
   


  To Julian C.


  Always believe in your dreams.


  Thanks to you, I’m trying to make them come true.


  A story inspired by the titles of his songs.


  Chapter 9


  “You Only Live Once”


  The Strokes


  Evan


  One kiss—that’s all I allowed myself. And now, I’m screwed!


  I’ve been dying to kiss her since the first day I saw her. What should I do? Forget this girl? Let her go? Impossible! It feels like she’s tattooed on my skin, like permanent ink.


  I’ve never felt this way. Not even for Kristen. Aileen is a true lightning bolt, and distancing myself from her might be the best solution for me, for my future, and for her. But I absolutely don’t want to.


  For two days now, I’ve been brooding. I’m increasingly unbearable with my bandmates, and the days are a nightmare. I’m making their lives hell. Twice, I’ve stormed out, leaving them hanging in the rehearsal room. I just wanted to be far from everyone, locked in a bubble where no one can bother me. Alone with her floral blouse that soothes me when I bury my nose in it to catch her scent.


  On the way back, we barely spoke. She just looked at her article. If only she knew how it all went down… But I didn’t tell her. That night, she was in a completely wild state of excitement. After her little performance on stage, I brought her to my room. I barely had time to open the door before she pushed me onto the bed and threw herself on me, grinding against my body in a very provocative way. I admit, the show was… interesting. She didn’t try to kiss me. I undressed her because her clothes smelled absolutely awful. The only piece of fabric I didn’t remove was her black panties. I wanted to make love to her, but not in that state.


  I thought she’d fall asleep, but her tigress side was still in full swing. She started strutting around, striking poses that were more or less explicit. What a tease! I resisted, but it was hard! Her chest was practically winking at me. My arousal was painful—it was hard not to give in to my desires. And her scent! Damn it! It drove me crazy!


  At some point, she calmed down. She grabbed my tablet and, in ten minutes, wrote the article about the concert. Then she started talking, talking, talking. I learned a lot about her life. I put one of my t-shirts on her and tucked her into my bed. When her eyes were closed, I read her article. It was perfect; I published it immediately. I borrowed her camera, connected it to my computer, and selected the photos I liked. I smiled as I scrolled through them. Lots of body painting, silly moments with her friends, and portraits of me. She even captured the artwork I’d drawn on her cheeks.


  I posted the article, and within an hour, it was a hit on social media. All thanks to her. However, she doesn’t want to work for me anymore. Before leaving, she simply said, “Leave this in my dreams, Evan, but don’t come back to see me, because you’ll break my heart. And please, give me back my blouse.”


  She can keep dreaming! That blouse is mine!


  But what have I done? Like an idiot, I didn’t stop her. But deep down, what do I really want? Her!


  This girl is a burst of happiness, and I want to dive into her bubble. Take risks, play with fire. My heart ignites just thinking about it. For a while now, I’ve been doubting my ­feelings for Kristen. We rarely see each other, and I never miss her. The chemistry between us is gone. I want an escape. After all, you only live once! To hell with the promise I made. I need ­adrenaline to feel alive.


  Chapter 10


  “Take a Chance”


  The Strokes


  Aileen


  “Baby, ask me anything. Just wanna waste my time with you.”


  “You’ve made me want to take a bite out of you more than once. Such a shame I have to hold back.”


  “You smell so good. It’s hard to resist you.”


  “Just one kiss… After all, you only live once.”


  I know those lines by heart. They play on a loop in my head all day long. I hum them, write them down, recite them like poetry. These words are etched into my memory. Even though they hurt, they’re a part of me, and I don’t want to forget them.


  That worried glint in his eyes after our kiss made it clear we had to stop this right away before it went any further. I’m not naive; our lives are too different, and a relationship between us just wouldn’t work. We have to go our separate ways.


  I knew what it would be like when I got back. I wanted to retreat into my little cocoon. The girls ignored the sign on my door. But for once, I let them barge into my room, and I spilled everything from A to Z. They tried to comfort me. It didn’t work.


  I reread my article several times. It wasn’t a failure, after all. Evan hadn’t lied to me. The comments were mostly positive. The photos he chose perfectly complemented the blog, creating a harmonious balance. I wondered if I had really written it. I couldn’t remember a thing.


