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      For Audra, Susie, Sarah and Chrissy.

      You did it. You finally made me a romance writer.
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          1996

        

      

    

    
      I can’t seem to get the butt right. The model is all roundness and steely muscle in the right places, but when I sketch the flex in his right cheek it looks like the time I accidentally backed my mom’s Volvo into the mailbox.

      “That’s an interesting perspective there, Murray,” Ross, the Art Composition TA, says, sneaking up behind me.

      He calls all of us by our last names, which is really pretty badass. Like I’ve finally shed the too-tight skin of teenage years and, finally moving into my twenties, I’m free to be more than Emily Murray, or even Em.

      I’m Murray, a modern woman eager to blaze into the new millennium with a change-the-world-career—and a rock star boyfriend.

      “So, Murray,” Ross says. “I suggest waiting to explore Impressionism once you’ve mastered the techniques of realism. I mean, if you continue with art and you’re not just satisfying a credit.”

      “Oh yeah, I was trying...” The heat of embarrassment incinerates my witty comeback.

      Not even waiting for me to finish my sentence, he moves on to Fleur, a French exchange student with dreads, a nose ring, and, I’d bet my trusty Hardrock bike, a birth certificate that shows she was born in Paris, Texas, not Paris, France.

      “Nice, Fleur, you’ve captured not just the contours, but the struggles of the modern man as well.”

      “Merci, Ross,” she says, rolling her R with as much fervor as I roll my eyes.

      “Em, psst, psst.”

      I crane my neck to the cracked classroom door.

      Wick waves me over.

      A quick glance tells me Ross has moved on to the next hot, arty girl with indecipherable art to fawn over.

      I announce the need for a bathroom break—not that anyone cares— drop my charcoal and head over to the door.

      “Hey babe, gonna need your help with load in,” Wick says. His eighth-natural-wonder blue eyes briefly connect with mine before he looks over my head into the art lab. “Sam at the club said there’s a scout from L.A. coming. We talked him into letting us in this afternoon so we can make sure the sound is bitchin’.”

      “Okay, sure, I’ll come over right after class.”

      He shakes his head, messy blond curls slapping his cheeks. “No bueno, babe. We need your help loading the gear into the van and then back out at the club.”

      I glance over my shoulder. My unoccupied easel is as empty as my talent. I’ve never let a thing like talent stop me. Talent is a shortcut. I prefer the long-cut.

      “We just have another hour left.” I hear the faltering in my voice and instantly hate those vocal cords for their weakness. “I can meet you at the club, help unload and get the gear set up.”

      Wick’s shoulders fall forward, like the kid I used to babysit in high school when I wouldn’t let him stay up past his bedtime right before the temper tantrum commenced. “I thought you wanted this for me,” he says with a whine that rivals a five-year-old. “For us. This could change everything, but if I get all sweaty with load in, then imagine how bad I’ll look when the scout comes by.” He crosses his arms over his broad chest. “Anyway, didn’t you change your major to art just to piss off your dad? Don’t get me wrong, but your art is pretty juvenile compared to someone like Fleur.”

      On cue, a bonjour floats out of the classroom—and nicks my heart.

      Sure, I’ve had a half dozen different majors in the two years I’ve attended college. I’m waiting for my heart to sing like a chorus of angels when I find my home in this institution of higher education, but so far the only music is the droning of professors who care more about their own voices and research than inspiring the next generation.

      I’m pretty sure Daddy was bluffing when he said he’s cutting off the college fund after this semester.

      At least, I hope.

      “You know what, you’re right,” I say. “Let me gather my stuff and we can head to the house.”

      “Sweet, thanks babe, I’ll meet you there.” He leans forward and plants a kiss on my forehead.

      “Give me a few and I can grab my bike and ride with you.”

      “Sorry, babe. I need to pick up grub for the boys. Let yourself in when you get there and start pulling out the gear,” he says, backpedaling down the hall.

      Likely his hasty retreat is because I’m projecting a look like I’m contemplating how I’ll get rid of his body. That semester as a criminal justice major might pay off after all.

      “I’ll be back at the casa soon,” he says, waving.

      No one seems to notice as I load up my gear. Maybe art is graded on a bell curve and just my mere presence brings everyone else’s grade down.

      With my well-worn backpack strapped on and my sketchpad tucked under my arm, I hurry to the stable of students’ bikes, and unlock my bright red bike. I wasn’t looking forward to the climb up the hill—because of course, Wick lives uphill from campus—in the late August Texas heat.

