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On January 6, 1995, my third son Brandon was born. For the next nine days, I got to know a beautiful, pure soul who observed life around him through thoughtful, watchful eyes. He smiled. He wasn’t fussy. He was perfect. Too perfect for this world, it would turn out. On January 15th, I walked into my mother’s bedroom where he had been sleeping. When I turned him over, I knew he was gone.

I had barely met him, hadn’t really gotten the chance to love him, and suddenly there was a huge hole in my life I knew would never totally fill again.

My life shattered in an instant. Though I have been through many, many things in my life, sexual assault, domestic abuse and many lost loved ones among them, I can say without question the worst pain in this world I have ever experienced was the loss of my newborn son. Even that night, when I started to pack everything up – mostly to have something to do, but also because looking at an empty crib was too painful to bear – I felt like God had broken a promise to me. Parents are supposed to go first. It wasn’t right to pack away blankets and clothes that hadn’t even been used yet. 

But I was too sad to be angry. I could barely put thoughts together at all. When I prepared his outfit for his burial, I included a diaper. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea that these were things he would no longer need.

Though I fought collapse at the thought of what this would mean to my future, I had to hold strong for my other children, including my eldest, whose birthday was the very next day. He was five and had no understanding of the spiritual hell I was going through, nor did he need to know. We had a cake and presents and that was what my other child, the one who remained, needed.

So, I packed up my torment and my sadness and put it away with that crib and those clothes and toys and blankets that would never be used by Brandon. I kept alive by putting one foot in front of the other and surviving for my kids, who needed me more than ever before.

For the next 26 years, January 6 through January 15 belonged to Brandon, the only church I’ve ever attended with any real regularity. Those nine days were and are sacred. I was denied a lifetime with my child. I was going to hold tight to those precious days that celebrated his brief life.

In the dark months that followed his death, I threw myself into writing like never before. I needed the distraction. More than that, I needed the escape. I needed worlds that I could control what bad things happened and when. I couldn’t sleep, literally haunted by my loss, feeling death crouching in every corner, ravenous and unsatisfied. Those books were my lifeline. They also became the embryos of what would come later, my sweet romance Picture Postcards and my more salacious saga, introducing us to the Fullertons in Enticed. 

They were romances, because romances had always served me well when I was in the midst of grief and loss. When my dad died when I was eleven, I inherited stacks of Harlequin paperbacks that I inhaled by the dozens, in desperate need of a cute meets, first kisses, falling in love and Happily Ever Afters.

The HEA is often a derided aspect of the romance genre, which I attribute mostly to the general dismissive nature of feminine gratification. A mystery should be solved, a horror should be scary, but falling in love in a romance? 

The audacity.

But love is audacity. To find happiness in a world where the worst can and does happen is defiant. Victorious. Necessary. Especially these days.

There is a lot of loss and rage and sorrow permeating our collective existence right now. HEAs seem almost precious, but they’re still every bit as necessary. In these last two years, when so many of us struggled to put one foot in front of the other, where surviving was a miraculous gift in and of itself, those things conceived out of loss needed to be born in hope of equal measure.

Enter Ruby and Simon. 

When their Brandon died, they were brought together to do all the things their lost loved one no longer could. They needed purpose to heal from their grief, just like I did all those years ago. Grief will bring you to your knees. Often the only thing that will keep it from crushing you is having a reason to stand again. 

I had my oldest son’s birthday. Ruby and Simon have an unfulfilled bucket list.

It took me 26 years, but I knew that 2021 was the year I gave my Brandon his due. There was still a happily ever yet to write, and I finally found the story he could help me tell. 

This book is about love persevering.

That is the hope of love, the necessity of it. The reason for it. It makes the bad stuff worth it. It is the reason that “The Dance” by Garth Brook is and has been Brandon’s song ever since those dark, pain-filled days.

It isn’t the book I promised, or even the other four books that remain in their uncompleted state, half-written and half-realized. I wasn’t emotionally ready to tackle those books yet, not after everything we’ve been through. I’m just getting back on my feet. I wanted something simpler, more focused. More like those stacks of books that healed me so long ago.

But the Groupieverse has expanded with this book, adding a tattoo parlor for all our past, present and future inhabitants. Like so many of my books, some familiar faces are ever present, including fan favorites like Vanni and Caz. My muse lives in their world and likes it there, so there are always new stories to take us there.

I hope you join me along this little sojourn into another corner of our expanding book universe. And, if you get to the end of this book feeling a little happier and a little more hopeful, you’ll know. 