  Lying on my bed, I glance at social media. New concert date: Saturday, September 14th, in Sacramento. My heart aches. I should be packing my suitcase right now. I’m torturing myself by looking at his blog, yet I can’t stop myself from rereading my article one more time:


  The Black Devils are five completely crazy, hilarious, offbeat guys—and above all, five extraordinary artists.


  Tonight, they transport us into their unique world in a whirlwind of madness. Fans can’t stay still, trampling over each other to get closer to the stage. Screams echo through the venue. The crowd chants Evan’s name, the rebellious-looking singer with the captivating voice. With his tousled hair and quirky glasses perched on his nose, he grabs the mic and launches into “In My Dreams,” accompanied by his talented bandmates. To his left, twins Stan and Jayden playfully engage with the audience, crouching down in front of them. To his right, Conrad is a bit more reserved but clearly in his element. And Axel drives them forward with a fiery tempo.


  The fans are wild, jostling until they form mosh pits. On one side, men raise their glasses in the air, while on the other, women dance energetically.


  “Eternal Love” closes this feverish atmosphere beautifully. Conrad claps hands with the audience, and Axel tosses his drumsticks as souvenirs.


  To top it all off, a drunken fan causes chaos by kissing a man who looks like Evan. The singer arrives just in time to prevent a fight with the man’s girlfriend. Unfortunately for our dark and brooding heartthrob, she collapses into his arms and vomits all over his pristine sneakers. As they say, all’s well that ends well—but tonight, it’s more like all’s well that ends… messily.


  Despite my melancholy mood, that last line makes me smile. I wish I could remember what happened next. How did I end up in Evan’s bed, half-dressed? What happened in that room? Only Evan knows the details. Unfortunately, I’ll never find out.


  I also check my emails. The message from the Black Devils has been sitting there for three days, unopened. I’m afraid reading it will only make things worse. Anyway, in a week, he’ll have forgotten me, and I’m sure I’ve already been replaced.


  I shake my head and get up from the bed. I need to think about something else. The girls have planned a karaoke night. I don’t really feel like singing, but I need to get off my butt. Besides, I miss the guys. I haven’t seen them all week. I need to take back control of my life… like before.


  *


  It’s almost 7 PM. Emma is putting the finishing touches on the appetizers, while Mila is on her fourth dress fitting.


  I stand in front of her, hands on my hips, and ask:


  “Who are you trying to impress tonight? I mean… I’ve never seen you this nervous.”


  “You’re talking nonsense. I’m not trying to impress anyone,” she snaps, furiously pulling off the black dress she just put on.


  She sighs and heads to her wardrobe.


  “Nothing fits me!”


  “Are you on your period?”


  “No, I’m not on my period, and stop asking me questions. He’s supposed to be here in five minutes, and I’m not even ready.”


  He? Who’s she talking about?


  “Who’s ‘he’?”


  Her face turns red. She doesn’t answer. She pulls a fuchsia dress from her closet.


  “Finally! I thought I was going to lose it,” she says sharply.


  Didn’t she just do that?


  She admires herself in the mirror, making sure her cleavage is on full display.


  I’m frozen in place. I must have missed something. Sure, I’ve been lost in my thoughts this week, but I didn’t see Mila with any guy. And when she sets her sights on someone, she doesn’t stop talking about him. The only person who’s probably been the subject of her chatter is our French professor. A bad feeling suddenly washes over me.


  “Don’t tell me this is for Mr. Greene…”


  “Ashton. His name is Ashton,” she cuts me off, walking past me.


  I blink several times. She didn’t actually do this, did she?


  I follow her to the bathroom. She pulls out her makeup bag and applies gray shades to her eyelids.


  “Mila! Please tell me you didn’t invite our professor over to our place.”


  “Well, yeah, why not?”


  “You know the rules… Teachers aren’t allowed to date their students.”


  “Oh, come on! We’re adults. I don’t see what the big deal is.”


  The doorbell rings. She closes her makeup bag, then stands in front of me, her hands trembling.


  “How do I look? Did I overdo it?”


  “No… you’re perfect,” I reply sarcastically, rolling my eyes.


  She squeals with joy, hugs me tightly, and then leaves the room. Great! We’re spending the evening with our professor! Let’s hope he doesn’t bore us with French lessons.