      Halfway up, and I’m regretting my decision to try to hold on to the sweet parking spot for my Jeep as long as possible this semester. Sure, the old girl’s AC isn’t what it used to be, but we can’t all stay cool forever.

      Most people don’t realize the work that goes into dating the lead singer of a band. Date nights end up being on nights when clubs are dark, or when there’s no practice, or when there’s no rumors of a label exec from L.A. in town checking out a rival local band.

      Dating a future rock god is not for the faint of heart.

      Luckily, my heart is made of fucking steel.

      I finally get to his street, and I hear Pearl Jam’s guitar licks coming up behind me.

      Wick drives alongside me in his gray van, half of a French fry dangling out of his mouth like a cigarette. “Babe! Race you!”

      He probably didn’t see me when I flipped him off, but it sure as hell made me feel better.

      At the band’s communal house, Wick hands out bags of burgers and fries while the guys pull their equipment out of the crooked garage.

      “Where’s mine?” I ask, knowing damn well he didn’t get me anything. I’m not hungry, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      Sometimes relationships are about reminding the other person you’re still there.

      He drops his shoulders again.

      The more he does this five-year-old pre-tantrum routine the more I get the feeling I’m dating a toddler.

      “You didn’t tell me you wanted anything, babe. I’d give you mine, but you know I need to fuel up.”

      I wave him off. Point proven. “It’s fine, I’ll get something later.”

      It’s never fine, but I don’t need to say that.

      I never had intentions to be the girl dating a lead singer. Well, I mean, I had plans to marry Kurt Cobain when I was in high school, but Courtney Love got to him first.

      I had just changed my major from Pre-Law to Art at the start of the Spring semester. It was my first day of Art Theory and I was trying to find the best seat. A place between where the been-drawing-since-diapers artists sat and the taking-it-to-satisfy-an-arts-credit students sat.

      There was no section for me. The trying-to-piss-off-daddy-by-not-getting-a-law-degree section.

      There was Wick. Sitting in the back of the room. His dirty blond hair hanging down to his shoulders in messy ringlets. Knees poking through the holes in his jeans, a faded New York Dolls T-shirt covering his broad, lanky frame. Even though this was a lecture class, he sat there without a pen, notebook or even a backpack.

      I dropped into the seat next to him, leaned over and leveled my gaze into those ice blue eyes. “This seems like a suitable start to our sordid love affair,” I’d said.

      It was probably the most badass thing I’ve ever done, but I had also just gone to the Lilith Fair the weekend before so I was hyped up on female empowerment.

      It worked; we’re six months into the most serious, longest relationship of my life.

      With the van loaded, and the other guys following in the lead guitarist’s beat-up sedan, I assume my spot in the passenger seat throne next to Wick.

      He starts the cranky old van and turns in his seat. “Emily, you know I couldn’t do any of this without you, right? You ground me. You lift me up.”

      “If you say I’m the wind beneath your wings, I will beat you up.”

      He quirks one side of his gorgeous mouth. “I wouldn’t dream of it. But, I just know that I don’t always say thank you.”

      The boys load in and run through sound check, playing halfway through their songs, enough for Wick to declare that they’re ready.

      I leave them to their pre-show prep. Meditation. Shots. Yoga. A hit off a dubious joint. Wick losing his shit because he’s questioning the talent of the rest of the band.

      I’ve been in the green room once or twice with them, and it’s always the same. It’s better not to be around Wick’s neuroses.

      I find my best friend, Josie, in the growing crowd. We push our way forward just right of center stage.

      “Is it true?” she shouts over the piped in music. “Could this be their big break?”

      I nod. “Yeah, scout from L.A. The guys had a good meet and greet. This could be it!”

      As if on cue, the music stops and the club owner’s voice fills the hot and humid venue. “Put your hands together for San Marcos’s own Neon Reverie.”

      The crowd surges. A collective soul eager to pray to their rock gods.

      A guitar riff slices through the screams.

      Wick counts down before launching into their biggest hit on the college station, ‘Firefly Sky.’

      They sound tight.

      Wick’s voice is deep, with just enough sandpaper to make girls swoon and guys try to mimic when they’re alone in the car. The crowd sings along, a harmony to my boyfriend’s lead vocals.

      My eyes sting. I’d like to think it’s the cigarette smoke from the guy next to me blowing into my face, but deep down, I can’t deny it’s more than that.

      It’s pride at seeing someone I love in his element. Winning. Being adored by so many of our friends.

