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Dedication

For my boys,

This is what I was doing while you were at school.

(Don’t read it till you’re eighteen.)
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CHAPTER ONE

LUCY

There comes a time in every woman’s life when she finds herself stumbling through the hallway of a five-star hotel juggling a purse, a bouquet of flowers, and a bag full of penises.

At least, that’s what Lucy McManis told herself as she rummaged through the dark, cluttered abyss that was her handbag. Her hands were full, her feet hurt, and sweat from the 107-degree day was rapidly crusting over her skin in the frigid air of the Lusso Resort and Casino, Las Vegas. All Lucy wanted to do was sit down with an icy cocktail. First, though, she had to find her keycard.

She moved her fingers over the mysterious flakes and crumbs that lingered, imperturbable, at the bottom of her purse and wondered if her current predicament was just another one of those milestones that no one had told her about. Like the one where her neck developed a subtle wobble of its own, with no correlation to the movement of her head. Or, the new one where her feet swelled up simply by looking at a pair of three-inch heels. Bag of dicks – just another signpost on that glorious adventure known as womanhood.

The thought, dubious though it was, gave Lucy much-needed comfort. The angry moan of craft paper losing its battle with physics, however, did not.

When the thin twine handle of the shopping bag gave slightly beneath her fingers, Lucy’s other hand skittered more frantically among the months-old drugstore receipts, multiple hair combs, and a squishy round thing that was hopefully a promotional stress ball.

She’d used the damn keycard to get the elevator to move. Where had it gone?

She grumbled an incomprehensible string of curses, recalling a time when hotel keys were made of metal and big chunks of plastic and reliably sunk to the bottom of lakes, car trunks, and handbags under the weight of their own ostentation. The good old days.

Lucy plunged her face into the gaping maw of her leather bag in a last-ditch effort to find her golden plastic salvation. It only took a moment for the decision to pay itself forward. And it wasn’t with a hotel room keycard.

She felt the collision first on her forehead, which smashed into something warm and solid. Next was her foot, twisting awkwardly over a lump on the floor. Her arm flattened against her body with a thunk that made her gasp. The flower bouquet slipped from her fingers and tumbled away, a very pretty pink bouncing ball. Finally, and possibly most lethal (at least to her pride), came the loud rip of flimsy brown paper.

The shopping bag didn’t just tear, though. No. It exploded. Like a pornographic piñata. Dildos, headbands with bobbing penises, and dick-shaped lollipops flew through the air and scattered from one side of the wide hallway to the other, glimmering like the world’s rudest confetti on the thick chocolate brown carpet.

Glimpsing a pair of black Vans in her peripheral vision, Lucy realized that what she’d crashed into was a man. A rather large man by the sturdy feel of him.

‘Gah! So sorry!’ Lucy bellowed as she tried to mitigate the disaster and stay upright.

She bent over to scoop up the fugitive phalluses as quickly as possible, as though speed could help anyone unsee the abundance of pink, purple and inexplicably green disembodied cocks dotting the hallway.

It was an exercise in futility. The plastic wrappings were too glossy, the silicone too slippery.

‘Man, that’s a lot of dicks,’ came an amused rumble from above her.

Lucy grudgingly accepted defeat and rose to her full height, staring down at the X-rated mess. She huffed, ‘So, so many.’

As Lucy contemplated the logistics of fitting roughly one million penises into her smallish purse, the man spoke again. ‘Lucy Rollins?’

The smooth timbre of his voice sent goose bumps marching down her arms. The fact that he had spoken her name, her old name, had her heart jumping out of her chest.

She looked up, meeting his eyes immediately. The deep green color she found there had her clutching the wall for support. That color had lived in her memory, had been burned into her gray matter like a brand. His were the only eyes she had ever seen with that particular depth of loden, earthy and warm. He was the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on. The sexiest man she’d ever known. The most delicious human who had ever touched her. And he had touched her. Years … decades … a lifetime ago.

‘Nicky Broome,’ she breathed.

