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If you want to start at the very beginning, check out the first full book of the series, TAKING THE REINS, available wherever you get your books.
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The Rosewoods Rock Star Series

Book 1

By

Katrina Abbott

For Steven,

My very own rock star.


January - The Rosewood/Westwood Talent Show

We were waiting for the next act to come out, but the auditorium was far from quiet. In fact, it was the opposite of quiet because even though there had been two acts and a speech from the dean since, no one could stop talking about what had happened to Seychelles Spencer during Jared Abramovich’s performance. 

The poor girl had suffered a wardrobe malfunction that would go down in infamy. Every single person had seen as her outfit had fallen to her waist, exposing her to the entire audience. Well, except for my roommate, Sandy—Sandrine—Thibeault, who’d stepped out to use the bathroom, thinking she wouldn’t miss anything. Not that I could blame her, I mean, who could have predicted that what had promised to be a lame amateur magic act would turn into the talk of the talent show? 

“I can’t believe the dean is letting the show go on,” Sandy said from beside me. “Between that and the other guy’s I’m Sexy and I Know It stripping stunt.”

I smiled, shaking my head at the memory of that guy’s ridiculous dance as I watched a single Westwood boy come from the wings toward the center of the stage. He had a guitar slung over his shoulder and was carrying a stool.

Great, another musician wannabe, I thought. Like we need more of those. Instead of saying it out loud, knowing I had a tendency to be hyper-critical of musicians, I turned to my roommate and said, “What else is she going to do? If she shuts the show down, it’s just going to give people more time to talk about it. At least this way, there’s more opportunity for distraction.”

Sandy shrugged. “And you’re sure she didn’t do it on purpose?”

“Seychelles?” I asked and then shook my head, lowering my voice as the guy on stage was introduced. “No, if you’d seen her face, you wouldn’t be asking that. She might be a big flirt, but I really don’t think she intended to flash the entire audience. Believe me, she was mortified. That was no act.”

“This guy’s cute,” she said, turning her attention to the stage, which of course got me to do the same.

Sandy liked—no loved—musicians, so was already biased because of that guitar, but even still, I had to admit she was right. This guy was cute and the way he was really nervous as he bent over his guitar, clearly stalling, was even kind of endearing. 

“Who is he?” I asked, not having paid attention to his intro.

“Willmont Davidson,” she said. “He used to date Emmie Somerville. She’s with some guy from town now, but I heard they’re still friends.”

I looked back up to the stage and wondered if this was his first performance. 

And then I wondered just how awful he was going to be and steeled my nerves and eardrums to be seriously underwhelmed. 

Yes, I was jaded. But I grew up the daughter of a famous music producer: Tony Capri—maybe you’ve heard of him? Anyway, I’ve been to a million concerts and recording sessions and was even my dad’s date to the Grammys (twice) so I knew about good music. A kid playing his guitar on the stage at a high school talent show wasn’t it.

As I sat there, absently sweeping the crowd with my eyes, my attention was suddenly drawn to the stage when he finally began to play.

Because I could tell right away that this guy wasn’t just practiced, this guy was talented. 

He played his opening a second time, maybe to steel his nerves or to give the crowd a moment to pay attention, but it still sounded good, so I gave him a pass. Then he looked up at the audience, leaned into the mic, took a breath, and began to sing. 

An instant hush fell over the crowd. Because every single person in that auditorium realized what I just had: this guy was good. Really good. Like, star-in-the-making good.

Tears sprang to my eyes at his voice, which was the perfect combination of throaty and masculine, but sweet at the same time. It was almost like his song was reaching toward me, grabbing me, entrancing me. 

“Whoa,” fell from my mouth.

“He’s good, isn’t he?” Sandy said, glancing over with wide eyes. She was already clearly smitten, and I had to resist the urge to shake my head at how easily she fell for musicians—silly fangirl.

Though the way my heart pounded and I nodded, unable to find words, told me I was a little smitten, too. Not for the same reason, though. I mean, after a lifetime spent in studios, I was immune to the allure of musicians—their egos, their arrogance, their sense of entitlement, expecting to be treated like gods. 

But that same lifetime spent in studios meant I had grown up loving music; it was in my blood, after all. And I could see raw talent up on that stage; learning to identify and cultivate it was my dad’s trade, and I’d inherited his keen ear. 

There was a time I’d thought I’d follow in my father’s footsteps. Produce music, maybe even perform. But that was before I’d learned what musicians were really like and the damage they could do. Before I’d made a pact with myself to stay as far away from the music business as was humanly possible. 

Still, there was no denying the talent up on the Rosewood stage. Coupled with his clean-cut good looks and the fact that the entire audience was watching him, rapt by his stunning performance, I knew this guy was definitely boy band material. 

As luck would have it, my father was in the process of putting together a new boy band and hadn’t yet found all his members. 

I let out a sigh because as much as I hated musicians and the business, and the very last thing I needed was to get involved, I was going to have to tell my dad about this guy. 

Shut Down

I’d thought about catching up with Willmont after the talent show, but by the time we filed out of our row at the back of the auditorium and I pushed my way against the tide of exiting students to the stage, he was gone. 

Just as well, I thought. I wasn’t really sure what I’d say to him before talking to my dad anyway. Maybe I could have felt him out to see how serious he was about his music. Though I could hardly imagine him getting up on stage in front of two whole schools if he wasn’t a rock star wannabe. I’d spent last summer working for my dad, and one of my jobs was to filter all the e-mails from rock star hopefuls. It took up a lot of my time going through all the messages—they were a dime a dozen. More like a dime a thousand.

This time, I had no doubt my dad could make him a star—no wannabe about it. Tony Capri was the kind of guy who made dreams come true, provided the talent was there and in this case, I knew for a fact it was.

But I had to talk to him first before offering Willmont everything I was sure he wanted: fame, fortune, the world at his feet. 
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Sandy and I made our way back out through the rear of the auditorium, and I looked around, hoping to see Willmont. No such luck. 

“I don’t see Dave,” Sandy said, drawing my attention to her, standing beside me.

“Dave?”

She rolled her eyes. “Uh, Dave. The guy with the guitar that you couldn’t stop watching?”