It’s because of Brandon.

Happy birthday, my dear sweet angel. This one is for you.
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The sound of multiple ringing phone lines bounced off the walls of a full waiting room complete with velvet furniture, lava lamps and a line out the door. The sound lasted just for a moment before I answered each one, effortlessly juggling calls and customers as I managed and scheduled, booking my salon’s artists through the stifling July afternoon and beyond. That I could still book anyone for same day appointments indicated that despite that ringing phone, full waiting room and line, it was a slow day and, by all accounts, a normal day. An ordinary day. A day like the hundreds before and likely the hundreds to come. 

It was my life running Queenie & Pop’s, a tattoo parlor tucked in the middle of an eclectic line of establishments nestled together in a modest strip mall on Sunset Boulevard, our popular address straddling the border between Hollywood and West Hollywood. Classic rock thundered from the overhead speakers, featuring bands that once earned their stripes playing this legendary avenue in Los Angeles, strutting their stuff in venues like the Whisky, the Roxy and the more infamous Viper Room. Signed guitars from such legends lined the black walls of our lobby, along with autographed photos from the patrons we had served, whether famous, infamous, or regular Joes. Nobody went nameless at Queenie’s & Pops, where legends were born, and royalty reigned.

Pops was the legend, having earned his clout as a tattoo artist from as far back as the 60s. He was full of fascinating tales of the Strip and all the people it had attracted, and how all of that changed year after year, decade after decade, era after era.

One thing hadn’t changed. If you wore a Pops McGuire tattoo on your body, it was a badge of honor. He specialized mostly in American traditional, which he had learned back in his days in the Army. Coincidentally that was where he met his best friend Kaipo Akamu, who gave Pops a taste of the tattoo life with a traditional tribal tattoo he inked himself just before they headed off to Vietnam in ‘67. It was fitting that the tattoo was a symbol for brother, because that was what Pops and Uncle Kai became in that foreign jungle that they both regarded themselves lucky to escape (mostly) intact. They returned to Southern California by 1968, which was where they put their newfound passion to work with a modest little shop not too far from where our bigger, fancier salon was now located.

That was a year after Pops’ daughter Elizabeth was born. She was known by Betty or Beth till she got to grade school, where the ironclad confidence she got from Pops soon earned her the name Queen Elizabeth. Eventually it was abbreviated to Queenie, and she didn’t really bother to correct anyone on the matter, even if it was once a snide remark meant to put her in her place. She adjusted her crown and wore it thusly.

As far as I was concerned, my mother was a Queen. Not because she was able to smile and wave her way through privilege, but because she was able to tilt her chin and wear that crown high as she pulled our little family up when we had been left with nothing at all. She was six weeks pregnant with my little brother when her then-husband and the man I once called Daddy left us. She went promptly to work for Pops where she eventually learned her trade and became one of the best photorealism tattoo artists in the industry. Because of her talent and success, they were able to move into a bigger salon, hire more artists, offer more styles of tattoos from the best and the brightest. This would become the bustling business that my brother Royal and I would ultimately help run.

So, you see, I was used to busy phones, crowded waiting rooms and long lines. I was used to beautiful people of all shapes and sizes, ages and backgrounds, walking up to my counter to get their chance being inked by the Queen, be they famous or unknown. The McGuires were used to making the extraordinary mundane, which was why things all felt very ordinary that day. 

That was until he walked in.

To say Simon Daniels was the kind of guy who drew your eye would be a gross understatement. Standing at 6’3, he towered in the doorway, framed by the halo of the afternoon sun descending in the horizon behind him. He appeared like a superhero stepping out of a phone booth. His hair was luscious and dark, stopping just shy of the nape of his neck, yet full and glorious and begging for fingers to tangle in the silken strands. His eyes were blue, the bright kind of blue you could notice from ten feet away. The kind of bright eyes that once they caught you, were reluctant to let you go. 

It was that gaze, in fact, that made me gasp out loud when I first saw him. Thanks to the crowd and the music overhead, only my brother Royal heard that gasp. He slid me a curious side eye before scoping out the reason I stood there gaping like a schoolgirl. His gaze followed my line of vision towards the door until he spotted the object of my immediate and ardent fascination. Even straight, Royal couldn’t deny the Hollywood good looks of the man standing just inside the glass door, a stranger who looked like he was made of steel, with a fully defined chest and biceps that couldn’t be hidden by the nondescript navy-blue shirt he wore. My brother chuckled. “At least get him in the chair first, Sis.”

