng and I twist the locks to keep them out.
We seem to move in slow motion as I direct the paramedics upstairs toward Tyler.
�Does this building have an elevator?� one tech asks me.
I point behind the stairs toward the freight elevator. �Fifth floor. But it takes too long.� I beg two of the paramedics who carry medical bags to follow me and we run upstairs as the other two bring up the gurney on the elevator.
I leave Tyler�s door open and lead the techs to Tyler�s bedroom loft where he�s still unconscious and panting, his skin slick with sweat. Blood is smeared around him and his face is almost white.
The paramedics assess Tyler; one man wedges a plastic brace in Tyler�s mouth to hold it open as the woman looks in his throat. My body shakes as adrenaline drains from my body, replaced by the chill of fear.
�What did he eat or drink? Did he take any drugs?� the female paramedic asks me. Her nametag says D. SWANK.
I shake my head. �I don�t know. He seemed drunk when I got home. I don�t think he does drugs.� I pinch my eyes closed, realizing just how little I know about him. I only met him a few weeks ago, and even though he�s become incredibly important to me, there are broad gaps in my knowledge about his life.
�Has this happened before? Is he epileptic? Anything about his medical history you can tell me?�
�Diabetic. He�s diabetic,� I remember, and the paramedic frowns. I grab Tyler�s small black pouch from his nightstand and shove it at her. �Here. This is his kit.�
D-whatever-that-stands-for Swank pulls a test strip from the canister and clicks the lancet pen on Tyler�s fingertip, drawing a bead of blood.
I hold my breath as the glucose meter�s screen flashes once, twice, and then lands on a number. Thirty-seven.
�Glucose,� Swank barks at her partner. The other two paramedics climb the stairs with the gurney as the first two administer something to Tyler. I hear a guttural sound and his mouth hangs open, blood seeping down his lips and chin.
The paramedics work together to hoist Tyler�s long, limp body from the bed to the gurney. They cover his lower body with a sheet and strap him down, but the blood on his face and chest looks like he�s been butchered.
�Are you family?� The female paramedic, Swank, approaches me. Her dark hair curls around her face, refusing to be tamed in her ponytail.
�No. I�m his�� I hesitate, not sure how to describe myself. �Roommate.�
�OK. Well, family only in the ambulance, but you can meet up with us at Roosevelt Hospital. You should bring him a change of clothes. Can you call his family?�
I nod, hoping I can find his phone somewhere. His mother lives in Pittsburgh and his band is also like family. If I can�t find Tyler�s phone, I�ll call Beryl.
Swank asks me a series of succinct questions that baffle me. I don�t know Tyler�s birthday, his middle name, or his mother�s name or phone number.
�What happened to Tyler?�
�Unofficially, it was probably a diabetic seizure. It happens with hypoglycemia�when blood sugar gets too low. Was he acting strangely before this happened?�
I can barely nod to confirm it because I�m so horrified I didn�t recognize the signs. My stupid brain just explained it away as being drunk because I was drunk just hours before. I was sulking about getting fired while the media systematically tore apart Tyler�s life and reputation.
I�ve never felt so low.
I follow Swank from the kitchen to the base of the loft stairs, where the male paramedics are bringing Tyler down. They pop up the wheels beneath the gurney and ensure his breathing is stable. I think I hear one of them say �coma� but Swank insists I need to go to the hospital to find out more.
I�m not family. I�m nobody. I don�t have a right to know.
The woman�s eyes scan the rest of Tyler�s loft. When they land on the stack of tabloids on the coffee table, her expression shifts with recognition. She knows who Tyler is.
Swank turns to me, but instead of asking about Tyler, she sees my bandaged wrist, the cloth flecked with Tyler�s blood. �What happened to you?�
�Fresh tattoo,� I confess, rolling my wrist to her view. �Not exactly an injury.�
Swank nods. �Get cleaned up. Take a breath�this can be scary and you need a moment to calm down. When you�re ready, you can meet us at the hospital. OK?�
Her eyes are gentle with concern. I let out a deep, shuddering breath.
I follow Tyler and the paramedics into the elevator, which takes a creaky, agonizingly slow trip down. I squeeze next to his hip and grip his hand. Tyler�s face is sallow and damp, his eyes closed.
�You�re going to be fine,� I tell him fiercely, as much for him as for me. I have no idea if he hears me.
I lean over and press my lips to his forehead, practically the only part of his face that isn�t smeared in blood. �I love you,� I whisper. �I�ll be there for you as soon as I can.�
The elevator grinds to a halt at the ground floor and a paramedic throws open the heavy metal grate, bump-bumping Tyler over the gap and up to the warehouse door.
I turn the lock and pause, fearful of what�s on the other side. I want to cover Tyler from the cameras but he�s strapped down and I don�t have anything to protect him.
When I swing open the door, the reporters explode with shouted questions. Their number has swelled to more than a dozen, including at least three video cameras that swoop over him like carrion birds.
�Get back! Get back!� I hear one of the paramedics yell, and I�m grateful for their brawn as they roll Tyler across the asphalt and hustle him into the ambulance. I�m frozen in place as the ambulance doors slam and then the cameras turn back to me, reporters demanding answers and cameras recording my blood-spattered chest.
I yank the door closed against them, hearing questions about drug overdoses and domestic violence and ugly speculations that squeeze my heart. When the locks are securely in place, I heave choking breaths just this side of retching.
I feel sick that they�re attacking him. Sick that at one point, I was supposed to be one of them.
No. I made a choice. I threw that career away as surely as I threw the mugs at Heath�s office wall. I am not one of them.