I stared at her blankly, so she laughed. “Willmont Davidson? Everyone calls him Dave—how do you not know this?”

“How do you figure I should know his nickname?” I asked. Maybe the guy was super-popular at Westwood, but that didn’t mean anything. I spent all my time either in school on campus or at the stables. If a guy didn’t ride, he wasn’t on my radar. If he was a musician, he wasn’t even in my universe.

She made a raspberry noise.

“I’m going upstairs to call my dad,” I said, trying to eyeball a path through the crowd in the lobby. I needed to get to the stairs and up to the dorm floors where it was quiet.

“He’s got it, doesn’t he?” Sandy asked, making me turn and look at her before I set out. “That whatever it is. I can tell by that twinkle in your eye.”

I nodded. “Yes, he’s got it.”

“I thought you hated musicians,” she said, looking at me sideways, skeptically. 

“I do,” I said with a sigh. “But I love my dad, and he needs guys like this.”

My roommate gave me a knowing smile. “Right, your dad,” she said. Before I could argue, she nodded toward a pack of our friends. “I’m going to go see what the girls are up to. See you upstairs later.”

And then she was gone.
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I had never been so excited to go to a dance, and it wasn’t because I’d get to socialize with boys. Well, just one boy, but not for socialization; I was going to see Dave and to tell him that my dad wanted him to come to Manhattan for an audition. He still needed two members for Wiretap—his new boy band—and Dave would be perfect. 

A bunch of us went down early to await the Westwood buses: a favorite Rosewood girls’ pastime. Sandy must have noticed me glancing at the clock on the wall for like the thousandth time.

“They’ll be here soon,” she said. “I’ve never seen you so anxious. Why are you so amped up?”

I shook my head and laughed—at myself mostly. “I don’t know. I hate all this, but I can’t help but be excited knowing I’m going to help make his dreams come true.”

She smiled. “I get that. Maybe he’ll be grateful. Really grateful.” She waggled her eyebrows.

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like that.”

“Just think,” she said, as though she hadn’t even heard me. “You’ll get all the credit for making him famous. You’ll have to fight off all the fangirls and groupies.”

I was about to protest that I wouldn’t be fighting off anything, when the gym erupted into a roar at the Westwood boys’ arrival. I practically held my breath, watching for Dave to come in. 

Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long. I noticed him right away as he came in with a bunch of guys who were laughing and chatting around him, making their way toward a group of girls that I recognized as Seychelles Spencer, Brooklyn Prescott, and their friends. I knew Brooklyn from the stables—she was on the dressage team (somehow—she was really not a good rider) and had a huge crush on our former coach, which was probably why she was even on the team. Though he’d been off since hurting himself before Christmas and inexplicably she’d stayed. 

I hardly had time to wonder if she was dating one of these guys and didn’t really care besides—I wanted to get to Dave first.

Taking a breath, I took several steps until I blocked his trajectory, causing him to almost bash into me.

“Hey,” I said. 

He lurched to a stop and looked around in surprise before eyeing me, obviously confused. “Uh, hi?”

“Can we talk for a few minutes?” I asked, unable to stop the stupid grin on my face. 

He frowned and looked over my shoulder toward where his friends had joined the girls, and I was sure he must have thought I was crazy and wondering just who the hell I was.

“Just a couple of minutes,” I assured him. “You’re going to like it, I promise.”

Boy, was I wrong.
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“What do you mean?” my dad said on the phone a half hour later. 

I’d been so shocked at what Dave had said that I’d left the dance and returned to my dorm to call my dad right away. Now it was his turn to be flabbergasted.

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see through the phone. “He said he’s not interested.”

“Because of school? Did you tell him we’re not starting up the tour until the summer, and we’re going to only do intensive weekend rehearsals until then?”

“He wouldn’t say why, but yes, I told him that.” 

“He knows it’s a paid gig, right? Not an internship...”

“Yes, Dad,” I sighed. “But remember, he probably comes from money, so it’s not about that.”

“Huh,” Dad said, obviously having trouble accepting that someone wasn’t interested in being rich and famous. Dad was usually the one turning people down, not the other way around. “Did you give him my number? Maybe I can talk to him.”

I thought back to those awkward moments in the gym when I’d tried to force my dad’s card into Dave's hand, but he’d refused to take it. The card had ended up on the floor, and I’d had to scramble to pick it up as he tried to walk away from me. Well, no, he didn’t try, he did walk away from me. Rather rudely. 

Musicians.

“I’ll keep at him,” I promised, though I wasn’t sure what good it would do. He’d seemed adamant that he wasn’t interested and almost seemed disgusted at the concept. Sure, boy bands weren’t exactly everyone’s idea of serious music, but it would be a once-in-a-lifetime experience and could totally springboard his career. Plus, my father was committed to making sure these guys weren’t just fluffy eye candy—he wanted real musicians.

Dad sighed. “Don’t push too hard. If he’s not into it, we can’t force him. The last thing I need is someone walking out halfway through a tour because he never wanted to be there in the first place. But after you were so sure...” he trailed off, clearly disappointed.

“I know, Dad,” I said with a sigh. “I’m so sorry. I never would have guessed he wasn’t into it.”

“It’s all right, kiddo,” Dad said. “I have some auditions lined up for this week.”

“That’s great!” I said, hopeful that he’d find someone as good as Dave. Or that Dave would come around. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Graeme and Darren are really shaping up, and I’ve just signed a bass player. Now if we could only find a couple of guitars we’d be all set.”

“Do you really need two guitars?” I asked.

“The magic number for the band is five.”

“Right,” I said with a chuckle. “The boy band formula.”

“Hey, don’t knock it. That formula is going to pay for your cushy summer in the Hamptons.”

“I’m not knocking it, Dad,” I said, laughing. “And believe me, I am going to appreciate that summer if it ever gets here.” I glanced up at the window, and like I’d cued Mother Nature, it was snowing again.

“Unless you’d rather work for me again this summer.”

“Nice try,” I said, not even bothering to pretend to consider it. While I’d worked for my dad the summer before, he had been between projects and was just starting to do the preliminary work for Wiretap, so while it was busy, it wasn’t insane busy, and it was office work and a few festival gigs, not studio work. But this summer was going to be crazy and filled with the drama of going on tour with five guys who, let’s face it, were probably just as interested in hooking up with groupies as they were in playing music. Like I needed that in my life.