‘Oh my God,’ Nicky said. ‘It’s you. It’s really you.’




CHAPTER TWO

NICKY

‘Hi,’ she breathed. Barely a whisper. Really more of a sigh.

‘Hi,’ he replied. He was glad she’d spoken first with something easy to reply to, because his instinct was to word-vomit all over her with inappropriate familiarity.

I’ve wanted to see you forever. Where have you been? I thought I’d never see you again. Where did you go? Why has it been so damn long? Holy shit. Holy shit!

Lucy looked so much the same. There had been no moment of pause, no stutter of his brain to come up with the name to go with the familiar face. It had been years, far more than he had any desire to calculate. Still, he recognized her.

Her hair was a darker brown, shorter. Cut in a sharp bob to her chin, with bangs that dusted the top of perfectly arched eyebrows. She was older, of course. They were both older. But it was her. It was Lucy. He’d have known her anywhere.

Nicky realized that silence had opened up between them like a fissure while he’d been musing.

‘You look the same,’ he blurted, like a doofus.

‘You don’t,’ she said, her eyes flicking to the thick tangle of tattoos on his arms.

‘How are you?’ Nicky asked, unwilling to shift his eyes from her face for fear she might vanish.

‘Well …’ She chuckled, waving her hands to indicate the truly staggering number of dicks all over the hall. ‘I’ve been better.’

Nicky tutted his own amusement back at her, partly because of the situation. But also, because he had spotted her left hand and there was no ring there. It felt like a victory.

‘Headed back to your room for some alone time?’ he quipped, grinning.

Lucy laughed, then. A big, unfettered belly laugh, with her eyes closed and her head tilted back. It stole the breath clean out of his lungs.

‘No,’ she tutted. With a flirtatious tilt of the head and a very mischievous gleam in her eye, she added, ‘These aren’t all for me.’

Nicky felt his stomach flip. Do actual somersaults. He was a grown man, well into his forties. He was a successful person, had been around so many blocks it was hard to remember them all anymore. Still, his stomach fluttered like he was a teenager.

Lucy cleared her throat and shook her head as though clearing out cobwebs, or trying to adjust to the same sudden shift in reality that he couldn’t quite grasp himself.

She looked down at the mess on the floor. ‘I should, uh, get this sorted.’ She bent over and began collecting the penis-pops by the sticks, giving him a perfect view of her ass in a pair of shorts tight-fitting enough to identify the outline of a credit card in her back pocket. He inhaled sharply.

‘Wait,’ he tried. ‘I have a solution. Don’t move.’

Lucy stood back up and eyed him, curiosity playing all over her features. Her face had softened, maybe, from how it had been. But it was still her. Lucy-goddamn-Rollins. In the flesh.

‘I mean it,’ he added. ‘You’re not going anywhere, right?’

‘Nope,’ she replied.

Nicky shuffled backward down the hall, digging in his pocket for his keycard while keeping her in his line of sight. ‘Just be a sec.’

He found his card and his door, then popped in as fast as his feet would carry him. In the suite’s hall closet, he grabbed a canvas bag marked with the hotel’s name and instructions for laundry collection. He raced back to the hallway, expelling an audible sigh of relief when he found her still there, leaning against the wall trying to un-mash the flowers.

Nicky hustled over, and began tossing the porno party decorations into the laundry sack. Lucy joined, and in moments they had the whole place dick-free.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You’re welcome.’

For a moment, they just stared at each other. Gaped in perfect silence as a gentle puff of air conditioning rustled Lucy’s hair.

There were so many things he wanted to say. Things he needed to say. But Nicky’s mind could only spin as it tried to catch up. He’d just been heading out for a meeting and there she was. Just thinking about contracts and business obligations and boom. He was so fully stunned; he didn’t know what to do with himself.

Lucy broke first, looking away and mumbling, ‘Well, I’m just down the hallway, so …’

‘Can I walk you?’ Nicky asked.

She hesitated, just long enough for a spark of nervousness to zap him in the chest.