Royal teased me about the men I dated almost as much as I teased him about the girls he dated. We could do that. We were more than brother and sister. We were best friends. And roommates. And soul mates. I was certain we had lived dozens of other lives where we knew each other and loved each other and took care of each other. 

In fact, I had been taking care of him since I was five. 

In return, he had given me that platonic male relationship I needed to replace the one vacated by the man I once called Daddy. Despite being my younger brother, Royal stepped handily into the role and never let me down.

In many ways we were two halves of the same whole, twins born five years apart. 

If there was any individual alive who knew that this striking stranger had immediately shot to the top of my Target List, it was Royal. And the men I targeted, I usually got. 

But he was right, we had to get him in the chair first. Business was business. That didn’t hide the extra sparkle in my eye when he finally reached the counter. “Hi. Welcome to Queenie’s. I’m Ruby. What can I do to make your day?”

The towering Adonis chuckled, a deep, rich sound that reverberated all over my senses. “My name is Simon Daniels. I have an appointment with Queenie at four.” 

I glanced at the clock. It was 3:45. Damn, how I liked a man who was punctual. “She’s just finishing up,” I told him. I glanced at the schedule. “I see you’re getting photorealism. Did you bring your photo for reference?”

He nodded before fishing the photo out of a flat folder he carried. When he handed it to me, I took another sharp intake of breath. My eyes shot to his. “Brandon,” was all I said, a question and a statement all in one.

He nodded as clouds of sadness gathered in those bright blue eyes. 

I didn’t even fight the urge to round the counter and reach for a hug, which he allowed even if it did clearly take him by surprise. He was stiff in my arms at first, but let himself go as I whispered, “I’m so sorry.” That was when he held me tighter, just for a second, as if clinging to a life raft. Just as quickly he let go and I released him accordingly. I squeezed his arm in parting before I went back to my spot behind the counter. “I’ll let Queenie know you’re here,” I said softly. He nodded before he took his folder and found a spot to sit in between a group of girls who were there to get something pierced. They giggled as they made their interest known, but he kept his head down, looking at other photos he had brought in the folder. 

“Brandon’s brother,” I told Royal. He softened as well.

Brandon Daniels had become a regular at Queenie’s and Pops’ over the past few years as he pursued his dream making music on the famous Sunset Strip. He played guitar and knew just about any song you could throw at him, finding work wherever he could, filling in for bands both live and in studio. Unlike Simon, who was tall and broad, Brandon was lean and lanky, with long dark hair and big brown eyes. He had clearly been the younger of the two. He also wasn’t quite as morose as Simon appeared to be. Brandon couldn’t be found without a smile on his face as he happily immersed himself into the troubadour’s life that he loved.

That was all cut short when a mass shooting happened just down the way at a club called FFF, and he was one of the many casualties who lost their lives that night. He was only twenty-four, at the brink of a promising career that was finally starting to get attention from music royalty. Then, suddenly, it was over.

We didn’t know too much about his brother, whom he talked about in vague, nameless terms. They had been close growing up, but his older brother had taken the more strait-laced route and didn’t understand Brandon’s vagabond life. It had caused a rift between them that had apparently been so painful Brandon had often opted not to talk about it at all.

And now Brandon was gone, and his estranged brother was sitting in our salon. 

This wasn’t an ordinary day. Not in the slightest. 

I took the photo back to my mother’s personal salon, which was painted in rich, dark purple with silver accents and lots of bling. She had an assortment of crowns that were displayed around the room in various glass cases, given to her every year on her birthday since she started living life on her own terms. The one she wore that day featured bright amethysts and shiny pearls, accented with sparkly clear rhinestones. None shined as bright as her smile when I parted the black beads to enter. 

“Hey, baby girl. I’m almost ready for my next appointment,” she said, cleaning up her area with the fastidious dedication for which she was known. 

I said nothing, I just handed her the photo. Her dark brown eyes met mine. “Oh,” she said softly. Mournfully. 

We weren’t unaccustomed to the many orphans of Hollywood. In many ways, that was what we ourselves had been. So, we had adopted Brandon from the moment we met. He was a dear, pure soul who radiated such joy one couldn’t help but love him. And, knowing he was basically on his own, Queenie had taken him under her wing from the start, inviting him to come to family barbecues and holiday dinners. We often went to his shows to make sure he saw friendly, familiar faces in the crowd, who clapped and cheered the loudest for our favorite performer. We had planned to go that fateful night, but it had been a busier than normal day at the shop and we had been delayed. By the time we had begun to wind down to get ready, first responders were screaming down the street in a loud wail of sirens that still haunted me in my nightmares.