No thanks. And anyway, Sandy was going to be spending the summer with me since her parents did the Europe thing and she wasn’t into it. We already had it all worked out, right down to the several days a week I was going to ride at the stables down the road from our summer house.

“Worth a shot,” he said, resigned. “Good thing I’ve got Linda on the payroll. All right, I’d better go back to reviewing more demos. When will I see you?”

I’d only just gotten back to school after Christmas break, but while he tried not to be needy, it was just me and him that made up our little family of two, so I got that he missed me while I was at school. I knew he would have preferred me to go to a school in Manhattan, but Rosewood had been the best way for me to get a good education while he was off on tour. That way he didn’t have to worry about me and I didn’t have to live out of a suitcase and get educated by tutors. 

Not to mention that I loved Rosewood and had made a lot of friends here, got to ride almost daily, and most importantly? As a boarding school with only girls and limited events with the Westwood boys from down the road, my life was uncomplicated and musician-free. Until now, of course, although that was obviously not going to be an issue.

“Spring break,” I said. 

“Great. I should have the band together and rehearsing by then.”

I fought the urge to sigh, sort of hating that he was depending on me to judge the band’s appeal to teen girls—he forgot I was jaded by the industry and wasn’t a typical fangirl. Well, in fairness, he didn’t know the whole story of why I was so jaded, though I wasn’t about to fill him in on any of what he didn’t already know.

Some things you don’t share with your dad. 

“Maybe I’ll bring Sandy,” I said, knowing she would love the experience. She wouldn’t have to fake her enthusiasm over watching the band rehearse.

“Sounds good,” Dad said. “Let me know if your friend changes his mind.”

I seriously doubted it, and he was hardly my friend. But I promised I would. 

Email

January 25


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: Checking in

Message: Hi Dave, just thought I’d check in to see if you’ve given any more thought to what we talked about at the dance. It would be a great opportunity and my dad would be really open to you contributing your own songs. Have I mentioned how awesome I thought your performance was at the talent show?

Vanessa



January 27


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: Checking in

Message: No thanks.



––––––––
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So not only did it take him two days to respond, but all I got were two words? I suppose I should have felt honored that one of those words was a ‘thanks,’ but no, not really. I probably shouldn’t have written him back, but I was procrastinating doing a history paper and had no one around to talk me out of it.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: Checking in

Message: Seriously? You don’t want to be rich and famous?





At least that got me a response right away.




To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: Checking in

Message: Nope.




––––––––
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Now we were down to ONE word replies? I tried to push away my frustration, knowing that wouldn’t help at all—getting angry at him wasn’t going to entice him to get on board. Maybe I needed to try a different strategy.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: Checking in

Message: You know, along with fame comes groupies and fangirls. Lots of them.



To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: NOT INTERESTED

Message:



––––––––
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So that was pretty clear.

No Love Lost

February 13


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: Sorry!

Message: Hi, okay, so it was kind of crazy to chase you at the Valentine’s dance, and I’m sorry for following you into the boys’ bathroom, but you could have listened to me for two seconds! I just wanted to let you know that my dad is still looking for another guitar player for his band. All the other members have signed up and they’re great guys—I know you’d get along really well with them! He’d love to meet you and would be happy to put you up in Manhattan for an all-expenses-paid weekend. FREE weekend in NYC with no obligation! Just think about it.

Vanessa



I didn’t get the response until three days later this time:


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: Sorry!

Message: Still not interested. 


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: Sorry!

Message: Can’t blame a girl for trying. ;)

Vanessa


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: Sorry!

Message: I grudgingly respect your persistence. I hope your father is paying you well to incessantly badger me. 

p.s. In case it’s not clear, I’m still not interested.



For some reason, that made me smile, the part about respecting me, at least.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: Sorry!

Message: He isn’t paying me. If he was, he’d probably demand a refund since I’m obviously failing at my job.

Vanessa


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Sorry!

Message: Not for lack of trying. You put up a good fight.

p.s. but I will never be interested.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: Sorry!

Message: Will you at least tell me why?

Vanessa


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Sorry!

Message: No. It’s personal.



While it stung a little, it’s not like I could argue with that. And if I’d learned anything about him, it was that he was not the kind of guy who could be persuaded into anything, no matter how much begging, nagging, and cajoling I did.

With a sigh, I closed my laptop. 

Too Far?

––––––––
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To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: Stalking

Message: FYI, while I suppose I have to admire your persistence, getting my roommate to badger me on your behalf is beneath you. Also: ineffective and annoying. Please cease and desist.



Tears sprung to my eyes. Was he joking or was he really mad?

I had known talking to Jared Abramovich—Abe as everyone called him—when I saw him downstairs with Seychelles, was a long shot and probably cheap, but I was getting desperate. Plus Abe had seemed to think Dave would be into the whole music scene. He’d been surprised when I’d told him how many times his roommate had blown me off. Actually, he was really surprised that he’d blown me off at all.

He hadn’t seen Dave’s performance at the talent show after what had happened to Seychelles during his act, but knew firsthand that Dave was an excellent musician. He’d even told me that he’d noticed Dave practicing more lately. Which had given me hope. 

False hope, obviously.

I was about to hit reply when another message came in:


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: Stalking

Message: By the way, by cease and desist, I just meant it didn’t work to convince me. I’m not going to send my lawyer after you or anything. Although if you call my parents to get them to work on me, I just might.

Dave



I blew out a loud, relieved breath. Maybe he was frustrated, but he didn’t sound really mad. Still, I didn’t like that I was obviously getting on his nerves. Time to backpedal a bit. Or at least stop nagging.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: Stalking

Message: Deal.


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: Stalking

Message: That almost felt too easy. Don’t tell me you’re afraid? Of what? Lawyers? Or me.

Dave


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: Stalking

Message: YOU are terrifying.



But then right on the heels of that message, before he could even think to respond, I sent:



To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: Stalking

Message: j/k. My dad needs all the guys ready to start recording in a couple of weeks, so this was my last ditch effort to get you on board. I’ll stop badgering you now. You’re done with me for good.