‘Okay,’ she replied, finally. Then she started digging around in her handbag again.

‘Are you here for a convention?’ he asked, holding up the laundry bag and raising an eyebrow.

‘That sounds like fun, but no. I’m here for a wedding.’ She waggled the hot pink bouquet.

‘Oh.’ Fuck.

‘Not mine,’ she clarified.

‘Oh.’ Thank God.

‘This is me,’ she said, stopping. ‘But I still can’t find my keycard.’

‘Um, could it be …’ He pointed to her back pocket.

Her hand slipped into the back pocket of her shorts.

When she pulled out the golden keycard, she looked between it and Nicky, her eyes scrunched up in confusion. ‘How did you … ?’

‘Lucky guess?’

A sly smile crept across her lips. ‘Lucky?’

‘Yep,’ he replied, with a sly grin of his own.

She turned to flash the card over the lock-pad.

Nicky blurted, ‘I’d really love to catch up. Dinner, maybe?’ He tried not to sound desperate. Really, he did.

She looked down at the flowers in her hand. Exhaled slowly. Nicky could feel the ‘no’ coming. Hated it.

‘Drinks?’ he offered.

Her eyes snagged on his. He tried to read her thoughts in their variegated shades of blue.

‘Yeah, okay,’ she replied with a little smile. It was really no more than half a smile, but he’d take it.

‘Great. I’ll pick you up here at seven.’

‘Seven-thirty?’

‘Sure. Seven-thirty.’

She swiped the keycard over the pad, and the lock clicked open.

‘It’s really good to see you.’ Nicky handed her the canvas sack and brushed a finger along the back of her hand as she took it. ‘I’ll see you later?’ It sounded much more like a question than he’d intended.

‘Yeah, Nicky. I’ll see you later,’ she replied quietly.




CHAPTER THREE

LUCY

Lucy stepped into the suite and leaned her back against the door as it closed. She wasn’t sure how she’d made it down the hallway. Her legs felt like rubber bands. She didn’t know if they were about to noodle to the ground or snap back and set her running. Her heart was pounding out a death metal song against her ribcage. The things she’d been carrying all plunked to the ground, except for the shredded remnants of the paper bag. It skittered across the marble entryway ahead of her like it had a mind of its own.

She’d acted like a maniac, right? She’d been silent and weird. She should have just casually said, ‘Oh, wow! Good to see you. How’ve you been for the last lifetime?’ And then flipped her hair or put her hand on her hip or something. No big deal. Casual.

The thing was, when she’d seen Nicky Broome up close for the first time in a trillion years, it hadn’t felt casual. Not at all. It felt like getting hit by a truck.

‘Hey!’ came the bright, cheerful voice of Chloe from the living room. Lucy heard the soft clack of her daughter’s footsteps. ‘Mom!’ Chloe stepped over the paper bag and headed right for Lucy. ‘Are you okay? What happened? You’re pale as a sheet.’

Oh, you know, exploded a bag of dicks all over a ridiculously hot, world-famous rock star. Pretty sure he was checking out my ass. Made a date (or something) with him later. Just your average Sunday.

‘Nothing happened,’ Lucy sighed. ‘I’m fine. It’s just hot out there.’

If there’s one thing that Lucy had mastered in her twenty-one years of motherhood it was delivering a gentle lie. She was damn good at it.

‘Oh, I know,’ Chloe said, lifting the bags from the floor. ‘July is a dumb time to be in Vegas. Even Chandler’s beginning to see it now.’

The mention of her daughter’s groom brought Lucy back to reality. The reminder that there were things to be done, items to tick off the list, made her feel more solid again. She pushed herself off the door and shuffled behind Chloe into the kitchen area of their absurdly enormous suite.

‘Where’s the stuff?’ Chloe asked with impish glee.

‘The big bag,’ Lucy replied.

Chloe squealed when she looked inside the canvas sack. ‘Amazing! Wish I could have gone with you!’

‘How were Mr. and Mrs. Heylen?’ Lucy asked.