TWENTY-NINE

I do what I have to: call his family, go to the hospital, and wait. I strip off my bloody shirt and pants and step beneath the spray of Tyler�s shower to get the sticky feel of blood off me, then rebandage my wrist that still throbs from the fresh tattoo.
I repack my purse with the litter of stuff I dumped on my bed, including my dead cell phone and its charger. I look for Tyler�s phone downstairs but it�s not on the kitchen counter, in the practice space, or under the tabloids by the couches.
Upstairs, Tyler�s bedroom is a nightmare, his bed covered in bloody, rumpled sheets. I pull them back but don�t see a phone, and it�s not on the bedside table or his dresser. I can�t call it because my phone�s dead, and I don�t want to wait to charge my phone, so I keep looking, in the bedside table drawer and the pockets of shorts left on the floor.
From that angle, I spot his phone on the floor, a corner just peeking out from under the bed. I slide open the lock screen: twelve missed calls.
Most are from the band and I debate whom to call first, but one name screams at me, mocking me.
Kim Archer. Her name is saved in his contacts? There�s no other way it could appear on his phone. I die a little more inside; their connection is stronger than I thought. She has his number. He saved hers. I feel my name fading from the picture that is Tyler�s life.
I force myself to push these thoughts out of my brain and focus on what Tyler needs from me right now: his family. I scroll through his contacts and find the only name that makes sense: Cheryl Walsh. This must be his mother.
The phone rings and I tuck it under my ear, opening a backpack that leans against Tyler�s dresser, emptying it of gym clothes and refilling it with fresh clothes, shoes, and his blood sugar test kit.
Just when I expect to leave a voicemail, I hear a light-hearted woman�s voice answer. �Hey Ty, sweetie.�
I cherish the warmth in his mother�s tone but I�m about to ruin her day. �Um, hi, Mrs. Walsh? This is Stella, Tyler�s, um, roommate.�
I hear a full-throated laugh and Cheryl counters, �Oh, honey, I know better than that. The way Tyler talks, you�re the love of his life. I�m glad to hear from you.�
My mouth gapes and I struggle to find the words. The love of his life? This is the man I walked out on less than an hour ago.
�Mrs. Walsh, Tyler�s in the hospital. They think he had a diabetic seizure. He�s unconscious.�
I hear her suck in a breath and the surge of emotions I felt while the paramedics were here hits me like a tidal wave.
I try desperately to stuff down the sobs in my chest and explain, but tears choke out my words. I have no right to feel this way, this deeply for him, when I�m talking to the woman who raised him. She must be terrified.
�Stella, take your time. If Tyler�s at the hospital, he�s going to be OK. Just tell me what happened.�
�I, uh, he, couldn�t breathe and he, blood, and he was choking.� Waves of guilt crash through me. Jayce warned me. Tyler even warned me, and when it mattered, I didn�t see the signs, too wrapped up in my own problems.
�Stella, I�ve been there. It�s scary and horrible but it�s not the end of the world.� Cheryl�s voice is soft and warm like a hug, and I wish she were here. I wish she was my mom and could comfort me the way I never felt when I was in the hospital.
Cheryl calls me Tyler�s guardian angel for being there for him.
I don�t feel like a guardian angel. I feel helpless, like nothing I can do will fix all that�s broken in Tyler�s life. I feel like I�m only adding complications. I�m blubbering this to Cheryl, but she asks me short, simple questions about where he is and what else the paramedics told me.
�I�ll try to get on a flight tonight,� she promises. �In the meantime, just chin up and go be with him. Tell him I love him. And tell him you love him.� She pauses. �You do, don�t you?�
�With all my heart.�
�Good. Tyler understands people. He sees them better than they see themselves. When he told me he loved you, I knew there had to be something special about you.�
�Oh.� It�s all I can manage without setting off a fresh round of tears.
�I�m looking forward to meeting you, Stella. Now go be with my boy.�
I hang up and swallow hard. I grab Tyler�s backpack and as I run downstairs, Tyler�s phone rings in my hand.
Gavin�s photo appears on the caller ID. I answer immediately and hear a rough growl.
�Stella? What the hell is happening over there?�
�Tyler. They took him to the hospital.� My breath comes in short pants.
Gavin fires questions, just like the reporters. Why is Tyler unconscious? Why is he bloody? Why was I bloody? Which hospital are they taking him to?
Gavin must have seen something on the news but his questions feel like angry jabs, like he already assumes the worst of me.
A fresh wave of panic hits me and I scream. �I thought he was drunk! I was pissed off and I didn�t know�I didn�t realize.�
My brain�s on overload and it�s all I can do to get the hospital�s name out before I hang up on Gavin and throw open the door to a mob of reporters who make a human wall, blocking my exit.
They shout questions loaded with speculation and accusation: Overdose? Domestic violence? Attempted suicide?
I push and claw through them, running to hail a cab on Eleventh Avenue, but they follow me. I am the hunted.
Fuck Kim Archer. If her story hadn�t blown up, the media would have never been downstairs to see the aftermath of Tyler�s seizure. Fuck her very much.
* * *
I reach the hospital waiting room and Jayce is already there, pacing. He walks toward me rapidly, his face dark and tense, and I shrink back, afraid I�m about to get bawled out for failing to see the signs. For failing Tyler.
I duck my head. �I�m sorry. I�m so, so sorry. You told me��
Jayce wraps his thickly muscled arms around me in a crushing hug that muffles the rest of my apology. �Shut up, Stella. You were there for him. Like he needed you to be. That�s all that matters.�
Jayce finally lets go of me and holds me by my shoulders, looking me up and down from my damp, stringy hair to my mismatched T-shirt, shorts, and sandals.
�I thought he was drunk,� I whisper. �Because I was drunk. This morning. After I got fired.�
Jayce�s eyes widen and he shakes his head. �Hell of a day, huh? Well, what matters is that you were there. The shit with Kim Archer is just exploding, and if you hadn�t been there for him, if you�d believed her lies and left him��
�Lies? He told me. He told me that was his kid.�
Jayce squints. �He couldn�t have. He doesn�t know. He hasn�t done the test.�
�But he said he gave her ten thousand dollars,� I whisper.
Jayce doesn�t deny it. �Look, Stella, when it comes to groupies, there are two kinds of easy. There�s easy as in, I-want-to-have-sex-with-a-rock-star, and easy as in, I-want-to-use-you-for-your-money. Kim was the second kind.�
My face flares with shame. �Which kind does Tyler think I am?� I�m afraid I know the answer. I�m living with him. I�m the freeloader.
Jayce tips my chin up. �Don�t you dare. Don�t even think that. You were never easy, Stella. You were a challenge. He called you the sadder-but-wiser girl. Said it was from some song.�
I nod. �He sang it to me.�
�See? You were his hard-to-get girl,� Jayce says. I shake my head, thinking of the times I threw myself at Tyler and he turned me down. �You don�t believe me? You don�t know how much he complained about wanting to see you again after that first night. He thought you hated him.�
�I did, sort of,� I confess. �I thought he manipulated me.�
Jayce chuckles. �He was just freaked out about getting too close to you with Kim�s lawyers sniffing around. But then he managed to piss you off again and he thought he�d blown his last chance. If you hadn�t come to our Rockwood concert, I was going to track you down and force you two to apologize to each other.�
�You were?� Hope creeps into my voice, the push-pull of my first few meetings with Tyler finally starting to make sense.
�Well, it was a thought. Until we found out you were homeless and you had to crash with him. I figured getting you two under one roof would force things to work out. And they did.� Jayce grins, as if I�ve already got my happily ever after instead of a stark waiting room that seems more crowded by the moment.
Dave and Kristina are a few yards away, talking with Gavin and Beryl. A well-dressed woman approaches them but Dave barks something short and sharp at her and she retreats.
Another reporter tries to question them and is rebuffed. Dave signals to hospital security and they round up the reporters who slunk into the waiting room.
�Friends and family only,� I hear the guard repeat. �Media inquiries to our public affairs office.�
A white-coated doctor enters the waiting room from a side door. �Who�s here for Tyler?�
When the six of us respond in unison I can tell it overwhelms her. She tucks her ash-blonde hair behind her ears and clears her throat.
�He�s awake,� she starts, and I feel my knees crumple. Jayce�s arm snaps around my waist to steady me and relief floods my veins. Awake might be the most beautiful word spoken today.
The doctor explains that Tyler�s diabetic seizure caused him to bite most of the way through his tongue. I cringe with this revelation; that explains the blood.
Jayce asks several questions about Tyler�s glucose levels and I can tell he knows more about diabetes than anyone else in the band.
The doctor tells us Tyler�s tongue will heal, but right now he shouldn�t be talking much. She adds he can take visitors two at a time.
Jayce grabs my hand and steps forward, looking to Gavin and Dave for permission to go first. Dave nods.
Tyler�s face is mostly cleaned of blood and he wears a faded green hospital gown, the kind that makes everyone look sicker than they are. When he sees us, his sad eyes light up.
�Ace! Ella!� He drops the first consonants in our names and I giggle, moving to the side of the bed where I can lace my fingers in his again. His hand is cool and I�m grateful for his reassuring squeeze.
�I�d bitch you out for letting your blood sugar get so low, but you�ve already heard my speech,� Jayce says to Tyler. To me, he adds, �One time in Pittsburgh he got low and decided to drive to the store to get honey. Like that was a good idea�he was so messed up he would have made a drunk driver look sharp behind the wheel.�
Tyler grimaces and I hate that Jayce is rubbing it in. But Jayce puts a hand on Tyler�s arm, a brotherly gesture of solidarity. �She�s got to hear this, buddy. She was there for you when you needed her and she deserves to know what we�re up against.�
Jayce continues, �I yelled at him and jumped on the hood of his truck as he was pulling out of the driveway. Pounded on it until he stopped.�
�Lef a den,� Tyler adds.
�More than one dent. I hauled him out of the truck and made him drink juice until he could see straight.� Jayce gives Tyler a soft punch in the arm. �So Stella�s in the club now. The I-rescued-Tyler club. Don�t piss her off too much because I think she�s a keeper.�
I blush and Jayce adds, �I�ll leave you guys alone for a minute before I send in the others.�
Jayce pushes open the curtain and turns back to me. �Go easy on him, Stella. Wounded tongue. Don�t let him over-exert himself.� I hear his cackling laugh as the curtain drops back into place.
Tyler pulls me closer. Tubes from an intravenous drip snake from the back of one of his hands and I cringe.
Tyler drops my hands and caresses my face, tucking my hair behind my ears, tracing my jawbone, stroking my neck and throat. His eyes are creased with emotion that I can�t quite decipher, but his touch speaks of yearning and tenderness.
Tears leak from the corner of my eyes and Tyler�s fingers smooth them across my cheeks. We plunge into a without-words moment and I�m lost and found again, the intensity of his eyes on mine so many times greater than our connection across a concert stage or a bed.
He isn�t saying it, but I know. I know he loves me, as fiercely and wildly as I love him back. As much as I would do anything for him�protect him, comfort him�he would do the same for me. He already has.
When my heart feels so full of him it could explode, I press my lips to his forehead and inhale the smell of his hair. I kiss down his temple to his cheek, across his feathery lashes, and leave one silly kiss on the tip of his nose. His tongue is swollen in his slightly open mouth, but he grins back at me, his hand finding mine again to squeeze.
I bend and whisper in his ear. �I�m fighting for you, Tyler. I�m going to fight to stay.�

THIRTY

Gavin and Beryl visit Tyler next and I sit with Jayce, Dave and Kristina in the waiting room. The tabloid cable news is on and Dave listens intently, alert and preparing for damage control.
I wish I could un-hear what they�re saying about Tyler. He�s the top story.
�How about we play a drinking game?� Jayce suggests in jest. His phone pings but he ignores the text. �We drink every time we hear the words �allegedly� or �accused� or �baby daddy.��
Or overdose. That�s the word that blares in my brain, as in, �Hospital officials will neither confirm nor deny Tyler Walsh�s alleged drug overdose.�
�If we drank every time we heard Kim Archer�s name, we�d be in the ER ourselves for alcohol poisoning,� Kristina adds sourly. �That bitch. I knew she was after him for money.�
My stomach turns at the thought of more booze. Then again, it could simply be hunger pangs�it�s well past dinnertime.
I buy a Sprite from the vending machine and it settles my stomach a bit. I haven�t drunk Sprite since I was a kid, but it�s Tyler�s staple, so now it�s the only thing I want. It makes me feel closer to him.
Dave�s phone chirps and he takes another call from the band�s manager. They�re debating how to handle the press since the damaging video�Tyler, bloody and strapped to a gurney, and me, covered in Tyler�s blood�went live.
The speculation is ugly.
When Gavin and Beryl return from visiting Tyler, Dave and Kristina take a turn. Beryl perches on the chair next to me. �Stella, you look wrecked.�
�Thanks a lot, sister.�
�You know what I mean. It�s been a rough day.� Beryl touches my shoulder with concern and I nod. She doesn�t know yet how rough today�s really been. �You want to come home with us for a while? You could take a nap in Gavin�s guest room and you won�t have to deal with the reporters outside Tyler�s place.�
I shake my head. I�m not leaving the hospital unless it�s with Tyler.
�You are so stubborn. No wonder Tyler�s nuts about you,� Gavin says, teasing me gently.
What the hell? Apparently, Tyler�s proclaimed his love to everyone but me. I feel left out, but at the same time, it makes me feel warmer inside.
When Dave and Kristina come back from visiting Tyler, the three members of Tattoo Thief put their heads together in a whispered discussion. Kristina flops in the seat next to me while Beryl fidgets on my other side.
We�re waiting for their decision.
But I don�t want to wait, especially if how they�re going to handle the media concerns me. I stand up but Beryl tugs me back. �Stella. Let them figure it out.�
�They�re a unit,� Kristina adds. �Let them decide.�
But I have to get involved. I lay my hand on Jayce�s broad shoulder and he moves aside to allow my face into the group.
�We�ve got to freeze them out,� Dave insists. �Let the news run its course until some drunk starlet crashes her car or flashes her crotch to the paparazzi. Eventually, they�ll lose interest.�
�Not going to happen,� Gavin argues. �We�ve got to feed them enough that they�re satisfied and stop reporting lies. We�ve got to take the story and spin it our way.�
�Have any of you asked Tyler about this?� Jayce snaps. �Because he�s a person, not a story. He�s always been private about his diabetes, so you can�t just release that information and expect him to be OK with it. It�s not your story to tell.�
�It�s my story, too,� I whisper, and Dave fumes. �I don�t think you have to put Tyler out there, especially since he�s not up to talking. But I can talk to the press. I can explain what happened, if Tyler wants me to, and kill the overdose rumors right now.�
Dave shakes his head. �No frickin� way.�
�It�s a risk,� Gavin says. �If you go public, they�re going to throw everything at you, everything ugly they can dig up. You become a public figure and there�s a target on your back.�
�Aren�t I already a public figure?� I counter. �I just lost my job because of Tyler. There�s not much left of me to tear apart. And if it means cutting off the rumor mill at the knees, I�d gladly do it for him.�
�They�ll slaughter you,� Jayce warns me. Another ping from Jayce�s phone tries to interrupt us but he ignores it.
�There�s no good way to do it,� Dave adds. �If you release a statement, they�ll go after your credibility, try to figure out if you�re a druggie or an alcoholic too, if you�re lying to protect Tyler.�
I swallow hard. All evidence points to the fact that I am sliding down a slippery slope toward alcoholism. I can�t even say I�ve reformed�this morning proves just the opposite.
�If you do a press conference, they�ll throw every loaded question at you that you never expected,� Gavin adds.
�The whole �when did you stop beating your wife?� line? Gavin, I went to journalism school. I know how this works.�
�You haven�t experienced it from the other side,� he says. �I have. They came at me from all sides when Lulu died. And that was an overdose.�
I have no words to counter this, but setting the record straight is the one thing I feel like I must do for Tyler. He rescued me in countless ways, and now I want to be there for him. Even if it kills me or my reputation. This is the gift I can give him.
�I want to go ask Tyler,� I say to Gavin, and then turn to Dave. �If he agrees, will you set it up?�
�Majority rules, bro,� Jayce reminds Dave. �If he says yes, we have to let Stella do it.�
Dave frowns but nods. It�s clear this is the way the band makes decisions, and it�s one reason they�ve managed to stay together for seven years.
Jayce and I duck into Tyler�s curtained room and his eyelids are droopy. I clasp his hand and kiss his knuckles while Jayce explains what�s happening in the news cycle and that I could set the record straight, but it would mean going public with his diabetes.
�There�s just no other explanation that isn�t a lie,� Jayce concludes, spreading his hands. �But the decision�s yours, bro.�
�I can do this. I want to do this for you,� I add.
�Ine jus so tiyudd,� Tyler pinches the bridge of his nose with his fingers. I�m just so tired. I can relate. When everything�s a struggle�every story or every meal, every dollar or every gig, sometimes you just want to let that tightly held control come undone.
And that�s at the heart of my relationship with Tyler. Releasing control to let the other person steer your ship for a while. It�s terrifying and intimate and powerful. It�s love.
Tyler�s eyes search my face and I can feel him make a decision. �Ooo wha oo ink iss wite.� Do what you think is right.
Jayce nods. �Get some sleep, buddy. We�ll be back when it�s done, and if you play your cards right, Stella might even dress up as a naughty nurse for you later.�
I swat Jayce away, giving him a mighty eye-roll. I lean in to kiss Tyler on the cheek and the corner of his mouth, whispering a promise that I�ll be back before he wakes. I hope I can keep my promise.
* * *
Dave�s on the phone when we emerge from the ER, and Jayce gives him a thumbs-up to set up the press conference. Dave scowls and keeps talking.
Jayce�s phone erupts with a shrill ring and he clicks the top button to silence it without answering.
�It�s late. Who keeps calling you?� I ask.
Jayce shrugs. �Shelly. And Ruby. I had a date tonight.�
�With which one?�
Jayce frowns. �I can�t remember.�
�Nice.� Sarcasm laces my words. �Good thing that you�re upholding the bad-boy reputation of Tattoo Thief while the rest of the band is so unfortunately monogamous.�
Jayce rolls his eyes. �What can I say? I like women. The more the merrier.�
�Man-whore.�
�So? At least I choose the girls who are the first kind of easy. The rock-stars-are-hot-and-fuckable kind.�
He doesn�t say unlike Kim Archer, but he doesn�t need to. We both know Tyler chose wrong.
�And what if they get attached?�
�Oh, no. I don�t do that. I tell them up front that I�m strictly in it for fun. No games, no relationships, no strings.�
Huh. Jayce would have been exactly the kind of bad boy I craved just a few weeks ago. But now I want strings with Tyler. I want a real relationship.
I turn on my heel and rush back to Tyler�s bed in the ER. I want to ask him, in this moment. Forget waiting for him to give me the whole truth. I�m in so deep already there�s no out, no escape hatch or ejector seat.
I�m all in.
I brush the curtain aside and see Tyler, but my words die in my throat. His eyes are closed and he�s sleeping, his mouth hanging open and his face free of all the pain he experienced today.
I back away and let the curtain fall back into place between us.
Let him sleep. This can wait.