Vanessa


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: Stalking

Message: FINALLY! 

;)

Dave






One Random Night

I was in bed one night in March in the middle of exams when an e-mail came in to my phone. I glanced over at Sandy, but she was asleep, her breathing deep and even. I was thankful my phone hadn’t woken her—she could be a dragon when her sleep got interrupted. 


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: Do I need a shrink?

Message: I almost miss your nagging

Dave

p.s. Almost.



To which I responded right away. 


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: Do I need a shrink?

Message: 

Obviously.

V.



And he sent back, immediately:


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: Do I need a shrink?

Message: 

Right. Thanks.

p.s. Still not interested.

Dave



Sandy let out a very loud, exasperated sigh. “Ugh! Would you stop giggling over there? Who are you even talking to?”

“No one,” I said. “Sorry. Go back to sleep.” I pulled my covers over my head and sent Dave a message back.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: Do I need a shrink?

Fine, you’re not interested. MESSAGE RECEIVED LOUD AND CLEAR. 

V.



To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: Do I need a shrink?

Message: Good. :P

Dave



In the Studio

Dad was too busy with getting the band together to take me out to our house in the Hamptons. And anyway, it was still too cold, especially by the water. So on the Friday before spring break—a half day—he sent his driver, Gary, to Rosewood to bring me back to New York City. It was a fairly short drive, which meant we were pulling into the city shortly after two in the afternoon.

Instead of going to our penthouse in Chelsea, I asked Gary to take me to the studio, knowing Dad would be there working. Because while I had no intention of getting involved with the band, I couldn’t deny that I was a tiny bit eager to meet them, especially in advance of Sandy’s arrival on Thursday. Her mother was flying her to Sonoma for them to have an extended spa weekend first. But once she arrived, I had a feeling things would be even crazier, so I wanted my first impression of the boys to be as objective and drama-free as possible. 

Once I was past the building’s security guard and just inside the studio’s front door, I found myself pulled into a hug by Dad’s assistant and tour manager, Linda Heffernan, who had come out to meet me.

“Nessie!” she exclaimed, almost squeezing the life out of me. I would have laughed if I’d had any air left in my lungs. Before I could protest, though, she pulled away and held me at arm’s length, looking like she hadn’t seen me in years. Which was funny because it had only been a couple of months. “How are you?” she asked, staring at me as she waited for an honest answer.

I smiled, not minding the smothery attention. In fact, I kind of loved it, though I’d never admit it to her or anyone else. I’d known her practically forever—she was like my dad’s work wife and I guess by extension, my work mom, even though as a single lady in her forties, she didn’t have any kids of her own. “I’m great,” I said, pulling my messenger bag over my head and dropping it on the desk. “How’s life?”

She hesitated for a half a second before she smiled and said, “Great, thanks. Everything’s perfect. You’re here to meet the guys, I presume?”

I made a mental note to ask my dad if everything was okay with her but just nodded. “Yeah, Dad’s been going on non-stop about nothing else so I figured I’d come and see for myself.”

Linda chuckled as she nodded toward the door to the studio. “He’s excited. But he has reason to be; he’s put together a good group. These guys are going to go the distance, I think.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear it, but it made me worry a little. My dad was a notorious workaholic and put everything into his career, which also meant he was vulnerable. He’d thankfully been fine the last few years, but there was no guarantee Wiretap would be successful or things would go the way he was hoping. He was putting a lot of eggs in this basket and the last time he’d done that, it had been a disaster. Linda knew it as well as I did. We’d both had to live through it.

She must have seen the concern on my face because before she opened the door, she put an arm across my shoulders and gave me a side-hug. “He’s doing fine, I promise. He has his eyes open.”

I nodded and followed her into the studio. The door opened to the mixing board side where my father and his engineer, Cliff, sat facing the window that overlooked the recording room. My eyes drifted there first, but I let out a breath when I saw it was empty.

“Hey, kiddo,” Dad said as he got up and came over.

“Hi, Dad,” I muttered into his chest as I got my second bear hug of the day. 

He pulled back, giving me a chance to say hi to Cliff, another one of Dad’s long-time staffers.

“So,” I said, trying not to sound eager as I nodded to the empty room. Well, empty of people—there were plenty of instruments. “Where are they?”

“They needed a break,” Dad said. “I sent them to the gym to blow off some steam and then back to the condo for a shower and food. Cliff and I are going through the work they did this morning. It’s good, but not there yet. They’ll be back in time to get a couple hours in before dinner.”

Dinner didn’t mean the end of the day, either. Knowing Dad, the guys would be working late into the evening. It was a good sign that they were getting regular meals and breaks in, though. And of course, gym time, though that was all part of what they’d signed up for: boy band boot camp. They might be real musicians, but they had to be attractive and fit, too; that was a big part of the formula.

I dropped into one of the chairs at the board. “Have you had lunch?” I asked my father, eyeing the not-so-fresh-looking paper coffee cup beside him.

He followed my gaze and must have realized he hadn’t because he shook his head and pushed up out of his chair. “No, but I could use some air. Let’s go walk to the deli and grab some sandwiches.”

We took orders and left the studio, walking down the block to the deli that knew us both by name and even Dad’s ‘the usual.’ We ordered for everyone and left laden with food: sandwiches, drinks, and even kosher pickles (because you can’t have the deli experience without them, Dad always said). 

I’d thought Dad would talk about the band, but he seemed to be more interested in hearing about me: school and how my equestrian training was coming along. Small talk, which was weird, but I didn’t mind.

“I actually missed competing in the last derby thanks to that flu going around,” I said, still getting over the disappointment of the horrible timing of the illness, and how I’d puked the second the bus had pulled into the stable yard. 

He gave me a sympathetic look.

I shrugged it off. “I’ll never be a contender,” I told him as we walked out in the sunshine, dodging and weaving around people on the busy sidewalk. “I’m good for my school and maybe even regionals, but not good enough to do it more than as a hobby. But maybe someday I can have a job working at a stables or something to do with horses.” I was aware I needed to start getting serious about my future plans, especially if they included college.

Dad looked over at me. “So you really don’t want in the business, huh? You’re still serious about that?”