‘Grumpy. Tired. Said about three words,’ Chloe lamented.

‘So, totally normal, then?’

‘More normal than normal. So damn normal it’s actually painful. How they ended up with Chandler and Mason for kids I will never understand. They’re so conventional and boring. Like, clinically boring.’

‘Pretty sure I’m the wrong kind of doctor, but I’m going to go out on a limb here and say “boring” isn’t a legitimate medical diagnosis.’

‘Yet, they are that boring. And I know they still think I’m a basket case. But what can you do?’

‘You’ve finally given up on trying to convince them you’re average?’ Lucy teased, placing the flower bouquet in the kitchen’s full-sized refrigerator.

Chloe beamed at her, and it gave Lucy such an ache of love and wonder that she actually clutched her chest.

‘I’m so grateful to have you,’ Chloe said, racing to Lucy’s side and squeezing her tight.

‘Not half as grateful as I am,’ Lucy replied, kissing the top of her daughter’s soft chestnut hair.

Maybe weddings were like this. Typical weddings, that is. She’d gotten more hugs from Chloe in the previous six months than she had in the six years before the engagement. Lucy didn’t remember so many hugs when she’d married Brandon, Chloe’s father. Then again, Lucy’s parents were the prototype from which all Mr. and Mrs. Heylens had been cast.

Ugh, that thought had her drifting back to her childhood. From there, it was only a quick loop and a left back to Nicky Broome.

‘What time are you headed out to pick up the girls, again?’ Lucy asked nonchalantly as Chloe hefted the sack of penises toward her bedroom.

‘I’m going to the airport to meet Hannah and Gabby around seven, Alexis and Francesca arrive at eight-ish if their layovers work and they can catch the second leg to Vegas. Then, once we’re all together, we’ll do a late dinner at Spago in the Bellagio.’

‘Sounds fun,’ Lucy replied. Sounds perfect.

‘You could come with, you know. Daddy’s assistant is making all the arrangements and throwing that Wall Street cash around. He could add you to the reservation.’

‘No way! You have fun with your friends.’

‘You’re sure?’ Chloe asked.

‘Totally sure. I’m just going to take a long, hot bath in that swimming pool I’ve got in there, have a nap, and get some room service or something.’ Or something. Like figure out what to wear for drinks with a Grammy winner. Maybe there’s a YouTube tutorial?



The sweet sounds of Donny Hathaway’s voice trilled from the integrated Bluetooth audio system in the bathroom. (The whole suite was wired for sound, because of course it was.) Lucy hummed along as she sank into the steaming bubbles of the Olympic-sized bathtub in her private en suite and conceded that allowing her ex-husband to pay for everything had been the right decision.

There had been a moment when Lucy had wanted to split the cost of the wedding with him. She’d been thinking ‘equal parents, equal cost’ or something similarly boneheaded and noble at the time. But when Chloe had announced that she wanted a destination wedding, Lucy raised her white flag. She’d let the millionaire have this one.

For years, Lucy’s ex-husband wielded his money like a weapon to win Chloe’s love. As though their daughter was a prize they were fighting over. It was a competition Lucy had never signed up for and had no hope of winning. How could a college professor in Ohio compete with a Manhattan hedge fund manager? Ridiculous. Lucy’s refusal to play hadn’t discouraged Brandon, though. There were outlandish summer vacations. Birthday presents that cost more than Lucy’s car. (On her sixteenth, it had been an actual car that cost almost as much as Lucy’s house.) There were offers of a British boarding school, then Ivy League university. While Chloe decided to go to public school and enroll in the university Lucy taught at instead, it still felt like Brandon was winning somehow.

He was an expert at filling the empty hole left by his absence with buckets of cold hard cash. It was typical finance-bro stuff – minimum effort, maximum result. But, especially in Chloe’s teen years, the strategy had been effective. Teenagers are ruthless but simple creatures, and Chloe absolutely J’adored her Dior.