  I join Emma in the kitchen to tell her about Mila’s little secret. But I don’t get the chance to say a word. Our professor appears at the entrance, holding a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a bottle of red wine in the other.


  I think she forgot to mention one tiny detail: us!


  He’s ridiculously handsome. He’s wearing a fitted white t-shirt and dark blue ripped jeans. And that smile… it’s enough to make you swoon! All you want to do is hug him and never let go.


  “Am I dreaming? What’s he doing here?” Emma asks, bewildered.


  “He’s here to sing Let It Go with us.”


  We burst out laughing, and then she whispers in my ear:


  “So that’s why she wasn’t coming home with us after class. She must’ve been with him.”


  “She’s going to get herself into trouble. I warned her.”


  “Yeah, well… that’s her problem. You know how she is… she never listens.”


  I sigh inwardly and walk over to them.


  “Good evening, Dr. Greene.”


  “Good evening, Aileen… you can call me Ashton when we’re not in class.”


  “Uh… okay.”


  I blush as he kisses me on the cheek. I have to admit, the situation feels strange. It suddenly seems way too familiar. Just this morning, he was calling me Miss Wiley.


  Dr. Greene hands the bouquet of roses to Mila and follows her into the kitchen. At the same time, the guys burst into the apartment. They each give me a quick kiss on the forehead before heading into the living room.


  “Who’s that?” Logan asks, eyeing Mr. Greene.


  “Our French professor,” I reply with a sigh.


  “Your French professor?”


  His voice is so loud that Ashton nods to confirm, flashing his dazzling smile.


  “Could you be any louder?”


  I glare at him.


  “Oh, come on! What’s he doing here?”


  “Why don’t you ask Mila? She’ll tell you. We didn’t even know.”


  Emma sets some tapas on the coffee table, then, while turning on the TV, says:


  “He’s her new crush. She’s set her sights on the hottest professor on campus.”


  Logan bursts out laughing.


  “And the next guy will be who? Her future boss?”


  What nerve! Should I list all the flings that have crashed in his bed?


  Our conversation is cut short when they approach us. Mila’s cheeks turn red, and I’d bet anything she just overheard Logan’s joke. Her jaw tightens, and I can tell she’s holding back from calling him every name in the book.


  She glares at him for a long moment, then sits on the couch. She pays no attention to us because Mr. Greene wraps his arm around her shoulders and kisses her temple. She’s in her little bubble of happiness. Okay! I guess I’ll have to get used to this. Let’s just hope he doesn’t start giving us failing grades when Mila moves on to her next target.


  *


  An hour later, I wouldn’t say I’m drunk, but I feel good. And yet, I’ve only had two drinks. Okay! Two glasses of whiskey. Not great.


  Note number 3: Stick to note number 1!


  Mila is busy making out with our professor, Logan and Alec are singing Nirvana songs, while Emma and Adam are in the kitchen making pizzas. I take advantage of everyone being occupied to slip away to my room. I don’t even know why I came here. That’s a lie. I wanted to put on the t-shirt I never returned to Evan. It’s my little nighttime ritual. I love falling asleep with his scent, and right now, I need to feel like he’s with me.


  I take off my pink tank top, pull on the t-shirt, and for the fiftieth time today, I check my emails. Nothing new, but I can’t resist the urge to open that message.


  No, Aileen! Don’t do it! You’ll only hurt yourself! And yet…


  I can’t resist anymore. It’s like a ghost has taken over my body, moving my fingers without my control. I see myself clicking on the message, and my heart starts racing. I have a choice: read it or delete it. But the words “TAKE A CHANCE” in all caps catch my attention.


  Aileen,


  15 minutes. That’s how long you had to convince me. To be honest, I didn’t expect to find a beautiful woman in my office wearing just a bra. And that stunning woman, I found her breathtaking in her floral blouse, alluring yet a little clumsy in the way she spoke. And I admit, I thoroughly enjoyed provoking her, seeing how far she’d go.


  As her scent intoxicated me, I wanted to sink my teeth into her flesh and satisfy my cravings. I wanted to savor her on that desk, make her my exquisite dessert. She looked so tempting, but 15 minutes wasn’t enough to relish the feast before my eyes. I wanted to keep her for a night. Her pupils sparkled with joy. I could feel her fear, but also her excitement. It drove me crazy not to taste the essence she exuded, but I knew she was the one I’d been searching for.