I didn’t look at him, scared of seeing disappointment on his face—it was bad enough hearing it in his voice. “Very serious.”

“You’d be good at producing,” he said, for the millionth time since I was old enough to sit on his lap at the mixing board. The difference was that now I knew he really meant it. Not that it mattered even if it was true.

“Not interested,” I said, realizing as I did that I sounded a lot like Dave had when I’d tried to convince him to join Wiretap. Ironic, I know, but I had my reasons. Good ones.

“It’s because of—”

“Dad,” I said, cutting him off. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

He blew out a loud breath. “Which is probably why we should.”

Even though it had been years, tears rose to my eyes. “Dad, please,” I begged. “I came here to see you and meet the band because I’m curious, not because I want to join the family business. Can we just leave it at that and have a nice visit?”

By that time, we were at the studio, and I stopped, my hand on the front door. I looked at him, waiting for his answer. He sighed and nodded. “I’ve made peace with it. With her, all of it, you know.”

I swallowed. “That’s good,” I said, my throat tight on the words.

“You should, too. It’s been a long time, Nessa. You can’t hold onto that anger forever.”

Wanna bet? I thought but just shook my head and opened the door. 
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I had just taken a huge bite of my corned beef on rye when my eye was caught by bodies walking past the glass-walled conference room we were in. Tall, male bodies. Though I couldn’t see much else through the mostly closed blinds, no matter how hard I tried.

Distracted, I nearly choked on the food, which wasn’t just humiliating, but made me instantly angry at myself. Luckily, no one seemed to notice as I forced the food down and took a long slug of my lemonade.

“Oh good,” Dad said, putting down his sandwich and glancing toward me. “The boys are back. I’ll go get them so you can meet them.”

Linda shook her head. “They’re fine. Let us eat and we’ll go out when we’re done.”

I gave her a grateful look as Dad dropped back into his chair. Not only did I not want to meet these guys while I had a mouth full of food that was obviously a choking hazard, but...no, that was pretty much it.

They are musicians, I told myself. You knew they were going to be hot, there’s no reason to get all flustered. Remember what happened last time you got mixed up with a musician?

I felt my face heat up, so I bent my head, intent on my food, hoping no one noticed. 

No one knew about the musician I’d hooked up with at last summer’s Fourth of July music festival in a rare moment of weakness. 

Andres Castillo had just finished his set and was coming down off the stage when we locked eyes in one of those crazy movie moments when you just know. Like there’s an instant eye chemistry or something. 

He hadn’t been one of Dad’s guys and didn’t know who I was, assuming I’d gotten backstage by being a particularly persistent groupie. I guess letting him believe that was mistake number one (or two, since making eye contact with him in the first place would have been the first), but who’s to say it wouldn’t have ended the same way if he had known?

He’d handed off his guitar to a roadie and had pulled me into a quiet corner backstage where we could talk and kiss a little. We’d spent the weekend together, my father busy enough with his own musicians that he hadn’t even noticed I’d been sneaking off.

Andres had been cute and sweet, saying all the right things and acting like I wasn’t just another groupie dazzled by his fame. I honestly thought he was different than all the rest. I honestly thought he’d liked me.

Until I’d come back from the washrooms to see him making out with an actual groupie. The worst part? When I’d busted him, he’d grinned like it was no big deal and invited me to join them. 

Right. Like that was happening. 

I’d been angry at him, of course, but even more, I’d been angry at myself for falling for it. I knew better. I’d seen enough of that crap over the years—first hand even. But I’d gotten duped by a teenager who was already well-versed in how to get whatever he wanted. It was humiliating and made me pity his future conquests because last summer was just the beginning of his career. Since then, he’d had a couple of chart-toppers, and I’d heard he was breaking hearts not just at local festivals, but all over the world.

I was just glad we’d never gotten past first names. Well, my first name, anyway. In retrospect, it should have been a red flag that he’d never bothered to ask my last name.

But his was no mystery, and there was no way I could escape the name, Andres Castillo, since he was all over the radio. To rub salt on my wound, he happened to be one of Sandy’s current favorites, and I even had to see his face staring at me from the wall over her bed. 

I’d gotten somewhat used to it, throwing it mental daggers every time it caught me by surprise.

Thank God I’d never have to see him again in person.


Introducing Wiretap

About ten minutes later, we finished eating and tossed our garbage into the bin in the corner of the boardroom. I followed my dad and Linda (Cliff had already left, since he didn’t seem to need to chew his food) out and down the hall to the studio. We went in through the back door to the musician side. 

As the door opened, it was obvious that the guys hadn’t started rehearsing and were chatting, other than one who was tinkering at the piano. 

They looked up when we came in, and I felt all their eyes on me, making me suddenly very self-conscious, wishing I’d worn something a little nicer than my jeans and Rosewood sweatshirt. 

A beat later, Dad began to introduce me to the guys:

Graeme Boone the lead singer, who also played keyboards, was first and came around the piano and right up to me with a big smile. I was very familiar with the name as he’d been on Dad’s radar for a long time. In fact, he was the reason Dad even started putting the band together since he’d auditioned Graeme in the fall. He didn’t think Graeme was quite strong enough to be a solo act but didn’t want to lose him, either. Plus, he had that pretty boy look and British charm that was perfect for the boy band formula. I hadn’t heard his demo, but dad said he had a rare vocal talent and a deep, soulful voice; Dad saying that meant a lot and seeing him now just validated that he was a good choice for lead.

Darren Hill was a clean-cut African-American kid with chocolatey brown eyes and a killer smirk. He shook my hand with a strong grip, which was fitting since he was the drummer. 

Max Lindstrom was the youngest-looking of the guys and had a Scandinavian look with blonde hair and almost ice-blue eyes. There was something haunted in those eyes, making me wonder immediately about his backstory. I made a mental note to ask my father later what the deal was with this bass player as my eyes slid to the next band member.

Andres...wait. Seriously? I did a double take and looked at my father, wide-eyed. No, wild-eyed. Because I just couldn’t believe it.

How could this be? Andres Castillo, the guy who had permeated my nightmares for weeks last summer, was already a star, what was he doing in Dad’s fledgling boy band? 