In weak moments, like while doing the three hundredth load of laundry or rumbling along in a yellow bus on a school field trip, the whole thing made Lucy bitter. It had taken a lot of years (and eye-rolling) but as Lucy sipped champagne in a sea of soft, foamy comfort, she thought she might finally be over it. Lucy may refuse to drive her daughter’s G-Wagon, but she was sure as hell going to enjoy the penthouse suite at the Lusso.

‘I’m off!’ Chloe screamed through the door.

‘Okay, have fun!’ Lucy yelled back.

‘Don’t wait up for me!’

‘I won’t!’

Lucy had her own Vegas craziness to deal with. And his name was Nicky Broome.




CHAPTER FOUR

LUCY

The knock came at exactly 7:30, like he’d been waiting outside the door for the precise time they’d arranged before making his move. Lucy knew it was exactly 7:30, because she had been sitting on the sofa nervously tapping her foot while staring at her phone as the 29 had switched to 30.

She thought she was ready. She was dressed, that much was true, but as she opened the door and saw Nicky Broome waiting for her, Lucy knew with one-hundred-percent certainty that she was not ready.

Nicky Broome just casually standing in a doorway was a damn marvel. It was an expensive cologne ad. A work of art. A fucking Times Square billboard.

He was tall and broad, but not in a gym-rat way. He was lean, elegant. He wore a black Henley, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. Dark jeans. Simple, really. Nothing special. Except the walls of the Lusso’s penthouse floor were gold-leafed and the light from the sconces was warm and dim. It made his skin seem lit from within.

The colorful tattoos on his arms rippled with the movement of muscles and sinew beneath as he shoved his hands in his pockets. And for a second – less time than it took her to exhale a wistful sigh – he looked like himself. His old self. The boy Lucy used to know. She had to close her eyes against the slap of pure nostalgia that threatened to knock her over.

When she opened her eyes again, Nicky’s artfully messy brown hair had flopped over his forehead. He smiled and she noticed that he was freshly shaven. The idea that he might have shaved for her made her heart skip and her cheeks heat.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘You look great.’

‘You too,’ Lucy replied.

Nicky leaned forward just as Lucy was pulling the door open. Maybe he was moving to kiss her cheek? Or maybe it was some sort of famous-guy air-kiss situation? Either way, with Lucy backing up to open the door, it ended up being more of a stumble over the threshold.

Instinctively, Lucy grabbed his shoulder to keep him from falling.

It took about a nanosecond for her brain to catch up, which was when she transitioned from a protective grab to an epically awkward half-hug of his bicep.

Wow, killing it so far.

‘Still up for drinks?’ Nicky half-chuckled, with a sweet smile that told her he was going to ignore her graceless bumbling.

‘Sure,’ she replied, dropping his arm like it was radioactive and trying to keep her cringe strictly internal.

Lucy took her clutch from the entry table, closed the door behind her, and fell into step at Nicky’s side.

As they started down the hallway, the damn thing seemed to elongate. Like a horror movie. The elevator somehow got farther away the more they progressed. Maybe it was a function of the implacable silence stretching between them. Or perhaps it was the constant refrain of ‘what is happening to my life right now?’ that was pounding in her skull like bad techno at a rave. Either way, by the time they finally reached the elevator and Nicky pushed the down button, the tension between them had expanded and sucked up all the oxygen in Las Vegas.

The silence was a weight pressing on Lucy’s chest. She wouldn’t last ten more minutes like that, let alone however long drinks with a rock star might take. (They were all champion drinkers, weren’t they?)

She turned to him. ‘If it’s going to be too weird—’

Only to catch the end of whatever he was saying at the same time, something like ‘… don’t want it to be awkward.’

They laughed at their overlap.

‘You first,’ he said.

Lucy grimaced. ‘It feels weird, right? Does it feel weird?’

He sighed. ‘I wouldn’t say weird. It’s just been a long time.’

Twenty-eight years. It had been twenty-eight years.

The elevator doors opened before them. Nicky stuck his hand in the door to keep them open.