Life had changed that day. Hollywood had never been an innocent place, but it grew darker, scarier, and much smaller that night.

None of us wanted to think of poor Brandon’s last moments, lying alone beside that stage he loved, one second waiting his turn to go play and the next moment bleeding to death, as the unthinkable happened. The guilt we still carried was heavy on the heart. I saw it in her eyes. I know she saw it mirrored back in mine. 

“How is he?” she asked.

I shrugged. “About as good as you’d imagine.”

She nodded. She wiped her station clean, smoothed her apron and straightened her crown. “Bring him back.”

Simon was still lost in his photos when I returned to the lobby. The girls were doing their best to get his attention, but he was unimpressed. He had other things on his mind. It endeared me to him, reminding me a lot of Brandon, who had no use for groupies or easy conquests. He loved the music. He loved making people happy. But he had no interest in toying with hearts and racking up notches on his bedpost. He was sweet. And sweet boys were in short supply, particularly in the Hollywood music scene where ego ruled supreme. 

It had to. Ego separated the background musicians and the headliners. And almost everyone wanted to be the star.

Not Brandon. And, apparently, not Simon.

“The Queen is ready for you,” I said with a smile that he just couldn’t quite mirror as he nodded and stood. He followed me silently through the maze of all the other individual stations where our other artists worked, including my grandpa Pops and his best friend Kai, our Japanese artist Akira, our New School specialist Birdie, our piercer DeShawn and our Biomechanical expert, Tig. Conversations drifted and gathered in pieces as we made our way to the Queen as The Who played overhead. Finally, I pulled back the black sparkling beads to allow Simon to enter. Queenie was already on her feet with open arms to take Simon into another unsolicited hug. 

“Simon,” she said, taking him into a generous embrace. “It’s so nice to meet you. Brandon told us all about you.”

It was a lie, of course. What little we learned about Brandon’s brother was usually extracted from him as painfully as an abscessed tooth. But that wasn’t something one said to a grieving family member. 

Simon, who likely suspected it was a steaming pile of cow dung, didn’t challenge her, because that’s not something one did to people attempting to show the bereaved some compassion. He simply nodded and pulled away from the hug as politely as possible. 

“Please. Sit,” she said.

He obeyed silently. My mother turned to me for the photo she’d be using as a reference, which I handed off silently. This was usually where I was dismissed, free to leave and return to the lobby where my services were needed. Yet, I couldn’t get my feet to move.

“What kind of tattoo were you thinking?” she asked.

He offered his folder. “I was hoping to get a full back tattoo. I wanted a collage of images around the one that I gave to Ruby.”

For some weird reason, the way my name sounded on his lips hit me square in the feels. It was like hearing it for the first time and knowing it belonged only to me. It didn’t help that he slid that gaze my direction when he said it. It was soft. Intimate. And oddly familiar. 

Queenie didn’t take notice, or, if she did, she didn’t make an issue of it. Instead, she thumbed through the photos, which included images of two little boys who were linked arm and arm, blissfully unaware of how the future might separate them. She simply nodded. “Have you ever had any work done before?”

“No,” he stated simply. She glanced up at him. 

“Starting with a back piece?” she mused. “You’re a brave soul.”

His lip curved into a wry grin. “Not as much as you think. It’s part of a bigger promise.”

We both turned to him and waited. 

He withdrew a piece of paper from his wallet. “Are you familiar with the concept of a bucket list?” We nodded. “I found Brandon’s when I came for his stuff after...,” he trailed off. He took a deep breath. “There was a letter for me with the list, asking me to do whatever it was that was left if, by chance, he happened to go first.” Those bright eyes, holding back unshed tears, met my mother’s. “There was a lot left. I need a big canvas.”

Queenie nodded. “I’m game if you are. It won’t be easy. And it’ll take quite a few sessions. There’s also the issue of cost.”

He pulled a wad of hundred-dollar bills from his wallet. “Cost isn’t an issue.”

Her eyes met mine. I knew then he would get the Friends and Family discount, regardless of the substantial amount he had brought just in case. I smiled and nodded before she turned back to Simon. “A deposit is fine for now.” 

I took the money from him, pulling out enough to cover our standard deposit and handing him back the rest. “Ruby will handle the books. Let’s talk about that list and start putting together the concept.”