The blood rushed through my ears like my body’s own white noise until I realized people were staring at me, and I’d clearly missed something. 

“Huh?” I said because I’m super smart like that.

Dad chuckled. But it was Andres who was standing there with his hand out for me to shake. “I said it was nice to meet you, Vanessa,” he said politely, but there was mischief in his eyes.

So we’re going to pretend last summer’s thing never happened, I thought, resisting the urge to kick this guy in the Castillo family jewels.

I reluctantly slid my hand into his and was then sorry when he held onto it a fraction too long, a silent message that said: I remember you. All the humiliation that I’d finally gotten over came rushing back in that moment. I pulled my hand away and turned to the last band member, eager to get out of Andres’s clutches. 

“...Chris Blair,” my dad was saying. “Our second guitar.”

I gave Chris what I hoped was a polite smile, which felt more like a grimace, but whatever. It wasn’t like I’d be spending much time with these guys (especially now, because: Andres) so it didn’t really matter what they thought of me. 

“Nice to meet you,” Chris said, giving my hand something of a clammy shake. At least he wasn’t total arrogance personified. Though Andres had enough for the both of them. Hell, he had enough for the whole band. 

“So now that you’ve met everyone, how about we let them get back to it and you can listen from the booth?” Dad said.

Eager to get away from Andres, I nodded and beelined for the door, knowing my father would be right behind me. As I left, I heard the clatter of the guys grabbing their instruments as they made ready to play. 
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We were barely in our seats in the booth when I turned to my dad. “Why on earth do you have Andres Castillo in the band?”

He blinked at me a couple of times before he said, “He’s a good musician,” like that was explanation enough.

It wasn’t. I gave him a withering look. “Come on Dad,” I said, cocking my head at him. “There are a lot of good musicians out there. Why him? And more importantly: Why would he even want to be in your boy band?”

Dad sighed before saying, “He got into a bit of trouble. He hit it big so fast that he couldn’t handle it—you know what it can be like. He didn’t have a good handler and things got out of control.”

Why didn’t this surprise me? What did was that Dad was willing to take him on. “So why...”

Dad shook his head. “He doesn’t want to ruin his career before it really even starts. He came to me to help him clean up his act, and I saw this as a good opportunity for him. He’s promised to stay clean.”

“But he’s a solo act,” I said.

“Not anymore,” Dad said. “Anyway, working as a part of a band will help him grow as a musician. Keep his ego in check.”

I had doubts about that. “I never heard anything about him getting into real trouble,” I said. 

Cliff looked at me and then nodded toward my dad.

“So you bailed him out and made sure the press didn’t catch wind?” I guessed.

My father just smiled at me, answer enough. That’s why he got the big bucks.

I turned my head and looked through the window at the guys as they got ready to play. Graeme was the only one without an instrument, at the stand mic in front, having abandoned the piano for now.

“What makes you think he’ll stay on the straight and narrow?” I asked, sneaking a peek at Andres as he tuned his guitar and tested the pedals on the floor in front of him. He really was gorgeous with his dark hair and eyes—totally rocking that Latin lover vibe. It was especially distracting that he had the several days’ stubble thing going on. 

“I told him,” Dad said, breaking into my thoughts, which was a good thing. “He messes up, he’s out, and I can’t protect him anymore. Notoriety works for a while to get attention, but will only get you so far in your musical career. I can get him better press and more success if he does it my way. And my way he’s not dead of an overdose before he’s thirty.”

“He’s a player,” I warned, sliding my eyes back toward the window, not wanting to give my father the opportunity to guess I knew firsthand.

“Not anymore,” he said.

That pulled my eyes back to his as I snorted involuntarily. “Right.”

He shook his head at me, his expression serious. “He signed the contract. He knows the rules. I don’t mess around anymore, Nessa. If he wants this, he’s got to do it my way.”

I had my doubts, but I nodded and turned back to the window just in time for Graeme to count them in and they started to play.

That Time I Should Have Read a Book Instead


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: Spring Break

Message: Are you having a good break? 

V.



To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: Spring Break

Message: No. But I’m guessing if you’re e-mailing me, neither are you. :/

Dave



I sighed, hating that I’d just given so much away by sending a simple, bored e-mail. I was in the condo on the Tuesday morning of break, lying in bed. Dad was long gone, and I was feeling lazy and a little bit lonely. I don’t know why I decided to send Dave a message but whatever the reason, now that I’d gotten his response, I was now sorry I had.

––––––––
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To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Not true. Having a blast with the band in Manhattan. The band you could have been in. 



My fingers hovered over the keys and then I deleted the last sentence, not wanting to make him angry or rub it in what he was missing out on. Although apparently lying through my teeth (fingers?) was totally acceptable. 


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Not true. Having a blast with the band in Manhattan. Just getting ready to go meet them at the studio. Where are you spending break?


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Home with family. 



That made me pause. Why wasn’t he having a good break at home? Did he hate his family? Did he wish he was somewhere else? Somewhere exotic? Exciting?


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Bored? :P



To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Not exactly. My grandfather is ill.



I gasped at his sudden honesty and then rolled over and sat up, leaning against my headboard. It suddenly felt like this conversation was too real for lazing in bed.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Oh. I’m really sorry. I hope he’s okay.



I practically held my breath until I got his response. 


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: he’s going into hospice. 



Doing a quick search, I learned hospice meant end of life care. His grandfather was dying. I stared down at the phone and fought tears; I knew what it was like to lose a grandparent. I’d lost all four already, knew that grief personally. A typed message felt so inadequate, but I wasn’t about to call him. Even if I wanted to, I didn’t have his number, and it felt too personal anyway. We didn’t really have that kind of relationship. Though with this new information, it felt more personal than it had been.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Dave, I’m so sorry.



There was a long pause as I waited for him to respond. Long enough for me to get out of bed and pad to the bathroom, taking the phone with me, of course. I’d just finished brushing my teeth when his response came.


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Thanks. Anyway, I’m not sure why I just told you that. Please don’t say anything. I don’t want anyone to know. Ok?



Why on earth had he told me? We didn’t even know each other. In fact, I had been fairly sure he sort of hated me for nagging him about the band and had no idea why he suffered through e-mailing me. I suddenly felt guilty about all that. 