He blurted, ‘It’s me. I’m nervous. I need to not be so nervous.’

Excuse me?

‘You’re nervous?’ Lucy grumbled. ‘Are you kidding? I’m standing here with the lead singer of Super. How do you think I feel?’

‘Okay, right,’ he said, taking a deep breath. ‘Let’s pretend like we’re just a couple of people who knew each other in high school.’

‘Yeah, okay. But I was a hundred-percent nervous around you in high school, too.’

‘You were not,’ he rebuffed, incredulous.

‘Seriously? Everybody was nervous around you. You were Nicky-fucking-Broome, hottest guy in high school, probably the hottest guy in the state. And you were so ridiculously cool.’

‘Me?’ he asked, as though truly shocked.

Lucy looked to the heavens for assistance, but found only a garish exit sign. ‘Oh, my God. Yes, you.’

Nicky stepped into the elevator and held the open button until Lucy had safely followed.

‘I would not have called myself the hottest guy in school,’ Nicky grumbled. ‘Definitely not the coolest.’

‘Nicky Broome,’ Lucy admonished, ‘you brought a twenty-one-year-old girl – sorry, woman – to prom.’

He shrugged. ‘I knew her from work.’

‘She had tattoos.’

‘Well—’

‘And a tongue piercing.’

‘I mean—’

Lucy could not be stopped. ‘And rocked that pink leather minidress like she was on MTV. It was so much like Molly Ringwald’s prom dress from Pretty in Pink and yet was so damn tight. She wasn’t wearing anything under it, right? God, I’ve always wondered about that. I’m right, aren’t I?’

Nicky looked at the floor, trying but failing to hold back a smirk. That answer was good enough for Lucy.

‘I knew it! Ugh, that dress was the perfect level of subversive. I was so jealous of that dress. What was her name? She was a legend.’

Nicky laughed. ‘Her name was Heather.’

‘Of course, her name was Heather. The perfect name for her.’

‘What about you?’ Nicky asked as the elevator descended.

‘What about me?’

‘You were the cool one,’ he said without a trace of sarcasm.

Lucy was dumfounded. ‘Uh, no. I was a complete nerd in high school. Utterly forgettable.’

‘Lies,’ Nicky said plainly. ‘With all those cut-up concert tees and the Doc Martens and those fucking hair buns? What do they call those things by the way?’

‘Space buns,’ Lucy offered.

Nicky groaned like they had driven him crazy – in a good way. ‘Space buns,’ he mused softly.

Lucy laughed. ‘Yep, add some time at Comic-Con and you’ve just spelled out the FBI’s 1994 guide to identifying a geek.’

‘Bullshit.’

Lucy snort-laughed. ‘Well, I definitely call bullshit on you. You had to know. You had to! Girls actually stopped midstride in the hallways to gawk at you.’ She knew. She had occasionally been one of them.

‘Is that what they were doing?’ he asked.

God, teenagers were stupid. If proof were ever necessary, here it was.

‘Wow,’ Lucy mused. ‘You have just completely altered everything I thought I knew about high school.’

He shrugged. ‘I always felt like an outsider.’

Nicky looked at her then with a sort of vulnerability, a kind of tenderness that made her skin prickle.

‘Same,’ Lucy breathed.

The elevator doors opened and broke the moment. Nicky made a point to pull the sleeves of his Henley down to his wrists.

‘This way,’ Nicky said. He guided her forward with the mere hint of a touch at her lower back. It was a graze. A whisper. Barely there. Still, Lucy’s body lit up like the Strip – all blinking neon and blinding incandescence.

Holy shit.

Nicky led her through a busy atrium, then a bank of slot machines lined up like soldiers awaiting inspection. Only one was occupied. By a woman wearing heavy eyeliner and a shirt with daisies printed all over it. Her head turned from the flashing dollar signs on the screen in front of her. As soon as her eyes landed on Nicky, she did a double take. An actual double take, with a confused furrow forming over her brow as her jaw hit the floor.