  This woman bewitched me with her scent, her beauty, her smile, her eyes—one a serene blue like an angel, the other a deep black like a daring little devil.


  I told myself, “TAKE A CHANCE,” go for it, Evan! But I made a promise to become a better man, to stop breaking what I’ve already built. And most importantly, not to break you, Aileen.


  So yes, I wanted to, and I kissed you. I don’t regret it, and I think about it all day long. You’re constantly under my skin. I’ve hesitated more than once to come find you, but you seemed so certain when you told me to leave it in your dreams. I didn’t want to erase them. Unfortunately, I can’t get you out of my head. Let’s start over. I want to get to know you better.


  Friday night at 8:30 PM, I’ll be outside your apartment. It’s up to you to decide if you still want to come with me. The choice is in your hands, little apple.


  See you soon,


  Evan


  I cry… with joy. For three days, these words have been sitting in my inbox, and I’ve been ignoring them. I haven’t slept for nights. I’ve been torturing myself. Why did I do that? This message proves he cares about me, that he wants to get to know me and spend time together. I can’t stop reading it over and over, then I close my eyes for a moment, clutching my phone to my chest. I feel relieved, freed from the weight I’d placed on myself.


  I know what I have to do. I only have fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes to turn my dreams into reality.


  Chapter 11


  “Leave it in my dreams”


  The Voidz


  8:30 PM. A yellow luxury sports car is parked in front of my apartment. My heart pounds in my chest as the tinted ­driver’s side window rolls down. It’s dark, but the city’s streetlights illuminate the face of my crush. He smiles, and I can’t help but mirror him. I didn’t waste any time after reading his email. I grabbed a bag and stuffed only the essentials inside.


  Adam runs across the street and positions himself in front of Evan to snap a photo. The moment I mentioned the name of our favorite singer, he went hysterical. He couldn’t sit still.


  I join them and open the passenger door. I toss my bag onto the back seat, climb in, and buckle my seatbelt.


  “Do you need a second assistant?” Adam asks Evan.


  “If I ever do, I’ll think of you.”


  Evan chuckles, then rolls up the window, waving goodbye.


  “Good evening, Aileen. How are you?”


  “Good evening… uh… I’m fine.”


  A glimmer of joy lights up his hazel brown eyes. He looks me up and down. I’m still wearing his t-shirt. It was too late to change. But if he thinks I’m giving it back, he can dream on. Besides, he has something of mine too.


  He leans his head toward mine, his eyes fixed on my mouth. He stares at it with such intensity that I feel like he’s about to kiss me. My heart races. A little voice in my head says, “Go for it, Aileen!” But I haven’t had enough alcohol to take the leap. And yet, I want to. I want to feel that rush of adrenaline again, the kind that coursed through my veins when we were in the bathroom.


  “Is it him, Logan?”


  I look at him, puzzled.


  “No, it’s not Logan. But how… Why are you talking about Logan?”


  “Just wondering,” he replies with a shrug.


  How does he know my friend’s name?


  “Evan!”


  “Aileen!”


  He bites his lower lip to keep from bursting into laughter. He’s going to drive me crazy!


  “When did I tell you about him? Tell me! I don’t remember.”


  He breaks into laughter. I turn red. Red with shame!


  I pout and turn toward the window.


  “Sorry, Aileen,” he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’m not making fun of you. It’s just that I keep thinking about…”


  He leaves the sentence hanging.


  “About what?” I ask furiously.


  I turn back to him.


  Don’t fall for his sexy smile!


  “About the way you told me.”


  He straightens up, shifts into first gear, and pulls onto the street. And why isn’t he saying anything else? Oh my God! What on earth did I do when I was drunk?


  “Did I tell you my story with Logan?”


  “Yes,” he replies, eyes on the road.


  I swallow the lump forming in my throat. Why did I do that? Even Mila and Emma don’t know about this. I had promised myself to keep it to myself. And now, here we are: Evan knows my little secret. It’s so humiliating.


  I inhale and exhale slowly through my nose before asking him:


  “And all the details?”


  He turns his head, flashing me a wide grin. That confirms it: yes.


  I feel like crying.