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Is this why you didn’t want to audition?



To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: Partly. It’s complicated. 





I read his message and sat down on the closed toilet, not wanting to abandon the conversation to jump into the shower just yet.  


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: I’m sorry I nagged you. If I’d known, I would have backed off.


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: re: Spring Break

Message: I didn’t mind your nagging so much. And like I said, I didn’t want anyone to know.

Though, if I didn’t know better, I might have thought you wanted me in the band because you liked me. ;)



I nearly fell off the toilet lid, I was that surprised at his sudden one-eighty. Was he seriously flirting with me? A sudden wave of rage washed over me as he reminded me why I loathed musicians so much. Clearly, I’d dodged a bullet by him not auditioning. Not that I was going to be around the band much, but with him going to Westwood, it would have gotten way too awkward, way too quickly.

Jerk.


To: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

From: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

Subject: nice try

Message: Sorry to disappoint you, Dave, but I don’t date musicians.



“How do you like that?” I said to my phone as I hit send and then waited for his response where he would apologize and try to smooth things over.

I waited. 

And waited some more. 

After about ten minutes, I realized I must have pissed him off. But there was no way I could send him another message now or I’d look like I was backpedaling.

Oh well. 

It was many hours later (after a long walk to the spa for a pedi and a stop at Panera for lunch) that I finally got his response, the one I’d assumed wasn’t coming. 


To: vanessa.capri@the-rosewood-academy.com 

From: willmont.davidson@the-westwood-academy.com

Subject: re: nice try

Message: Good to know.



Good to know? Ugh. It wasn’t exactly what I’d been expecting. I mean, obviously, I’d shut him down, which had been my intention.

So why was I disappointed? 

Corned Beef and Confessions on Rye

The last thing I wanted to do was go back to the studio. Not just because the less I had to be around Andres, the better, either. I was in Manhattan, and it was spring break, and I wanted to do fun things with my best friend: shop, eat, people-watch, stay away from musicians. 

Not hang out in a stuffy studio, pretending I wasn’t avoiding a guitar player who seemed determined to make me uncomfortable. To be honest, just his presence made me uncomfortable, but he had taken awkward to a new level, seeming to go out of his way to flirt with me and pretend to want to get to know me. And the more I rebuffed him, the more determined he got. 

Which meant I’d avoided the studio the last several days, dodging Dad’s requests. He wanted me to come listen to the band and give feedback on the music and the boys in general because they needed to build image portfolios for them. Of course, as a teen girl who normally would fit into the band’s target demographic, my opinion was valuable, and since I wasn’t the type to suck up, trusted.

I felt somewhat bad, especially when Dad seemed to think I was avoiding him (and I wasn’t about to tell him the real reason for making myself scarce) but I had tried to make up for it by cooking him a couple of dinners and even dragging him out one afternoon so he could take me to the Met. He had refused at first, but I’d gotten Linda involved, and she’d shooed him out, saying she and Cliff could hold down the fort for a couple of hours while the boys rehearsed.

So far, this week had been mostly musician and drama-free. 

It had also been really boring.

Things were about to pick up since Sandy was scheduled to arrive. Except, of course, she wanted to meet the band. This wasn’t a surprise—I had promised her she could. But that was before I knew about Andres.

Still, there was no backing out now, so on Thursday morning, I went with Gary to Penn Station where we picked Sandy up in the limo and drove back to the studio. After hearing about her extended spa weekend, I’d told her the band was busy and couldn’t be distracted, so we could only spend a couple of hours (max) at the studio. She could meet them and hear them play, but we wouldn’t be staying all day.

She definitely wanted to stay all day.

And gauging by the guys’ reactions to her, they wanted the same. No surprise there: where I was cold and standoffish as I woodenly introduced her around, she was all smiles and flirtiness. That she was fangirling, even before she’d heard them play a note, was harmless, and it shouldn’t have bothered me, but I knew that Andres was watching my every move even as he flirted with her, making me even more nervous than I already was around him. 

Thankfully, I got an opportunity to escape in the early afternoon. Dad was working with Graeme on his vocals while the guys sat around, looking bored as they stared at their respective phones.

“I guess I should get some lunch,” Linda said, frowning as she glanced from her laptop up to the clock on the wall.

“We’ll go,” I offered, standing up and stretching, happy for the distraction. I turned to Sandy, but she was looking wistfully through the glass at Graeme, obviously reluctant to leave.

“I’ll come with you,” Chris said, popping up out of his seat. “I could use some air.”

Sandy didn’t even look at me so I smiled at Chris and nodded, glad at least someone was willing to help. 

“Just put it on the account,” Linda said with a grateful smile. She had so many balls in the air that I was happy to pitch in and grab food for everyone, especially if it meant I could get out of the studio, even for twenty minutes.

It was a bit awkward walking down the street beside Chris at first. I barely knew him beyond Dad’s basic introductions from the beginning of the week. Nonetheless, what I did know, I liked. In a friends kind of way, of course. I looked at him sideways, wondering if there was some sort of ulterior motive behind him wanting to come with me. 

“So,” he said as we made our way to the deli. “You having a good spring break so far?”

I glanced over at him, not sure if he was joking, but no, how could he know the last place I wanted to be was at the studio? His friendly smile and open expression confirmed that his question was an honest one.

I shrugged. “Could be worse.”

He laughed. “Okay, so I’ll take that as a no.”

“Hanging out in my dad’s studio isn’t really my idea of a great time,” I said, sounding a lot crabbier than intended. 

He hunched his shoulders a bit, and I realized maybe I was raining on his parade a little. “No offense or anything. Just not my thing.”

“Not a music fan?”

Did I want to get into it with this guy? No, I really didn’t. But I didn’t want to insult him, either. 

“On the contrary,” I said. “I’m a big music fan, but put it this way, if your dad owned a bakery, you’d still like croissants and donuts and fresh-baked bread, but you’d also appreciate having a salad or a hamburger every once in a while, right?”

He tilted his head toward me, still smiling and said, “You do need a nice, fresh bun to make a great hamburger.”

I rolled my eyes. “Touché.”

He bumped my shoulder with his. “I’m just teasing; I do get it. Obviously, you’re not into the family business.”