Same, honey. Same.

Nicky stopped them at a restaurant called Gioco situated between the poker room and poker slots room.

He stepped to the hostess stand, where no name was asked, and none was given.

Instead, the bespectacled hostess greeted them with: ‘Welcome. Please follow me, Mr. Broome.’

The hostess guided them through a large dining area dripping in coffee-colored velvet and bronze lighting. To her credit, the young woman gaped slack-jawed at Nicky only three times on the short trip. Lucy admired the girl’s self-control.

She left them at a rounded banquette nestled in a private nook. It was more velvet, more bronze, more opulence. Shielded from the rest of the space by a thick curtain, the room felt close, comfortable, and seductive. Impossibly sexy.

Lucy slid herself into the booth and picked up her menu. No prices, just detailed descriptions, and a bunch of liquor brands she’d never heard of.

Almost immediately, their server appeared. Just as quickly, the man tried not to choke when he recognized Nicky.

‘What can I get for you, miss?’

The ‘miss’ was a nice touch, since she most certainly qualified as ‘ma’am.’

‘I’ll have an Old Fashioned, please. Heavy on the cherries,’ Lucy said.

‘Certainly,’ the server replied.

‘And you know what?’ Lucy added. ‘Make it a double.’

‘Of course.’

Nicky said, ‘Modelo, draft. Please.’

‘It would be my pleasure,’ the man replied before disappearing.

As silence once again stretched out between them, Nicky’s eyes bounced around Lucy’s face.

She suddenly felt acutely self-conscious, as though every one of the twenty-eight years since she’d last sat across from him had dropped on her face all at once. She knew that there were lines where there hadn’t been before, freckles and marks that remained stubbornly unresponsive to decades of dedication to anti-aging creams and potions. She was closer to fifty than forty. She knew this. It wasn’t a secret or anything she was usually bothered by.

‘So,’ Lucy said, privately reaching deep to find the self-confidence she’d somehow mislaid between her hotel room and the restaurant.

‘So,’ Nicky parroted.

Lucy couldn’t find the patience required for small talk. Instead, she blurted, ‘So, this international rock-star thing. What’s that like?’

Nicky chuckled. ‘Not going in soft. Okay, I appreciate that.’ He idly fingered the flickering electronic votive in the middle of the table, staring at it with a faraway look. ‘Uh, right now it’s good. Sometimes it’s amazing. Other times … terrible.’

‘Gloriously vague,’ Lucy said, smiling.

‘I don’t know how to quantify it. Music is more than a job, I guess. More even than a career.’ He paused for a moment, thinking. Looked up to her and added, ‘I don’t want to get all woo-woo on you here. I try to save all my crazy up for the second date.’

Shit on a stick. Is this a fucking date?

Lucy glossed right over the slightly terrifying implication of his comment and said, ‘I work at a liberal arts university, woo-woo is my bread and butter.’

‘Okay, how do I explain it?’ he asked, gazing at her as though she might have an answer. ‘Music is part of everything I do. Every day. It’s how I move through the world. It’s an internal soundtrack, and the ambient noise of life all around. So, to call it work, like this thing that I do and then stop doing seems …’ His voice trailed off, like he was searching for the right word.

‘Insufficient?’ she offered.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘Insufficient. What about you? What’s your work like?’

‘Not as exciting as yours,’ she replied. ‘I’m a college professor. Well, associate professor, but I’m up for tenure this year.’

‘Something in music?’

‘Sort of, but not— Wait, why would you think that?’

‘You really seemed to love it.’

The fact that he remembered that about her – and the space buns, of all things – sent a warm, fuzzy feeling coursing through her limbs. ‘I did.’ She corrected, ‘I do. But technically my area is American Cultural Studies. Which is just a fancy way of saying pop culture, TV, movies, music. All of it. I mostly focus on the second half of the twentieth century.’

‘College sounds like a lot more fun than I was led to believe.’

‘Well, technically, what I teach is history now.’

‘Jesus,’ he griped.