  “It’s by making mistakes that we learn to be more careful, Aileen. You shouldn’t beat yourself up over this. It could happen to anyone.”


  I’m immediately transported back to that awful memory. The little I remember is already too much. It happened two months ago, just before summer break, at Alec and Logan’s place. We had too much to drink. We played “Truth or Dare.” At first, I thought it was fun, but then Adam dared me to make out with Logan. I refused, but Adam kept taunting me, saying I didn’t have the guts to do it.


  Don’t provoke me when I’ve had too much to drink!


  At some point, I lay down on his bed. My head was spinning. Logan locked his bedroom door and hovered over me. He said, “So, you’re scared, Aileen?” I replied, “You’re an idiot for thinking that!” I pulled him toward me to kiss him. Then… nothing! I woke up alone and naked in his bed the next morning. The condom on the floor confirmed we had slept together. The apartment was a mess. Mila and Emma were asleep on the couch, while the guys were all snoring in Alec’s room. Once we sobered up, I asked Logan never to say a word about our steamy night. Honestly, I couldn’t even tell you if he’s a god in bed!


  This is why I should never drink again!


  “I promise I won’t say anything.”


  He winks at me.


  “And when you say ‘the way I told you,’ what do you mean by that?”


  He laughs.


  “I’ll explain later.”


  Okay! You must’ve done something really stupid, Aileen!


  As if nothing happened, he changes the subject:


  “Have you ever been to California?”


  “No.”


  “The concert venue is in the heart of Sacramento’s historic district, right downtown. It offers fans an intimate experience with their favorite artists.”


  He turns right, then continues:


  “What I need from you, Aileen, is to get the fans’ impressions. I want to know how they feel about our performance tomorrow night. Think you can handle that?”


  “Yes.”


  Our eyes meet, and his smile widens.


  “Great. Then let’s get started on a new adventure,” he says, raising his eyebrows.


  I giggle when he says those words. Let’s hope this one goes better than the last.


  No whiskey, and everything will be fine.


  *


  When we arrive at the airport, we barely have time to close the car door before someone takes our luggage. We walk quickly across the tarmac toward our private jet. It’s deserted.


  Onboard the plane, Conrad, Axel, and the twins are lounging on an enormous white sofa. The interior decor is in neutral tones, evoking a sense of lightness. We pass by them. They wave at me without looking up from their phones, and then we enter a cabin. Evan closes the door. It feels like something out of a James Bond movie. I see a large bed draped in ivory satin sheets and a corner with a bar. The dominant colors are black and white, with vintage-inspired accessories and patterns.


  A smile spreads across my lips as I imagine Evan sitting in the rattan chair, a cigar in one hand and a glass of whiskey in the other. I’d climb onto his lap and kiss him, my fingers tangled in his unruly hair. I shiver at the thought, but suddenly my handsome brunette pulls me back to reality, drawing me close, his eyes locking onto mine, filled with desire.


  “Let’s start over. Back to where it all began.”


  What does he mean by “start over”?


  I swallow slowly. His gaze becomes incendiary, and without waiting for my response, he grabs my hand. With quick strides, he leads me to… the bathroom! He backs me against the shower wall, then leans in to kiss me. His kiss intoxicates me, sending me back into my pink ocean. When his tongue meets mine, I feel dizzy. It’s much longer and more intense than the first time. My God! I’m shivering.


  “That’s better,” he says in a sensual voice.


  Slowly, his lips trail down to my neck, inhaling my scent. He toys with the hem of my t-shirt (or rather, his t-shirt that he lent me). He murmurs words I can’t understand because his kisses electrify me.


  “That scent! Damn! It drives me crazy!”


  As we leave the bathroom, he flips me onto the bed. He ends up lying on top of me. Adrenaline courses through my veins. His tongue teases, his hands boldly explore under my t-shirt. I tremble, and when he finally breaks the kiss, I lock eyes with him. I see stars.


  “So much for the promise I made to myself… I want to go on a journey with you.”


  Nothing stops him. He explores my chest. My heartbeat quickens; my breath catches as he kisses my stomach. I’m burning with excitement. I crave his bare skin against mine and his mouth everywhere on my body.