      Standing on the fulcrum of his future.

      It hits me in a flash. Record deal. Major label debut. Music videos in heavy rotation on MTV. World tour. Late night television appearances.

      Mansions. Swimming pools. Groupies he brushes off because he sees me waiting for him after every show.

      The dying chords of ‘Firefly Sky’ fade away and Wick pulls his guitar over his head. He starts thrumming a gritty acoustic riff. One that matches my own heartbeat. Literally. Wick wrote it one night after laying his head on my chest. Bom. Bombom. Bom.

      “I want to crawl inside you,” he sings, his voice grittier than usual. “I want to be you. I want to see me like you see me.”

      I close my eyes and remember the night he wrote the song. It was more intimate than sex. Sitting there in our underwear, Wick with an old acoustic guitar, writing ‘Be You.’ A song about wanting to see himself the way that I see him. A perfect way to cap a conversation we’d just had about how I see what he is capable of with much more clarity. That he wished he could see himself through my eyes.

      The song hit the bridge and I pop my eyes open.

      Wick is on his knees. Hand reaching into the audience center stage. A hand reaches up, fingers entwined with his.

      It’s a move I’ve seen dozens of times. A way to connect with the audience.

      I follow the fingers of the fan to a tanned arm. The arm down to hemp sundress with dreadlocks draped over one shoulder. The shoulder up the thin neck to the arty, yet beautiful face of Fleur.

      “I want to see me like you see me,” Wick sings the refrain—our refrain—to the girl whose face I want to punch.
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      The scout from L.A. is impressed.

      Very impressed.

      I linger just outside the green room.

      “Such a unique sound,” the scout says. “A good bridge between grunge and the resurgence of pop with just an edge of metal.”

      I wrinkle my nose. None of that would appeal to Wick.

      “Yeah man,” Wick says. “It’s exactly what we’re going for. You get us.”

      Is that what it takes to achieve your dream? Absorbing someone else’s interpretation and wearing it like it’s your own?

      Signatures scratch across stacks of paper. Rights signed away. Futures secured.

      A horde of our friends comes down the hall, high on a great night of music and the promise of an epic after party.

      I get swallowed up by the patchouli-drenched crowd, sweeping out into the night, pulsing with co-eds eager to blow off steam and live a life of ultimate freedom, no parental curfews and no responsibilities.

      Just living in this moment.

      I put Wick and his band’s impending success out of my mind and let myself give in to the energy buzzing all around me.

      The promise of a new millennium just four years away. An era of equality and technology. Women will be able to do even more than our mothers could. Our grandmothers.

      We’re finally becoming equals.

      I won’t let Wick’s fame change my path.

      Nope, I’ll be a very different partner of a rock star. My own life, goals, dreams, will stay mine. Once we get settled in L.A., I’ll enroll in college there, maybe find a major that will allow me to work in the industry. Hell, maybe I’ll even make my dad happy and become an entertainment lawyer.

      “Em!” Josie’s voice cuts across the din of drunk college students. “How’d it go?”

      I rush to her, sweeping my long, sweaty hair into a ponytail. “He loves them! Neon Reverie is going to be famous.”

      We scream and jump around like a couple of drunk twenty year olds.

      “Jo, you know what this means, right? I’m going to go with Wick to L.A.”

      My best friend’s smile flips to a frown, as fast as turning off a light.

      We’ve been best friends since second grade, never being apart for more than a few weeks at a time. Josie is more than my best friend, more than a sister.

      She’s my person.

      “You guys already talked about that?”

      “Lots of times,” I say.

      It’s not a lie. We’ve had lots of conversations about what our life would be like when the band made it big. The mansion we’d buy. The cars. A ridiculous pool with a slide that the guys will play on when they’re between tours.

      She nods, but I see the concern wrinkles on her forehead in the dim streetlight.

      If she’s not careful, those will become permanent in about ten years.

      “Okay, well, if you’re going to be leaving me, we should hit the afterparty and celebrate their big break.”

      That’s what we do. We hit Greek row and flow between the fraternity houses, mixing Jello shots with cheap beer with potent liquor that no one over the age of twenty-three would be caught dead drinking.

      I switch to water once faces start blending into one another. At some point, Wick and the guys will arrive and I want to remember the moment of the 1990s version of a hero coming home from battle.

      The cheers. Handshakes. Slaps on the back.

      I want to be sober-ish when Wick spots me in the crowd, people parting like the Red Sea as he makes his way to sweep me up in a grand romantic kiss.