‘Right?’ Lucy replied. ‘It’s a trip. The students this coming year in my 101 classes were born in 2005.’

‘What?’ he bellowed, astonished.

‘Uh-huh.’ Lucy didn’t feel her age often, but when she looked at the birth years of her students it really hit her.

Nicky shook his head. ‘It’s like one minute you’re still dreaming up ways to have everything you want and the next you’re googling “how do I reduce my cholesterol?”’

‘It happened overnight,’ Lucy added.

‘Yes! When was it for you?’

Lucy took a moment to think about it. ‘Forty, I guess.’

‘Me too.’

‘Fucking sucks,’ Lucy concluded.

‘It really does.’

The server returned with their drinks, popping in and out like a phantom.

Lucy took a glug of her Old Fashioned. Delicious. Perfect.

Nicky rucked his sleeves back up to his elbows and sipped his beer. Lucy tried to breathe and not to stare at his tattoos. Failed miserably.

On his forearm was something that looked like it might be a blue narwhal. Delicately inked words that started on his forearm did a little twist up around his elbow and higher, disappearing under his shirtsleeve. Lucy had a sudden vision of charting Nicky’s skin, exploring every last splash of ink and recording it like some kind of sexed-up tattoo cartographer. She couldn’t be the only one, though. Not when it came to Nicky Broome. There was probably a website dedicated to it somewhere. She’d look it up later.

Nicky leaned over his elbows on the table. ‘Okay, it’s time.’

Lucy’s heart thumped uncomfortably. She knew they would have to talk about it at some point, but she wasn’t ready. Hedging, she asked, ‘Time for what?’

‘First, what’s your poison? Apple Music? Amazon? Maybe Spotify? Tidal?’

Oh, thank God. She took another sip as she waited for her heart rate to settle out of cardiac arrest territory.

‘Spotify,’ she said finally.

‘Me too. Okay, let’s see it,’ Nicky said, beckoning with his hand.

‘I don’t know. That’s kind of personal,’ Lucy teased.

‘Come on,’ he teased right back. He held up his phone and waggled it in front of her. ‘I’ll show you mine.’

How could anyone resist that?

‘Fine,’ she said, ‘but don’t go moving things around.’

‘Promise.’ He mimed crossing his heart.

Lucy retrieved her phone from her little evening clutch on the seat beside her. She unlocked the phone and clicked to open the app. She slipped it into Nicky’s waiting hand, just as he did the same.

She scrolled through his playlists. They had names like Blah and Orange and Wishbone, so she just picked one at random.

‘What’d you get?’ he asked.

‘Marshmallow?’

‘That’s a good one. For workouts.’

Lucy took a deeper look at the list and grinned. ‘Yeah, I see what kind of workout you’re getting.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘These are all sex songs,’ Lucy replied plainly.

‘They are not!’ he exclaimed, with a teasing smile.

‘Uh, you have “Pour Some Sugar on Me” in here.’

‘One song!’

Lucy flicked down the list, laughing as she went. ‘“Tush,” “Crazy on You,” “Give Me All Your Lovin’,” “You Shook Me All Night Long,” “Whole Lotta Love”? Shall I continue?’

‘Okay, okay,’ he griped.

Lucy dug further into his lists.

‘Oh, Nicky!’ she gasped.

‘What?’

‘This playlist called Furniture. The Smithereens?’

‘What’s wrong with The Smithereens?’

‘The best thing about The Smithereens is their name.’

Nicky’s mouth dropped open. ‘“Blood and Roses”? “A Girl Like You”?’

Lucy shook her head. Nope. Not going to convince me.

‘Okay, no Smithereens. Interesting.’ He looked back down at her playlists and said, ‘What made you want to go into teaching?’

Good question. One she’d asked herself plenty.

She tried, ‘It wasn’t teaching so much; it











OEBPS/images/HQ.png





OEBPS/images/9780008769598_FC.png





OEBPS/images/titleimage.png
one
more

fime

Emily S. Morris

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