“Not really. I probably would have preferred to do something else on my spring break than hang out in a stuffy studio. I mean, it’s not like I’m going to be a rock star.”

Chris grinned at that, but his cheeks got a little pink, which was adorable. Not that I’d ever admit it or tell him. But he was definitely the nice guy in the band. With his piercing blue eyes and easy smiles, he was going to find a big fan base with girls who are into the boy next door type for sure.

“All that talent around you and you don’t play?” Chris asked, taking the focus off himself and that whole rock star comment that I could tell he was struggling with.

I shrugged. “A little. Nothing to write home about.” It was my turn to shift focus. “Speaking of home, where are you from?”

“Seattle,” he said as we stopped in front of the door to the deli. He grabbed the handle and pulled it open, gesturing for me to go in front of him.

“Thanks,” I said. “So how did you hook up with Tony?” I knew my dad had put feelers out about the band months ago but didn’t know the guys’ individual stories. 

“I was in a band back home, and we were doing a wedding gig, if you believe it.” He chuckled as we stepped to the back of the four-person line at the counter. He crossed his arms and then nodded his head back in the direction of the studio. “Cliff was one of the groomsmen, and I guess he called your dad right from the church hall.”

I smiled; that sounded like Cliff. He and my dad (and Linda, too) are always on the lookout for talent.

“Three weeks later your dad sent me a plane ticket to come audition.” He shrugged. “Rest is history, I guess.”

“A star is born,” I said. 

He smirked. “I guess. It’s...it’s kind of surreal, you know? I mean, one second I’m playing old Beatles songs in a crap wedding band to help my mom with rent and then next thing I know, I’m signing this crazy contract with more zeros than I’ve ever seen. Don’t get me wrong, I love the music, it’s just...that money is really going to help.”

I looked over at him and saw something like awe in his eyes. Clearly this opportunity was about more than just making his musical dreams come true. As someone who had been lucky to be born into wealth and who’d never really had to work for anything, it was humbling to know that getting to be in Dad’s band was life-changing for Chris in ways I’d never considered. It also made me a little uncomfortable—talking about money with people who didn’t have a lot made me feel like a spoiled brat.

Which is probably why I said stupid things sometimes. Like that very moment when I blurted out, “The money’s great, sure, but just wait until you get on tour and girls throw their panties on stage at you.”

His smile faltered a little. “Your dad told us that it can get crazy. But it’s not that bad, is it? Like, girls don’t really do that sort of stuff, do they?”

Poor guy, he had no idea. But I didn’t want to be the one to fill him in on just how crazy it could get. “Sometimes,” I told him. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get the full briefing before tour.”

It took him a second to catch on to what I’d said, but then he barked out a loud laugh, making the two suits in front of us turn around. The one on the right glared at Chris. Lighten up, sheesh, I thought.

Chris apologized and leaned close to me, saying in a low voice, “What a couple of stiffs, huh?” 

I winked at him. 

“Anyway, I’m hoping it’s really not going to be that crazy,” he said. 

I was going to ask why but he said, “Girlfriend back home,” before I got the chance.

“Ah,” I said, trying to not let my cynicism show. 

“What? What’s that expression for?” he said. So much for my poker face.

“Going on tour is hard. Really hard for relationships.”

He made a sour face and sighed. “I know. We had a good talk about it and discussed taking a break for the summer, but neither of us wants to.”

“Well,” I said, reaching to grab a handful of napkins and paper-covered straws to take back with us. “If it makes you feel better, Tony won’t let things get crazy on the bus or in any hotel rooms. It’s not going to be a regular tour—the kind you hear about with trashed hotel rooms and hookers. He runs a tight ship.”

Chris nodded. “That was one of the reasons I signed on. And I showed Lindsay the contract, so she has more reason to trust me, but...”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s still going to be hard. There has to be a lot of trust. A lot.”

He nodded, his smile replaced with a strained expression. A few seconds later, he shook his head and seemed to push all those thoughts away. “So, you coming on tour with us?”

“Nope,” I said. “I’m going to the beach for the summer.” I cringed as soon as the words were out of my mouth because they made me sound so entitled: Rich girl doesn’t have to get a job and can laze around all summer. “Ugh.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing. I’m...I feel like a spoiled brat because I don’t have to work for the summer and am going to the Hamptons—the snottiest place on earth.”

“Hey,” he said, nodding toward the counter because we were up next. “If I could do what I loved for the summer without having to worry about money, I would, too.”

I glanced at him but had to wait several long minutes until after we’d placed our order before I could respond.

“But wait,” I said, once the deli guy had turned to go make our food. “Aren’t you doing what you love for the summer?” 

A slow smile spread across his face. “Looks that way.”

I lifted an eyebrow.

“The money part’s just a really nice bonus.”

“And the panties?”

He frowned. “Occupational hazard?”

It was my turn to let out a huge laugh. 

[image: image]

After lunch, the guys all went back to rehearse while Sandy and I sat in the booth watching. Sandy was, of course, having the best time ever, but for me, it was basically torture. And it had zero to do with the music and everything to do with the musicians. Well, one musician in particular.

When Andres looked at through the glass me for about the eight millionth time, I couldn’t take it for even one second more. 

“Let’s go, Sandy,” I said, grabbing her arm and dragging her out of the studio before she could do more than grunt in protest. 

“What was that about?” she asked as the door closed behind her, her flirty smile gone and replaced with a scowl. She rubbed at her arm where I’d just let her go, realizing too late that I’d had a vice grip on her.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

She shook her head. “No, I meant about






































































Back to the Grind



































Spring in my Step
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The Good News












































































































First Impressions




































































































The Style Posse Arrives
























































Potato Betrayal. It’s a Thing.


















































































Back Seat Confessions

























































































Decisions, Decisions
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The Show







































































































































The After-Party
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Ghosts Don’t E-mail
























































































































New York State of Mind








































































































































Wiretap Transformed



















































































Times Square





















































Maximus Broodimus














































































Pineapple Does Belong on Pizza

























































































Where There’s a Will...


































































Oh, the Horror

























































The Hamptons














































































































































Time of Our Lives





































































































Break a Leg



















































The Replacement
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