      The alcohol, combined with water, hits me at the worst moment. After spending twenty minutes waiting in a bathroom line that never moves, I gotta do what every Texas girl has been raised to do.

      Pee in the bushes.

      I’m squatting between two boxwoods when I spot Wick’s tall figure walking down the street. He’s not alone.

      Fleur walks beside him, their shoulders touching as they walk. His hands are in his pockets, and hers are wrapped in a jacket she’s carrying.

      They’re two friends walking together. That’s all.

      I mean, sure he sang our song to her, but it’s his thing.

      He sings to a girl at every show. If I’d positioned myself center stage he would’ve sang to me. I’m not a possessive girlfriend, so I was happy to watch from the sidelines.

      I finish the marathon pee and rush out of the bushes, only to find myself falling forward. The toe of my sandal jammed on an exposed root. I catch myself, but instead of finding soft grass, the palm of my hand lands on a broken beer bottle.

      Damn frat boys.

      A string of curse words that would embarrass a sailor erupts from the angry volcano of my mouth.

      “Em?”

      Leave it to Josie to hear my distress in the profanity.

      She finds me on my knees, cradling my bleeding hand.

      Pain and embarrassment flares through my body like fireworks.

      “Oh, honey,” she says, prying my fingers open to examine the angry gash, despite the dark. “Let’s go home and get this cleaned up.” My best friend pulls me to standing.

      “But Wick.” Is all I manage to get out before a sob closes up my throat. I hate that I still have the childish reaction to cry when I get hurt. It has to be neurological. Or maybe it’s deeper. A childhood wound of divorced parents who were more concerned with out-achieving the other to pay attention to when their daughter tumbled off playground equipment.

      “I’ll call his house when we get home and leave a message letting him know where you are,” she says, obviously thinking I’m concerned he’ll worry about me.

      I don’t put up a fight as Josie ushers me into her on-its-last-legs Subaru.

      We make the quick drive back to our apartment, and she went into mom-mode, holding my right hand under the sink, gently washing away the dirt and checking for glass in my wound before pouring peroxide over it.

      It strikes me that she’s in her element. Wiping away tears, fixing boo-boos. She’ll be an amazing mom. It’s a sore subject, but I secretly hope she’ll reconnect with her high school crush, Daniel. They would be the most amazing parents.

      Nothing like mine.

      Once Josie bandages up my hand, exhaustion drains me.

      I sleep the dreamless sleep of the dead. Or buzzed, sleep-deprived college students. Same difference.

      The incessant ringing of my phone startles me awake.

      Spears of sunlight pierce my eyes as I flutter them open. My alarm clock flashes the God-awful early time of 9:10 a.m.

      “Hi, this is Jo, and Em,” our joint answering machine message clicks on in the kitchen. “If this is our parents, we’re studying hard in the library. If this is our friends, we’re down at the river.” We burst into giggles before the beep.

      I’m pretty sure we were drinking when we recorded that.

      “Emily, it’s your father. I’m sure you remember we’re having brunch this morning at the club in Austin. I’ll see you there at 10.”

      I shoot out of bed.

      Crap on a cracker.

      Dad’s in town for a trial next week and I’d agreed to brunch when I ran out of suitable excuses.

      I’m still holding out hope that aliens will abduct me before I get there, but seeing it’s now the light of day, and there’s no little gray alien in sight, I have to put my big girl panties on.

      “Daddy,” I say, grabbing the phone before it cuts off. “Hi! Yes, I’m just getting dressed. See you there.”

      I hang up and rush into the bathroom.

      Of course, Dad chose to stay at a country club on the northwest side of Austin, so it’ll take me at least forty-five minutes to get there.

      The good news is I can be back before Wick even gets up, so I can swing by his house and see when we’re leaving for L.A.

      With no time for a shower, I wipe my armpits and layer on the perfume. My dark hair is greasy from the heat of the bar and reeks of stale cigarette smoke. I pull it back into a low bun and douse it with sticky-sweet hairspray.

      Half the counter is taken over with Wick’s stuff. His house doesn’t have AC, so he spent the better part of the summer shacked up with Josie and me.

      I push his toothbrush and electric razor aside to pull out my makeup bag. It’s been a long time since I’ve been Dad’s perfect country club princess, but I can’t poke the bear today. Especially since there’s a good chance this will be the last semester he’ll fund.