THIRTY-ONE

Back in the waiting room, members of Tattoo Thief gather around their manager, the man with the skinny beard who shepherded us through the media nightmare at the premiere. Jayce motions me over.
�We�ll do the conference in an hour,� the manager says.
I gape. �That�s fast.�
�It�s timed to hit the next prime-time news cycle.� He thrusts a hand out for me to shake and I take it slowly. �I�m Chief.�
Chief explains that we�ll hold the press conference downstairs in the hospital�s media liaison room.
�Don�t answer a question unless I call on the reporter,� Chief says. �If they think they can get away with it, they�ll start shouting questions and all hell breaks loose. Don�t contradict me or Gavin. Don�t speak for Tyler. Don�t speculate. And don�t talk about medical stuff you don�t know. Only the facts. Only what�s true.�
�No matter what,� Gavin adds, �never, ever lie. You know how they say sharks can smell fear? Gossip reporters can smell a lie a mile away and they will absolutely crucify you for it. Got it?�
I nod, overwhelmed by the litany of instructions. Gavin�s right, I haven�t been on the receiving end of questions. I am not nearly prepared for this.
�Now for the image problem,� Chief continues.
�Kristina�s got that sorted out,� Dave answers. �She�ll get Stella ready.�
�What about pictures of Tyler?� Chief asks. �We could tap one of the photographers from a friendly publication and get them back to Tyler�s bed.�
�Whoa. No way.� Gavin holds up his hands. �There is no such thing as a friendly publication.�
�He�s sleeping,� I add. �We can�t wake him up for this.�
Dave shakes his head. �Chief�s right. We have to have pictures with Tyler, just to show he�s OK and not on some kind of junkie trip and that we�re hiding him.�
�What about that redhead? The tall girl who came to our practice?� Jayce asks me.
�Violet?� I ask. �She�s a freelancer.�
�Perfect,� Chief says. �We�ll pay for the photos, choose the ones we like and release them at the end of the conference. If you can get her in time.�
�Can we trust her?� Gavin asks.
�I do.� I retrieve my phone from its hiding place, plugged into its charger under a waiting room table. Violet picks up on the third ring and her voice is cloudy with sleep.
�Hi, Violet. I�m sorry to call you so late, but I need another favor.�
�Stella.� She says my name like a sigh.
�For the record, I�m not drunk, I don�t need pancakes, but I would gladly do anything for you if you could come to Roosevelt Hospital and take some pictures. Like, right now.�
Violet clears her throat. �What�s going on?�
I relate the shortest possible version of Tyler�s seizure, the media feeding frenzy, and the press conference that�s less than an hour away.
�They�ll pay you,� I promise her. �I trust you and that�s what we need right now more than anything�someone we can trust.�
I hear rustling through the phone. �Tell me the name of the hospital again?�
�You�ll do it?� I nearly squeal. I guess I didn�t believe she would, especially after the colossal favor she did for me this morning.
�Stella, I�m already halfway down my apartment stairs. I�ll see you in ten minutes.�
I repeat the directions and hang up. My smile tells the band everything they need to know�Violet�s coming.
Kristina and Beryl steer me toward the bathroom at the side of the waiting room.
�We�ve got to get you ready.� Kristina hangs two garment bags from the door of a toilet stall. She unzips them, revealing four dresses.
Kristina picks through them, frowning at the first two. �Not red,� she mutters. �Black�s for a funeral. Blue is better on camera, but this dark green would look good with your hair.�
She points me to the oversized stall and tells me to try on the blue one. It still has tags on it and I ask her where she got the dresses so quickly.
�Called in a favor.� Kristina shrugs. �Personal shoppers can get after-hours access. I guessed on the size.�
I emerge from the stall and Kristina frowns again. The blue shift is definitely meant for a curvier girl, with the hips hanging too wide and the darts in the bust making my chest look even flatter than usual.
�Try the other one.�
I switch to the forest green dress, a wide boat neck that crosses over my shoulders and has a bit of stretch in the material for a closer fit.
Kristina nods her approval and Beryl takes a flatiron to my hair to smooth its air-dried lumpy frizz. As Beryl works, Kristina coats my eyelids with several shades of pale brown powder, then hands me a mascara wand.
�The cat-eye you normally do will look too extreme on TV,� she explains. �Just go for the natural look, mostly top lashes. We don�t want it to look fake.�
I snort. This is all about fake. Tyler�s in the emergency room and I�m playing beauty parlor dress-up.
When we emerge from the bathroom, Gavin has also changed into a fresh blue T-shirt, darker jeans, and shoes instead of flip-flops. Violet�s here too, with Jayce at her side.
�You ready for this?� Gavin asks me, and his arm reaches out to Beryl to pull her into his shoulder. Their closeness reminds me that this is what I�m fighting for�a chance to be with Tyler on our own terms without reporters pecking at us every moment.
Jayce leads Violet back to Tyler�s bed, his hand resting lightly on her back to steer her. I follow them and Tyler�s still asleep when we pull back the curtain.
Violet gestures me to one side of the bed, her camera out and ready. I pick up Tyler�s cool hand and caress it, thankful this is not the one strung with wires and an IV drip.
I pull up his covers to mid-chest. I arrange his hospital gown so it doesn�t pinch under his armpits and brush his dark hair off his forehead. His long lashes twitch and I still, afraid I�ll wake him. He shifts slightly and sighs, settling into a deeper sleep.
I kiss Tyler�s forehead and forget the room, Jayce, and Violet. I forget the minutes ticking down to the press conference and the dozens of instructions Chief issued.
There is nowhere else I�d rather be. No one else I want more.