That was my dismissal, though I really didn’t want to go. I was eager to hear what was on this man’s list. On Brandon’s list. As far as we knew, he had been living his dream and doing everything he wanted to do at the expense of his family, until it eventually cost him his life. What could possibly be left? The mind boggled. But my presence was no longer needed or even appropriate. I gave him another smile before I slipped back through the beads and headed towards the front, where I filled Royal in on what was happening.

Like me, Royal couldn’t fathom what remained on Brandon’s list. If there was someone who squeezed every ounce of living out of life, it was Brandon Daniels. We had clung to that one small bit of solace to take the sting out of his life being cut so tragically short. We were kept in suspense for the next hour as Queenie and Simon worked out the design. She walked him out without ever touching a needle to his skin. The sessions he would be booking would be about three hours at a time, three weeks apart, until the piece was complete, which Queenie anticipated would take about 45 hours in total. The initial hour for this complex project was consultation only.

The good news was that we were not done with Simon Daniels. Not by a long shot. I booked him out for fifteen months, ensuring I had plenty of time to satisfy my growing curiosity about this appealing man and his compelling story.

I had no idea the answers would come as soon as they did or include me as much as they were about to. My life was about to be turned upside down, all because of Brandon.
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We were busy late into the night at Queenie’s and Pops’, long after our respective namesakes left for the evening around six. They retired to the beach bungalow they shared in Venice while Royal and I kept things running for the rest of our artists as the line streamed in till just after midnight. 

I was no stranger to twelve-hour days, and neither was Royal. This was our life and we loved it. We were energized by the Sunset crowds where we saw so many familiar faces mixed among the new. Some brought us meals because they knew we were too busy to get away. Those meals would remain half-eaten until closing, when we’d have to dump them in order to get something a little fresher and hotter on our way back to the art deco building that housed our two-bedroom apartment just off La Brea. 

Sometimes we would be too restless to head home and instead grab a drink at one of our favorite dive bars in the neighborhood, which was exactly what happened the night I met Simon Daniels. We locked up and walked a block and a half down to a hole-in-the-wall establishment where people knew us by name. Sammy, one of my favorite bartenders, had my beer of choice waiting for me the minute I sat at the bar. He offered me a sexy smile, framed by his Freddie Mercury mustache. “Hey, Ruby. I was wondering if I’d see you tonight.”

“You see me almost every night, Sammy,” I grinned. “It’s not that much of a wonder.”

He gave me a flirty wink that ensured I’d tip him heavily. “You’re always a wonder to me, Ruby girl.”

I laughed. He was incorrigible, but he was allowed to be. Our relationship was one of flirty professionalism. We flirted, we teased, but with a respectful boundary that kept things business only. I popped a few extra buttons on my shirt, and he would make suggestive comments, using dirty drink names as inuendo, but at the end of the night we always went our separate ways.

Sometimes sweet temptation was too delicious to ruin with more than just a taste. Unless it was chocolate or champagne, I wasn’t big on seconds. And I would have hated to have to find another bar.

Royal never understood it. “You’ve been flirting with him for five years now. Why don’t you just take him home already?”

“Some you take home,” I tried to explain. “And some you don’t.”

“But why?” My little brother was never one to deny himself a conquest, so he clearly didn’t understand. “Sounds like a waste.”

“If you were a girl, you’d understand. Not all guys are worth the trouble. Sometimes the chase is the most exciting part.”

He laughed. “Is that why you never hooked up with Brandon?”

My smile faded. We were invoking Brandon’s name a lot. And that scab had yet to fully heal. “I looked at Brandon like a brother. You know that.”

“That wasn’t how you were looking at his actual brother,” he pointed out. 

I couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through my body. I hadn’t forgotten Simon since he left early that afternoon. Those eyes stayed with me. And the way he said my name. Every now and then the echo would dance along my nerve endings, just enough to make me shudder despite myself. “Brandon and Simon are different men.”

“Yeah. Simon looks like he stepped out of a blockbuster movie,” Royal grinned. 

I giggled. “There is that.”

“So, is he in the Take Home category?”

“Too soon to tell,” I murmured before taking a sip of beer. “He’s pretty closed off. Not to mention Queenie would kill me.” 

We both laughed. Our mother was pretty liberal, but she had one steadfast rule. We weren’t allowed to fraternize with the customers until after the work was done. Both Royal and I had run off our share of clientele in the past thanks to booty calls who couldn’t take the hint. Neither one of us cared to get involved with anyone, and the hearts we had broken were bad for the family business’s bottom line.

“Shame,” Royal himself murmured as he nursed his whisky. “Especially since he’s right over there.”

I gasped and straightened, whipping my head around to spot the handsome stranger in the corner, his head in his
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