      With my fresh-faced Texas pageant queen makeup on, I whip a black and white polka dot sundress over my head. Before I head out the door, I throw my grandmother’s pearls on for good luck.

      I leap into Scarlett, the red Jeep Dad got me for my sweet sixteen. I’m halfway there before cool air finally blows out of the vents. I could probably ask him for a new car, but that feels like a betrayal of Scarlett. This car has been there for me during first loves and heartbreaks. Through carefree days with Josie and Sofia, our other best friend, and in the dark, lonely moments when Dad was off living his new life in Houston, and Mom was building her real estate business. Neither of them seeming to remember their daughter had a volleyball game.

      Scarlett’s always been there for me. So, it’s only fair that I stick with her until her wheels fall off.

      I pull into the valet, barely putting the Jeep into park before launching out. I’m ten minutes late, even though Dad is likely entertaining elected officials and CEOs dropping by his favorite table with practiced ease.

      The storm clouds of his annoyance wash over me from outside the lavish building.

      “Be kind to her,” I tell the college kid reaching for my door. “Give her some water and shade, she had a hard ride over.”

      I speedwalk until I get to the dining room and slow to a normal pace, reminding myself to take a breath.

      As suspected, Dad is there in his Saturday best, which is just a gray suit without a tie. He doesn’t do casual.

      A partner at a large Houston law firm, Dad works twenty-four seven. He’s speaking with a man in a golf shirt and khakis.

      A state senator, I think.

      Once Dad sees me, he reaches out to side hug me. “There she is.” The more jubilant his voice sounds, the more annoyed he is.

      Judging by how happy he sounds to see me; I’m in for an uncomfortable brunch.

      I wonder if I can sweet-talk the bartender into sending over bottomless mimosas.

      “Clyde, have you met my daughter Emily? She’s starting her junior year at San Marcos.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I say, playing the role of the dutiful daughter with such believability that I should get a damn Oscar.

      As soon as the senator is out of earshot, Dad switches to his normal judgmental self. “You’re late.”

      “There was traffic,” I shoot back.

      “It’s Saturday.”

      “Have you never been on I-35?” Honestly, there wasn’t much traffic, but I also know he wouldn’t fight me on that.

      His true fight was something else.

      My future.

      We make polite small talk. I ask about the firm. Dad shows me something called a Palm Pilot, claims it’ll revolutionize how he works, but it just looks like the boring, ugly cousin of the Game Boy.

      He asks about everything but the thing he wants to talk about.

      School.

      “So, Emily,” he says, leaning his elbows on the table once the waiter removes his eggs Benedict. “I think we both know why I’m here.”

      “To see your only child?” I slap on a sweet smile and bat my eyelashes.

      “Well, of course, that,” he stumbles slightly. “But as my only child, I’m deeply invested in your future.”

      “Do you mean that emotionally or financially?” Maybe my boldness was born out of the fact that soon Wick and I will be off to L.A. and that I won’t need Daddy and his money. Or, maybe it’s the fact that my hand hurts like a mother-effer and I just don’t have the patience to do the dutiful daughter dance.

      “Both.” He flings the word at me. “Obviously, your emotional fulfillment is important but considering that you’re starting your junior year, and you seem to be an art major, I’m now questioning my financial investment.”

      I shrug. “You know what they say, if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about, Emily. That you’ll never work a day in your life and will remain on my payroll for longer than necessary.”

      I drop the muffin I’d been nibbling on. “But you have more money than God, what does it matter?”

      “It matters because I raised you better than this.”

      His words are a cold drink to my face.

      “You raised me?” My voice is louder than I’d expected. “You saw me only a handful of times a year, and even then, I spent more time with your housekeeper.”

      The clattering silverware silenced, and I can feel the gaze of Austin’s elite on my back.

      “Sure, you gave me a credit card and a car, and you’re paying for college, but I raised me. And I think I did a pretty damn good job of it.” I stand so quickly the heavy dining chair turned over behind me.

      “Emily, you’re causing a scene,” my father drawls, his blue eyes—the same as mine—flare with barely controlled anger.

      “Of course, that’s what you take away from all that.” I grab my purse and fish around for cash for the valet but only find bar receipts. I hate stiffing the poor kid, but there’s no way I’m asking Dad to spot me. Hopefully all these old rich dudes over-tip. “You know what, Father, don’t worry about me. I’ve got my future planned out and I don’t need you for it.” I escape the silence of the country club, and with a million apologies to the valet, I hop back into Scarlett.