THIRTY-TWO

I don�t see Jayce and Violet leave. Lost in my bubble with Tyler, I�m startled by a voice behind me.
�Stella. It�s time.�
Gavin. I squeeze Tyler�s hand one final time and brush my lips against his knuckles, then rest his hand on his chest. I follow Gavin down two flights of stairs to where Dave is waiting for us in a hallway.
�Chief�s getting the press settled in there,� Dave explains, pointing to a door. �Jayce said your pictures are good and he�s with Violet uploading them to a portal right now.�
�Any final words of wisdom?� I ask.
I�m trying to find a lighter note, but Dave looks grim. �Just the facts, Stella.�
Tyler says facts are real, but stories are not necessarily the truth. More than ever, it�s time to prove this by telling the true story of facts that drove such ugly speculation.
The door opens slightly and Chief ushers us in. I�m blinded by flashes and grateful that Gavin takes my arm to lead me to the side of the lectern where a half-dozen microphones are arranged.
Chief sets the ground rules: we�ll give short statements, then take questions by invitation only. He tells the media that exclusive photos of Tyler in the hospital will be available immediately after the conference. I hear a buzz from the press and start counting. There must be thirty or forty photographers and writers here.
Gavin speaks next, reminding the media that Tyler was the person who brought Tattoo Thief together in the first place, who developed the network that got the band their big break in New York, and who anchors the music on bass.
�I owe Tyler so much, not the least of which is a real sense of family. He and his mom, Cheryl, took me in when I was on my own, and I will always call them family.�
Gavin nods at a tall brunette in a neat suit sitting at the far side of the small auditorium. She�s not taking notes.
�We are thankful that after Tyler�s health scare, which we�ll tell you more about in a moment, that he�s stable, resting right now, and likely to be released from the hospital tomorrow. He�s healthy and this incident doesn�t affect Tattoo Thief�s next album or our tour plans.�
Gavin adds a few more details and promises to take questions at the end.
�Now I have the opportunity to introduce you to a new member of Tattoo Thief�s family, a friend we�ve become very close to recently. She�s also been my girlfriend Beryl�s best friend for many years.� Gavin gestures me to come closer to the microphones.
�I�m Stella Ramsey,� I start, and my voice wavers. Nerves threaten to strangle me but I gulp air and push the fear aside. Now is not the time to panic. If I can handle Tyler choking on his own blood, I can handle this.
�When I arrived at Tyler�s apartment this afternoon, Tyler didn�t seem like himself. He was sluggish, like he�d gone without sleep for too long.� I word this carefully as Chief instructed me, avoiding any suggestion that I thought he was drunk.
�I heard him coughing and found him choking on blood. The doctor told me later that he�d bitten partway through his tongue.�
I hear a gasp from the crowd and a stronger buzz of whispers. �You can imagine my fear for him. I rolled him on his side to prevent choking. I called 911 and let in the ambulance crew.�
I swallow and glance at Gavin, who nods to encourage me. �A seizure caused this. A diabetic seizure that was the result of low blood sugar. Tyler has Type 1 diabetes.�
I step back from the microphones and Gavin and Chief immediately flank me. The reporters are all talking at once, and Chief holds up his hand for silence before he calls on the first questioner.
�Has Tyler had other seizures? Has he ever had one while performing?�
Gavin fields these questions simply. �No.�
Chief points to another reporter.
�Why were you in Tyler�s apartment?�
�I�m his�roommate,� I say, and the word feels bitter in my mouth. �Tyler invited me to stay with him while I moved between apartments.�
�You looked like more than roommates at the Spider-Man premiere,� the next reporter follows up. �Are you and Tyler Walsh dating? Is it exclusive?�
Something inside me shifts and my reporting instincts take over for my nerves. I remember the bridging statements I learned in my PR class, and the reporter�s playbook of retorts. No time like the present to test my skills.
�I enjoyed the premiere with Tattoo Thief and my best friend Beryl, but my relationship with Tyler isn�t a topic for discussion right now. What�s important is that he�s healthy and healing after a big scare.�
�Were you fired by The Indie Voice today because you wouldn�t do a story on Tyler?� the next reporter asks, and I squint but I can�t see who�s asking. I wouldn�t be surprised if it was someone from my former paper.
�The Indie Voice published two stories I wrote about Tattoo Thief, one about Gavin�s song, �Wilderness,� and one profiling the band�s practice,� I answer.
When Chief nods to the next reporter, there�s blood in the water. �You didn�t answer the question. Weren�t you fired? And can you explain why you screamed obscenities and threw coffee mugs at your former boss, Heath Rhodes?�
Gavin tilts his head slightly to hide a smile.
�I think we disagreed on the fundamentals of my role, so yes, I�m seeking other opportunities. I explained to Mr. Rhodes that my career goals were in music and feature journalism, not celebrity gossip.�
I let the subtext of that sink in among the reporters: I don�t want to be like you.
But now I�ve stirred the hornet�s nest. �Was Tyler Walsh a heavy drug or alcohol user like you, Ms. Ramsey? I have sources confirming you routinely drank heavily on reporting assignments, including an incident this morning at the bar two blocks from your former employer.�
What the fuck? There was no incident, just Violet helping a drunk girl down from her barstool and off to the land of pancakes. But now that the question has been asked, the lie is seeded as fact.
Fix false facts first. That�s the mantra I learned in class, so I take apart the question, bit by bit. �First, Tyler Walsh is not a drug abuser in any sense. Second, he rarely drinks alcohol. I�ve seen Tyler have a light beer occasionally, but it�s nothing compared to the way I abused alcohol.�
I hear Chief suck in a breath behind me. I�m going off-script, but I don�t care. This is the truth, all of it, and I�m tired of sparring.
�I drank too much and too often. I drank to get numb or relax or just plain get wasted. Tyler saw what I was doing and demanded that I stop. I�m grateful for that. And while I haven�t been perfect�getting drunk this morning after getting fired is proof of that�I�m committed to staying sober.�
Chief�s face reddens but his mild, plastic smile doesn�t twitch. Gavin pats my elbow, the quietest and most appreciated �Atta girl� I�ve ever known.
Chief points to a reporter in the front row, and I hope for a change in subject. I get my wish, but the first two words out of the reporter�s mouth are a nightmare.
�Kim Archer plans to sue Tyler Walsh to retain full custody of her baby girl, claiming he�s an unfit father due to his alleged drug overdose. How will you respond to the lawsuit?�
I step back from the microphones as if they�ve transformed into snakes. There�s nothing in that question I want to touch.
But Gavin offers his most charming smile. �If Kim Archer is so genuinely concerned about identifying the father of her daughter, why has she failed to respond to six requests for genetic testing?� he asks.
The room hushes in shock.
�Why has she chosen to wage a public war against a man who she pursued from the beginning? Why was Tyler forced to change his phone number after she repeatedly harassed him? The fact that Kim Archer has a child does not make Tyler a father. The fact that they dated, even during a certain timeframe, does not confirm his paternity. Only a DNA test can do that.�
Gavin�s eyes are fierce and fiery as he defends the man who is the closest thing he has to a brother. �So while we�re here at the hospital, we�ve prepared two blood samples for testing with an independent lab. One will confirm that Tyler is not, in fact, the father of Kim Archer�s child. The other will confirm that he has no drugs whatsoever in his system. We dare Kim to match him�on both counts.�
The echo from Gavin�s last statement ricochets off the back wall and the reporters buzz from the drama. This is what Gavin meant about spinning the story our way. I can see I have a lot to learn from a man trained in the school of hard tabloid knocks.
Chief calls on a frantically waving hand from the middle row. �But Kim has provided proof that Tyler is the father. He gave her ten thousand dollars to buy her silence.�
Gavin scoffs. �And I�ve got a ten-thousand-dollar bridge to sell you. The only thing the money proves is that Tyler is generous and na�ve. He knows Kim doesn�t have much money, and he wanted her baby to have a good life. But Kim twisted that gift against him as purported proof the baby was his. And you fell for it.�
This is getting ugly and I�m loving every minute of it now that I�m no longer in the hot seat.
�Last question,� Chief warns, and jabs his finger toward a man at the back.
�Gavin, you claimed responsibility for Lulu Stirling�s drug overdose, but you haven�t answered for Tyler�s incident today. Was his seizure caused by a drug overdose, too?�
I reel back, fearful that this question will hit too close to home for Gavin. I wish I could throw myself in the path of this bullet to protect him. His face twitches and I can see it�s hit its mark.
Gavin looks down and takes a breath, his hands gripping the lectern so hard his knuckles are white.
�Yes,� he whispers, and the room is silent. �The drug Tyler overdosed on is � insulin. And in tribute to the paramedics and doctors who helped Tyler today, Tattoo Thief is making a donation to the Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation to help kids and adults like Tyler better manage their diabetes. And if you join us in donating, I�ll match it.�
Holy wow, Batman. Gavin just landed the knockout punch.
Chief shoves us out the side door while the reporters yell more questions. I focus on Gavin�s broad shoulders in front of me as I follow him down a corridor and into a room where the rest of the band, Beryl, Kristina, and Violet are waiting for us. A closed-circuit television shows a live feed from the pressroom.
Beryl wraps Gavin and me in a fervent hug. �You were amazing! Just stellar!�
I shake my head and point to her boyfriend. �Oh, no. I was warming up amateur hour compared to Gavin. He killed it.�
�What about getting fired? Was that true? Did you really get fired over Tyler?�
�Yep. This morning kind of sucked, until Violet rescued me.� I gesture to her to come closer to our little group, but she hangs back.
�This is a story I have to hear,� Jayce says, then spots the brunette I saw in the pressroom as she slips in the door. �Mom!�
Jayce wraps his ridiculously fat biceps around the woman and lifts her off her feet as she laughs.
�Put me down, Jayce! I don�t have Tyler here to protect me.� Jayce releases her and she pats his cheek. �I can�t believe I have to keep saying this, but look at you! You�ve grown.�
Jayce flexes his arms with pride. �Dave�s a slave-driver on the weights. You should see Tyler.�
�I�m dying to. I just got here and when I told the front desk I was here for Tyler Walsh, they sent me to the media circus instead of his room. I think they thought I was a reporter.�
�I don�t blame them. You look good, Mom,� Gavin says, giving her a gentler hug than Jayce.
�Thanks for what you said about being part of our family,� she says. �Even though it�s been years since you moved, I still miss you guys making noise in my garage and destroying my refrigerator.�
Gavin turns the woman toward me. �I think Stella would like to say hello.�
I swallow. I would, but I don�t know where to start. �Hello, uh, Mrs. Walsh.� I hold out my hand to shake, but she wraps me in a warm embrace.
�You can call me Cheryl or Mom�that�s what the guys call me. I�m so glad to meet you face to face, after all that Tyler�s told me. Would you walk me to his room?�
Cheryl waves at the band and follows me upstairs, asking gentle questions about how I�m feeling after the press conference and if I�ve eaten.
I answer wrong and her eyes crinkle with concern.
I pull back the curtain around Tyler�s bed and he�s still sleeping. Cheryl wraps his hand in hers and strokes his hair. I shrink back toward the gap in the curtain to give them privacy.
�Stella, you can stay. He�d want you here, too.�
Tyler stirs at the sound of his mother�s voice. His eyes blink open slowly, his head turning to look at each of us. �Mah. Ella.� A smile lifts the corners of his mouth.
�Tyler, you stinker, what kind of trouble have you gotten into now?� Cheryl asks.
Tyler shrugs and points to his mouth.
�Lucky Stella. She�ll get no arguments from you for a week,� Cheryl laughs. �Stella just did a press conference with Gavin. They stuck up for you. You would have been proud.�
�Ah am,� Tyler says, reaching his free hand out for me. I take it and squeeze, letting tears of happiness fall down my cheeks as the weight of the day lifts from my shoulders.
* * *
I argue desperately to stay by Tyler�s bedside through the night, but Cheryl and Tyler overrule me. It�s long past midnight when we leave the hospital, and Gavin directs his driver to escort Cheryl and me to Tyler�s loft.
There are no reporters outside and I�m grateful. Cheryl follows me upstairs, a small overnight bag bouncing on her hip.
I ask her to wait in the living area while I get Tyler�s room ready for her but she ignores me, kicking off her heels and leaving her suit jacket on the couch before following me upstairs to survey the bloody wreckage of Tyler�s bed.
Oh, boy. My empty stomach lurches but I steel myself against the sight of the blood and strip the sheets and mattress pad.
Cheryl pads downstairs and I hear her talking on her phone, and she returns with an armload of clean linens.
We make the bed together, and I worry what she must think of me, freeloading by living at her son�s loft or worse, sleeping with him. I nudge his bedside table drawer closed�the one with the condoms�and hope she didn�t see them.
Who am I kidding? Of course she saw. I trip over my words explaining that my bedroom is downstairs.
Cheryl cuts me off. �Stella, it�s OK. I had Tyler when I was nineteen. You think I don�t know how much trouble you kids can get into?�
I balk. I am so not ready to have a sex talk with my not-quite-boyfriend�s mother.
�The point is, you love him. And he loves you. You two will make good decisions most of the time. But I don�t expect you to live your lives without trouble. Get into it. Get over it. Move on.�
Cheryl�s phone rings and she shimmies downstairs to answer it. �Back in a minute!� she calls up to me as I stuff pillows in new cases.
She returns holding two fragrant sacks. �Money can�t buy happiness, but it can buy Chinese food, which is practically the same thing. Get down here, Stella, you�re starving.�
She�s right, and I join her on the couch as we share several cartons of fried, sauced, carbohydrate-laden goodness.
It�s hard to imagine that this vivacious woman is old enough to be Tyler�s mother, but as she jokes and tells me stories of his childhood and then stories of her own dating woes, she becomes more human and more relatable.
When we�re done, I collapse on my air mattress and Cheryl climbs the stairs to Tyler�s bed. Sleep pulls me under.