  Without hesitation, I lift my t-shirt over my head and toss it off the bed. It’s the second time I’m finding myself in a bra in front of him. But this time, I feel less shy. The two glasses of whiskey I had earlier in the evening no longer have any effect, but since his lips touched mine, I know I can give in to our desires.


  He gazes at my chest, his fingers wandering over my stomach. Excitement overwhelms me. We kiss. Our tongues intertwine, soft moans escaping. It feels so good. Too good… But suddenly, we’re interrupted when the plane takes off, and the guys burst into the room, shouting.


  “Oh, shit! Damn! We’re interrupting something.”


  I think I recognize Axel’s voice. Evan gets up, and I realize the guys’ eyes are shining as they admire my chest. I cross my arms to cover myself, climb off the bed, turn away from the gawking boys, and put my t-shirt back on.


  “Can’t you knock before coming in? Damn it! You’re so annoying!” Evan snaps.


  No one says a word. Evan’s harsh, cold tone leaves them frozen in place. Not knowing what else to do, I lower my gaze to the floor and sprint to the bathroom. Evan’s voice grows louder, then the door slams shut.


  “Sorry… We’re probably going to get interrupted a lot. I forgot we’re not alone.”


  He approaches me, cups my face, and kisses me.


  “We’ll make up for lost time later. I don’t want them barging in again when I make love to you.”


  His words send shivers down my spine. Oh my God! My pink ocean overflows with happiness. Desire is written all over his face. All I want is to drown in that ocean and never resurface because I know that once we’re back on solid ground, we’ll face countless obstacles. And my heart won’t survive it.


  *


  We arrive in Sacramento in the middle of the night. The taxi we took is parked in front of a luxury hotel. Wow! This is my first time staying in a five-star palace. My dad never wanted to take me to places like this. Our vacations were far from dreamy. I always felt like I was surviving rather than living. He loved sleeping under the stars. And when I say “under the stars,” it’s not what you might think. Just a camping tent, a sleeping bag, and the charming company of nasty mosquitoes sucking my skin all night. No toilets, no showers. The days felt endless as I watched him fish.


  Thanks, Dad, for all those fantastic vacations!


  Walking through the hotel’s entrance, I’m awestruck by the beauty of the marble-covered lobby. It’s stunning! And I’m sure I haven’t seen it all yet.


  After checking in at the front desk, we take an elevator and walk down a hallway. Evan swipes the access card to a room and, smiling at me, gestures for me to go in. Should I take this to mean we’re sharing a room, or is he just here to say “goodnight”? However, he closes the door behind him. My heart leaps in my chest, realizing we’ll be sharing it.


  He flips the light switch, illuminating the room, and places the luggage in the hallway. Taking my hand, he leads me to the balcony door. I admire the contemporary decor. I can’t believe my eyes. It’s even more beautiful than I imagined. The room is spacious, luxurious, and bright. It’s equipped with a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall, an enormous bed that could easily fit four people, adorned with red pillows and an orange bolster. To my left, I also notice a cozy lounge area in beige tones. However, I don’t have time to inspect it in detail as he opens the balcony door and takes me outside. The view is simply breathtaking. The Capitol glows in the starry night.


  Leaning against the railing, Evan joins me, wrapping his arms around me from behind. He brushes my hair aside to inhale the scent of my neck. I shiver. I feel like I’m in a romantic movie. His tender kisses make my heart race. I stop admiring the view and turn to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. Without hesitation, I press my lips to his.


  “Let’s go inside. It’s chilly, and I don’t want you to get sick.”


  I nod, and then everything happens so fast. I find myself on the bed. My crush is lying on top of me, and he’s just tossed his jacket to the floor. Is tonight really the night we’ll make love?


  I yawn.


  “I want to take my time with you,” he murmurs in my ear. “But not now. You’re too tired.”


  I nod, though it’s not for lack of wanting. But it’s true, I’m completely exhausted.


  Fifteen minutes later, I’m wrapped in the sheets, half-naked. When I said I packed the bare minimum in my suitcase, I meant it—no pajamas. So, I’m wearing his t-shirt and a pair of black lace panties. Evan is in the living room. I don’t know what he’s doing on his computer, but I can’t fight the fatigue anymore. I fall asleep in a bubble of happiness.