      Hot furious tears sting my eyes, but I hold them back. I didn’t cry when my parents had plate-breaking arguments in the middle of the night. I didn’t cry when I moved with my mom back to her hometown at the start of second grade. I didn’t even cry when instead of showing up the morning of my sixteenth birthday, my dad sent a flatbed truck with a shiny red Jeep on the back.

      Scarlett’s AC did nothing to soothe the fury burning inside me.

      I pull into a parking lot to remove my Jeep’s top. It’s when I’m fighting with the snaps, my right hand throbbing, that I see it.

      A neon sign in the shape of a palm with an eye in the middle of it. The word ‘psychic’ blinks on and off one letter at a time.

      A winking invitation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign sits in front of a lavender clapboard house sandwiched between two strip malls. The wind blows, stirring about twenty chimes hanging off the porch in all shapes and sizes.

      My feet lead me there on their own, as if pulled by some magnetic vortex.

      I push open the front door, and stumble onto an uneven floor.

      The front room is filled with crystals and amethyst gourds of all shapes and sizes. A sage green hutch sits open to one side, filled with brown bags of various herbs.

      I peruse them, half looking to see if one might contain eye of newt, when I hear a chair creak in the next room.

      “You’re early,” a voice full of gravel says from behind the beaded curtain separating the rooms.

      I laugh. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      A woman parts the curtain.

      She’s old, but that indecipherable kind of old. Like she’d been old for most of her life. Her gray hair hangs long down her back. A purple chiffon shirt tucked into an equally gauzy purple skirt with silver star appliqués.

      She dismisses me with a wave. “Thought you were my sister. You here for crystals, herbs, maybe something to smudge a room?”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. Josie had once suggested we visit a psychic but I’d laughed. She’d just wanted to ask about Daniel, but she’d have better luck driving all over the state than asking a con artist to tell her what she wanted to hear.

      Maybe this is what I need. What was that term I learned in my marketing class?

      Confirmation bias.

      Maybe this con artist can confirm what I already know.

      That I don’t need my dad. He’s my past. Wick is my future.

      “So, are you really a psychic?” I ask.

      “If the neon sign says so.” She goes behind the counter and starts tidying a stack of receipts.

      “Yeah, so what am I thinking?”

      “That I’m full of shit,” the lady says with a scoff. “But your body language is saying all that. I’m Astrid, and yes that’s my real name.”

      “Emily. Also my real name.”

      “So, Emily, you look like you need a reading. Follow me.” Astrid leads me down the hall to a smaller room.

      A round table sits inside the dark room. Purple scarves are draped over the one window, giving the room a twilight glow.

      She points to a chair for me and lights a series of candles on a side table while murmuring under her breath. “Angels and guides, protect me, protect Emily. Grant me clarity to give her a vision into her future.”

      She sits in the chair opposite me and reaches toward me, her palms upturned. “Take my hands, dear.”

      I place mine in hers, and she jumps.

      “Oh,” she says on a gasp.

      “Please tell me I have a future.” I laugh nervously, but I felt it too.

      I tell myself the zip of electricity was likely nothing more than the woman shuffling down the worn rug in the hallway. A simple parlor trick.

      Astrid turns over my right palm, the same one that’d been on the losing end of a broken beer bottle the night before. “May I?” She doesn’t wait for a response before peeling back the bandage. “Hmm…this cut straight through your lifeline.”

      “Don’t tell me my clumsiness cut my life in half,” I scoff.

      “Not in half, it’s just not going to be a straight path.”

      “Oh, I’m up for an adventure. I might have one soon⁠—”

      She holds up a hand to shush me and closes her eyes. A groan starts low in her chest while she sways in loose circles. “You’ve got a long journey coming up. You’ll be far away, but close by.” Her face is blank, then she scrunches her nose like she smells something rancid. “I see you standing there, wrapped in armor.”

      “Am I going to war? Do I look like someone who takes orders?”

      Astrid flutters her eyes open. “Sometimes the way to win the battle is to surrender. Put down your shield.”

      Surrender.

      Maybe that’s what I need to do. Surrender the fight with my dad, because I’ll never live up to his expectations. Surrender to Wick—maybe the road to my future truly lies in L.A. and not in Texas.

      Surrender.

      It’s the most terrifying word in the English language, but if Astrid says I’m going on a long journey and I have to surrender, that means I need to get home and pack for Los Angeles.
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      A long journey.