THIRTY-THREE

�Good news or bad news? What do you think? Are you a betting woman, Stella?� Tyler strides to the kitchen holding an envelope in the air just out of my grasp, taunting me.
�The last time I bet you, I�m pretty sure you let me win.�
Tyler scrunches his mouth to hide a smile. �I did no such thing. You beat me fair and square with that lyric from Blood Brothers.�
�So are we going to bet again? Or are you going to just open the stupid thing?�
Tyler nods, his finger digging for the corner of the envelope�s flap. He rips it and the sound echoes in our quiet loft.
Tyler reads the results in silence.
�Negative�for the drug test,� he says, and I snort. That�s more than Kim Archer can say. Last weekend, five days after she went public with news of Tyler�s alleged baby, she was busted while going through airport security with an ounce of weed hidden in her baby girl�s diaper bag.
Kim�s Mother of the Year image is ruined, and media sympathy vaporized.
�What�s the other one say?�
�Negative.� Tyler blows out a breath. �Her baby isn�t mine. I knew it couldn�t be true.�
�How could you know for sure? Shit happens. Condoms fail.� I shrug as if it wouldn�t have mattered to me either way, but it does. I don�t want Tyler to be the father of someone else�s child.
�I never meant to sleep with her.�
My eyes fly to Tyler�s face. �You what?�
�I never, well, I�ll spare you the gory details, but I never, you know, meant to.�
�But you thought�you said you thought there was a chance?�
�She kept saying she was on the pill, that we were protected, but I wouldn�t do it without a condom. And she said she was allergic to latex. So she was going to get some special kind ��
Tyler trails off and I cringe. He�s right. I don�t want the gory details.
�I slept in her bed one night. And in the morning, I woke up and found her on me. Trying to, you know, get me off.� Tyler rubs his face. �I let it go too far. I lost control.�
�She took advantage of you. Why didn�t you �?� I fumble for what Tyler could have done, but it would have been his word against hers. A battle he�d never win.
Shame colors his face. �I thought the best way was just to pretend it never happened. I thought I�d never have to see her again when we went on tour.�
I put the pieces together in my head. The timeline. The slim but still real possibility that he�d been the father. The depths to which Kim betrayed Tyler, again and again.
It�s a wonder he ever wanted anything to do with me.
And so I ask him.
�Why me, Tyler? After all this time, all the girls who threw themselves at you and the band, why did you pick me?�
�Guess I like a challenge.� Tyler drops the test results on the counter and his arms circle my waist. �And I like that you�re real. That first night I saw you? You weren�t made-up and panting like the groupies. You were broken and hurting, trying to mend things with Beryl. You just looked like you needed a friend.�
�I needed you.�
�This�us�it�s not what I expected.�
�What did you expect?�
Tyler�s brow furrows and I can tell he�s really thinking about his answer.
�This isn�t typical for me,� he says. �I mean, Gavin and Jayce had plenty of � experience, even before Tattoo Thief got big. But I didn�t. Just a few.�
�Why?�
�I was awkward. Girls were pretty alien to me in high school, and even most of college. So when I started bulking up and the band started gigging on the reg, it was weird to have so many women come after me.� Tyler chews on his lip. �It was awesome until it was scary.�
�What scared you?�
�The want,� Tyler says and pulls me closer. �They always wanted something more than just me. Whether it was money or access or the fact that they could say they were dating a rocker. I never felt like they were just into me.�
I pull Tyler against my chest and kiss his hair, breathing in his rich, woodsy smell that reminds me of a forest floor. �I�m into you. Just you, Tyler.�
�I know. I knew it the minute you brought me all those pastries. You were so freaked out that I was mad at you and I realized that you really cared about what I thought of you, and not because of what you could get from me. Even after I pushed you away. Twice.�
I exhale, the reasons for Tyler�s resistance finally falling into place. It�s not that he didn�t want me�he didn�t want a user. He didn�t want a groupie or a nosy reporter. He just wants to be loved for who he is without all the rock star bullshit.
Tyler pulls my head away from his chest so he can look at my face. �You�ve been a bit luckier in love than I have. Why are you so into bad boys?�
My face and neck flush. That�s a very polite way of pointing out that I�ve never played hard to get. I�m glad he doesn�t know all the gory details, but if being with him is really going to have a future, I�ve got to own my past.
�I�ve always said a bad boy can�t break your heart. Because with a bad boy, I don�t expect flowers and sweetness and commitment. If I start craving those things, I�m always going to be disappointed.�
�Not always.� I hear the promise in Tyler�s voice but I plow ahead.
�Good guys expect virgins and obedience. Bad guys expect sluts and no strings. Being a good girl never got me anything but a broken heart, so I decided bad boys were for me.�
�Have you ever been in love?�
�I thought I was once.� I look away from Tyler but he doesn�t let me go. His hand slides up and down my side, from my hip to my ribcage. �I thought he loved me but I was wrong. He used me.�
Details about my three-month affair with Dixon Ross finally come spilling out, and Tyler lets me talk. I tell him about baby Blue, the rift with my parents, and giving up my Broadway dream. There�s no judgment, no questions, just his gentle fingers trailing up and down my spine.
Finally, I tell him about the settlement. The wire transfer hit my account three days ago and I�m afraid he�ll think I went after Dixon for money the way Kim went after him. I try to explain it wasn�t like that, but when I finish, he�s quiet for too many heartbeats.
�Kim acted like she was crazy about me, but it always came with strings,� Tyler says. �It was too much pressure. I didn�t want to bring her into our group the way Gavin brought in Lulu. So when our tour came up and we went on the road, I just stopped calling her.�
�That�s a chickenshit move, Tyler. No girl likes that.�
Tyler hangs his head. �Hey, I never said I was good with women. Just the opposite.�
�You�re good with me,� I say, and pull our bodies closer together, chest to chest. His hand continues to trace my skin as if he�s caressing a new instrument.
Tyler chuckles. �I was so awkward. But nothing easy is worth having.�
I hide my face against his chest, not wanting to admit that his words feel aimed straight at my heart. I was easy, with my string of one-night stands and bad boys. But I want Tyler to believe I�m worth having.
Tyler hums a tune I don�t know as he pets my hair, his fingers combing through the short strands at the nape of my neck. �A bad guy will want to change you, Stella. A good guy will see your potential. He�ll appreciate who you are, no matter how many battle scars you carry.�
�You say that now��
Tyler hushes me with a kiss. �Broken, mixed-up, damaged, or a little bit crazy. Doesn�t matter, as long as you�re you.�
Tyler keeps humming and pulls me toward the practice space. He seats me on the drum stool and picks up his bass, plucking a couple of chords to match his tune.
His chest rumbles as he adds words to a low, slow song I�ve never heard before.