  *


  A warm body presses against me. The scent is familiar. It smells like luxury cologne. Slowly, I blink my eyes open and turn to find myself face-to-face with my crush.


  I gaze into the dark eyes of my handsome Apollo. He strokes my cheek with his thumb. His warm lips brush against mine in the most exquisite way.


  What a wake-up call! I’m in a trance!


  “Good morning, little apple. Did you sleep well?”


  In response, I give him a smile and nod.


  “Perfect!”


  He kisses my forehead and gets out of bed. Oh no! I was so comfortable here. And why is he already dressed? What time is it?


  I grab my phone from the bedside table. Crap! 12:30 PM! That can’t be right! Why did he let me sleep so long?


  I get up and stand in front of him, hands on my hips, trying to look angry. He chuckles. Okay, clearly, I’m not convincing.


  “Why didn’t you wake me up?”


  “Because you’re beautiful to watch. You make these little expressions with your mouth. I find it incredibly sexy.”


  I blush, knowing he watched me all night. Mila and Emma have often told me I talk in my sleep. Let’s hope, for once, I stayed quiet.


  “That’s no excuse,” I say, raising my voice. “I never sleep this much.”


  He growls as he steps closer to me. His eyes darken, a spark of desire flickering in them. But there’s no way I’m letting him win this. I can be stubborn when I want to be.


  I take a step back, but he grabs my wrist and pulls me toward him. Our eyes lock, and I know it’s over for me. I can’t resist him.


  Great job, Aileen! You lasted 15 seconds.


  “What were you planning to do?”


  I open my mouth to answer, but he captures my lips. Why does he have this power over me? I’m so weak. I need to show him I have a backbone too, that he can’t always get what he wants. But it’s too late now. This kiss sends shivers down my spine. How can I resist him?


  I’m so weak! It’s pathetic!


  “Why does it bother you so much that I let you sleep?”


  He kisses the palm of my hand, giving me a charming look. I melt completely.


  “Because it’s time I don’t get to spend with you.”


  A smile spreads across his face. I feel myself blushing again.


  “I was with you in your sleep.”


  I shiver at the tenderness in his voice.


  “I was by your side. It was enough for me to have you nearby. You know, when we’re out there, everything will be different, Aileen. I won’t be able to be this close to you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  I knew this from the start. Suddenly, I think of Miss Blondie. She holds the key to his heart, and she’s the one he asked to marry him. Not me. But I want to keep being happy in my pink ocean. So, as Walt Disney once said, “To make life a fairy tale, maybe you just have to believe in it.”


  “Don’t hold it against me... I wish things could be different, but for now, they can’t.”


  “Don’t justify yourself, Evan. I understand perfectly.”


  “I need you, your presence, your scent, your kindness, and your madness,” he says, brushing his lips against my ear. “Do this for me, little candy apple. Maybe one day, my heart will be yours.”


  I focus on the word “maybe,” not “one day.” It means: probably never.


  *


  It’s 9 PM. I spent the afternoon in the concert hall taking photos, calling my dad to reassure him that I’m not in danger and still have no intention of using his pepper spray. I also sent Mila and Emma a few pictures of the band. I insisted they show them to Adam. I’m sure he’ll throw a jealous fit.


  Serves him right! It’s payback for the pool incident!


  The venue is located in the heart of the historic district downtown. The interior is painted black to block out the outside light from intruding on the musical atmosphere. It’s much larger than the one in Boston.


  We step out from backstage. This time, I’m sober. Axel offered me whiskey several times, but I stuck to strawberry soda. I don’t want to make a spectacle of myself at the end of every concert.


  Evan gives me a wink before stepping onto the stage. I struggle to push through the crowd to get closer to him. He told me to gauge the fans’ reactions. The room is packed, people are screaming from every corner, and I’m squished between two guys who are easily a head taller than me. This is going to be tricky. And I think I picked the worst spot. They’re ogling me like I’m on display. Okay! Next time, I’ll skip the mini-skirt and sexy t-shirt that hugs my chest.


  Axel starts pounding on the drums. The Black Devils’ logo is projected in red on the black walls, and tiny stars swirl across the ceiling. Evan speaks into the microphone, thanking the audience for being there. Tonight, he’s wearing heart-shaped glasses. When he sings the first lines of Love Me Baby, the fans start bouncing in place. The
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