      The words sang through my head the entire way home. Los Angeles is a long way from Austin. Is Wick the home she spoke of when she said I’ll be close to home? It’s a given that he’ll ask me to go with them. I’ll be leaving Josie in a bind without a roommate, but maybe I can get the university to refund my tuition directly to me, and I can give her what I owe for the rest of the year.

      It’s freeing, really, seeing my whole life laid out in front of me.

      Moving to L.A. Being there for Wick while Neon Reverie records their first album. I’ll enroll in UCLA to have my own life and purpose while they’re on tour. After their second album, the band will take a break and we’ll get married and I’ll get pregnant on our wedding night, because that’s just so poetic.

      By the time I roll back into San Marcos, I’ve not only named our children, but all of our pets—three dogs, two cats and a turtle.

      Instead of going home, I turn, driving down to Wick’s house.

      The typical college street—there’s always a solid line of cars parked along the curb. The moving truck halfway down stands out like a zit on a supermodel’s forehead.

      I stop across the street from the bustle of the guys loading gear and random furniture into the back.

      “Hey, Matt,” I shout at the drummer, standing up in the seat of my Jeep. “What’s going on?”

      “Em, perfect timing, Wick’s been looking for you.”

      Excitement nips at my heels like a hyper puppy. He’s been looking for me.

      It’s time for me to surrender.

      I bound out of the Jeep like a woman running toward the love of her life in a cheesy movie.

      The house has never been stuffed with furniture, but now it looks even more barren. The couch had a questionable origin story; thankfully it looks like it’s going to be left behind.

      Wick’s bed has a wonky spring that pokes at tender areas in the middle of the night. Maybe I can talk him into swinging by my apartment for my bed instead.

      I’m making my packing list—definitely need my Doc Martens, I could probably leave my overalls behind, are Birkenstocks still cool in California?—when I run into Wick coming out of his bedroom.

      “Hey babe! You’re here,” he says over a trash bag stuffed with T-shirts and boxers. “Did you get my message?” He glances down at my dress. “Oh shit, did someone die?”

      When did black and white polka dots become funeral attire?

      “No, I had brunch with my dad, and this was clean. Ish. Anyway, he was being so annoying and authoritarian and all ‘get a job’ and he had the balls to admit he’s more financially invested in me than emotionally. I mean, thanks, Dad, that’ll save me a lot of therapy with you just admitting exactly what you think of me.” I take a big breath. I know I’m word vomiting all over him, but I’m high on our future. “Anyway, long story short, I pulled into a parking lot for a psychic and yeah, I know, load of shit because we’re in charge of our own destinies and all, but she told me the craziest thing, that we’re going on a long journey, and…” I whip out my arms to the quickly emptying house. “She’s right!”

      Wick drops the bag of his clothes and grips my upper arms, meeting my eyes, staring hard with arched eyebrows. “Babe, are you high?”

      “What? No, you know me. I’m too much of a control freak for that stuff. It’s just so empowering to be free of my dad and finally in control of my own future.” I flash a smile.

      He exhales and straightens. “Good, I’m glad to hear you finally stood up to him. That’s really badass of you, Em.”

      “I know, I mean, it’s a little scary because we’ll be going to L.A. without the safety net of his money, and I plan to use his credit card until it gets cut off, so I’ll get us as far as I can, but after that we can see if the label will give you guys an advance, and if not, that’s fine. I can wait tables or bartend. People like me⁠—”

      He tilts his head and his too-long bangs fall in his face. “Wait, back up, what do you mean ‘we’?”

      “‘We,’ the pronoun that means you and I, and the rest of the band, of course.”

      Wick sighs and runs his hands through his tangled curls. “Emily, sit with me.” He grabs my hand and pulls me back into his bedroom.

      The bed screams a protest as we sit.

      “Look, I first want to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me. And the guys. I can honestly say that Neon Reverie wouldn’t be where we are today without you. You’ll definitely get a mention in the liner notes. But this is our shot at our dreams, and to have a chance, a real chance, at reaching them, we need to be one hundred percent focused.”

      I’m nodding along as he speaks. “You got it. I’m here to support you every step of the way so you guys can stay focused. But don’t worry about me, my parents trained me for taking care of my own needs. Think of me as a latch-key girlfriend.”

      Wick grips my hands, squeezing my sliced palm to the point that pain burns down my arm, but I don’t flinch.

      We’re having a moment and I don’t want to do anything to ruin it.

      “Em, babe, listen. Neon Reverie is going to L.A. You are staying here. And I think you should, well, explore other options.”