A little tarnish on your halo
A little tear in your dress
A ragged wing, angel,
Couldn�t make me love you less

You�re not perfect
Never can be, should be, want to
You�ve got mistakes to make�
Hearts to break
A life to live�
Full of try, try, try
And sometimes fail
And sometimes fly

You�re not perfect
Never can be, should be, want to
Perfect�s not what I need
Perfect�s what I�ve got
When I�m with you.

I smile and warmth spreads through my chest. I peek at the ragged angel wings on my wrist.
Tyler leans his bass on the stand. �Do you understand what I mean now?�
�Yes.� A ridiculously hot rock star just wrote me a love song! And it�s not even my birthday.
Tyler hikes me up around his body in a bear hug. His hands grip my rear as he carries me upstairs to his bedroom.
He sets me down on my feet and his fingers hook the waistband of my skirt to tug it down my hips. Tyler�s hands are smooth and deliberate, removing my shirt and my bra as his eyes feast on me.
It�s been a week since Tyler left the hospital and I�ve been afraid to ask for this with the specter of Kim Archer hanging over us. Tyler hasn�t pushed us further either, each night content to just twine our bodies together and stroke my back as we fell asleep.
But now his intention is unmistakable.
�I always knew where I stood with you, Stella. I knew when you wanted me, when I pissed you off, and when you wanted to run away. I knew the minute you wondered if you loved me, and the moment you knew it was true.�
My mouth falls open at the L word, the one I crave. Tyler traces my lower lip with his thumb. �Am I that easy to read?�
�No. You�re damn near impossible sometimes.� He grins. �But I�ll keep trying.�
Tyler draws my panties down my legs, then lays me back against the cool sheets. He spreads my arms and legs wide, as if I�m a giant X.
�Bed hog,� Tyler snickers, as he shoves down his jeans and pulls off his T-shirt.
�I thought you wanted me like this?� I stretch my limbs out further, trying to occupy all of Tyler�s massive, king-sized bed.
�Oh, I want you.� Tyler leans over me and covers my body with his, stopping barely an inch from my skin so I can feel the heat of his chest but not his weight on me. �Do you want me? Even after everything?�
�More than anything,� I breathe, and pull him down against me. Chest to chest, skin to skin, legs tangled in mine. I run my nails up his shoulders and down to his ass, feeling his reaction hot and hard against my thigh.
Tyler grabs my wrist and traces the wings of my tattoo. Alis volat propriis. She flies with her own wings. �Next time you want more permanence in your life, just say the word. You don�t have to ink it on your skin. I�ll give it from my heart.�
I grip his hair, pulling his mouth to mine in a kiss that�s crackling with need. I�m dizzy when he finally pulls away.
Tyler sits up on his knees and wraps my legs around his waist. He studies me, fingers feather-light as they explore. I don�t feel shame at being so exposed to him, only hungry, breathless as I wait for him to take the next step.
Tyler�s fingers find each of my pleasure points and work them first gently, then with urgency. His touch sends sparks through my body; he feints and dodges, teasing me until I arch into his hand, begging him to stroke the spot that we both know he�s circling.
When I�m whimpering with anticipation, his palm covers my mound and his thumb presses against my sensitive bud, making little earthquakes that shake my body with ever-greater force.
A slow smile creeps across his face. His finger moves faster and I grip the sheet beneath me.
I feel the seismic shift and the energy finally explodes inside me, pulses radiating from Tyler�s fingers that must have their own Richter scale. Tyler�s teeth nip at my lower lip and his hand brings an aftershock, deep and intense.
He shifts his body and his tongue explores the trail his fingers blazed, his hands tilting my hips to give his mouth better access. I feel like I�m floating with only Tyler�s touch tethering me to earth, and sounds escape my throat that tell him exactly how well he�s mastering my most sensitive areas.
Tyler moves back up my body, looking down at me with tenderness, his liquid brown eyes flecked with gold and copper.
�I promised myself I wouldn�t say this too soon. I�ve heard it so many times, from fans who just threw it away like it was nothing. It�s not that I don�t know it. I do, down to my soul. But I didn�t want to say it until I was sure you knew what it means from me. Stella, I love you.�
The breath leaves my chest as Tyler�s mouth covers mine, his lips forming the last three words over and over without sound. I kiss him back like my life depends on it, like he�s the last man I�ll ever kiss.
I hope that he is.
Tyler centers me against his tip, making me ache with want. My hand flies up in the direction of the bedside table drawer, my green-light signal for Lights, camera, action! 
Tyler laughs at my lust-clouded clumsiness when I drop the condom twice before I manage to tear open the foil packet. He rolls it on and our eyes lock the way they did when I watched him in concert. I feel the intensity of his desire all the way into my bones.
He grins. �Safety check complete, captain? Are we ready for takeoff?�
�Ready for takeoff,� I confirm. I breathe deeply and close my eyes, craving the feeling of fullness again, but instead I feel pressure and a pause.
My eyes open and his gaze is hot and raw, devouring me while he teases my entrance. I shift my hips but his hands still them, unwilling to be rushed.
�I want you to see me, Stella. I�m here with you, not anyone from your past, no one who�s hurt you. Just me. Just us.�
I nod, unable to form words as the pressure builds. My body is screaming to take him inside me but he waits and I count a dozen heartbeats. Finally, I whisper, �Just us.�
This breaks the dam and Tyler thrusts inside me, his body quivering like an arrow shot from a bow, straight and true toward its target. My breath releases in a loud whoosh as he pierces me.
He begins a slow withdrawal and I wrap my legs more tightly around his hips, begging him not to pull away. Tyler growls and his body coils again for another thrust, his muscles straining to cement our connection.
�All systems go?�
�All of them. Go, Tyler. Let�s fly.�
And we do, in gentle strokes and hard ones, with smooth caresses and fingers digging into each other�s flesh. I ride waves of pleasure that build inside me like air currents, updrafts that send birds soaring without a single flap of their wings.
�Stella.� Tyler says my name like a prayer, like it�s a word invented only for him to speak. I tilt my hips and he hits a new spot inside me that sends my world spinning, and I can�t fight this current for control.
So I let go in deep, quaking waves, and feel Tyler�s release spill over in the same torrent of sensation. I clench to hold him as tightly as I can, then release as he collapses, rolling us on our sides, the big spoon and the little spoon.
He pulls me closer, as if he can�t bear to allow a breath of air to separate our skin.
�I love you,� he whispers in my ear.
�I love you back,� I tell him, and finally give him the first promise he asked from me: �I�m all in.�

THIRTY-FOUR

The sun rises with Tyler still curled around me and I stretch, trying to get feeling back into the leg Tyler crushed between his own while we slept.
My phone chimes and I debate whether to look at the text, but curiosity wins. I stretch as far as I can reach and nab my phone from the table on my side of the bed.

Violet [6:14 a.m.]: I have a story for you.
Stella: You get that it�s dawn, right?
Violet: It can�t wait.
Stella: Lay it on me. What happened?
Violet: Not that kind of a story. Put your reporter hat back on, Stella. I need you to write one.
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