      The words float past me, but none of them sink in. “Explore other options?”

      “Yeah, I mean, you have your whole life ahead of you, and Em, you are seriously the most badass babe I’ve ever met. You are so independent and strong and⁠—”

      “Explore other options?” I repeat. “Like what does that even mean?”

      “You know, date other guys.”

      A buzzing sound vibrates under his words, like the overhead lights snapping on in a classroom.

      “But why would I do that? We’ve been together for, like, six months.”

      Wick sighs again and looks up to the ceiling. “We had a good run, a really good run, but it’s time to move on. You even said it yourself the day we met, that we’d have a sordid love affair.”

      The pain that’d been burning up my arm took a left turn and flared into my heart.

      His words don’t feel real. None of it feels real.

      Astrid said I’d be going on a journey. That I had to surrender myself.

      Fine, if that’s what it takes, I’ll surrender.

      I drop from the bed to my knees. “What? Wait. Wick, you just said, we’ve had a good run.”

      “Yeah, had, past tense.” He glances at the door.

      The buzzing grows louder, as if a colony of bees made a home in the walls.

      “Why are you doing this? I was going to go with you. You guys need me.”

      The little bird of panic wakes in my chest and ruffles her feathers, eager to let loose and send me into a tailspin.

      Wick stands stiffly, as if avoiding touching me. “Babe, please don’t make this any harder than it has to be. It’s time for us both to move on. Next chapter and all.”

      The panic bird gets shoved aside by the jealousy hog, grunting about what’s hers is hers.

      “Wait, is Fleur going with you?”

      “Who? Fleur? The French girl?” His brows draw tight, his blue eyes narrowing as if trying to remember an answer to a test.

      “She’s from Paris, Texas. But yes, the Parisian Texan chick. I saw you last night, you sang our song to her and then you guys went to the frat house together.”

      Wick shuffles away from the side of the bed, angling, as if he needs to make a run for the door.

      Which probably isn’t a bad move to make.

      “Okay, yeah, you know the routine, so sure, Fleur happened to be the girl in the front row last night, and I saw her again as I was walking up to the party, but that’s it.” He glances out the door as his bandmates shuffle by carrying out random stuff. “Look, Em, I never meant to hurt you. I’ll be honest, I always thought you’d be the one to break my heart. But long distance won’t work. I know it hurts now, but trust me, you’ll thank me later. I hope we can still be friends.”

      I laugh.

      Friends? No, we’re not going to be friends.

      Because my friends would never choose their career over me. But I don’t say that, because I know what will happen next.

      He’ll be stuck in a van with his bandmates for hours and there will be stretches between radio stations where the only way to break the monotony is to tell the story of his crazy ex-girlfriend, Emily, who begged on her knees for him to take her to Los Angeles and who had named their children, and their three dogs, two cats and a turtle before he’d even told her he loved her.

      I refuse to be a road trip story, or—I swallow down rising bile—the subject of a terrible break up song.

      “Of course, I wish you nothing but the best,” I say, letting Wick give me a hand to my feet.

      He leans in for a hug and I inhale his scent. Patchouli and sweat with a hint of old yeast.

      The buzzing quiets just a bit, but it’s still there. Maybe it’s best that the guys leave if this house is infested with bees.

      “You really are the best, Em.”

      I hug each of the guys and wish them luck before climbing back into Scarlett.

      Head held high, I drive slowly back to my apartment, processing how my future had gone from clear and defined to what-the-fuck in the span of an hour.

      Maybe I should switch back to pre-law. It’ll at least make my dad happy, and a happy dad is a charitable dad.

      That’s the long journey Astrid had spoken of. Law school. Studying for the bar. Years working evenings and weekends to prove myself with no social life. That’s also the surrender she’d mentioned.

      I have to surrender to my dad. To the financial sway he held over me.

      The armor? That’s me tucking my disappointment and heartbreak so deep down inside that no one can touch it.

      Not even me.

      I pull into the apartment parking lot and scan for Josie’s car. There’s nothing more I want in the world than to crawl in bed with Jo and have her hold me while I cry, but her faded blue Subaru is nowhere to be found.

      The apartment is as quiet as the library during finals. A note with her hurried handwriting is stabbed with a pushpin to our cork board in the kitchen.

      Lunch with the parents. See you tonight!

      Was I really this close to skipping town with my boyfriend without saying goodbye to my best friend?

      I trudge into my bedroom, eager to sleep for the rest of the day, semester. Hell, I wouldn’t
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