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Prologue
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5 Months Ago

Her voice is angelic, and her fingers run up and down my spine; a sensation that, about a month ago, would have had my body sprinting to my hotel room, crazed sexual thoughts plaguing my brain. 

Typically, hooking up with a fan or other celebrity for that matter, wouldn’t faze me. However, as I come up to the one year mark, I find myself growing...bored? No, not bored, per se—rather, needing more. Wanting more than just the physical interactions.

“Felix, come on. Let’s go back to your hotel.” Her voice is both seductive and saturated with wanton desire. No sense lying, she is gorgeous—stunning, actually. Dark blonde, almost brown, shoulder length hair, and a perky personality: my weakness. Following in my habitually paced out footsteps, I play along with everything she has insinuated with that singular comment—Let’s go back to your hotel—after mere minutes of mundane interactions followed by an unfortunately bleak conversation. Do I have the means to stop myself or attempt at amending my behaviors? Nope. I go along with her persuasive grin and convincing personality. Because it’s easier to give into the image I accidentally awarded myself. After a string of hookups with fans, and the flourishing fan base, word was bound to travel. When in reality, I had hooked up with three different girls across two months—it wasn’t as if I was fucking someone after every show like some sort of god. 

Racing thoughts awakened me early the next morning, groggy and irritated, her warm, naked body in bed next to me. My eyes search hastily around the luxurious hotel room for a sheet of paper and pen. Once I locate one, I leave her a note and get the hell out of dodge.

Mandy,

I had fun last night with you. Had to catch an early flight out, so sorry we couldn’t have breakfast like we talked about. Have a safe trip back home! 

Felix 
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​Chapter One
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I haven’t shut up about this event for months.

A triad of vibrantly colored lights, green, blue, and purple sprint across the stage and three figures stand an arm’s length apart. And finally, the breath I’ve been holding for months, comes out as a sigh of relief. 

All the anxiety and racing thoughts that have plagued me for the prior couple months fade into the ether and I extinguish the worry. All three of the band’s members head to their respective instruments and the crowd roars boisterously. I swear I felt the ground quake underneath my three-year-old, beaten to hell, yet reliable converse sneakers. 

This university is technically my third job within my general field but it feels as if I need to really prove myself here. From a young age, I found planning, communicating, and organization came quite simply to me. My job as student life assistant requires all of those characteristics and I find myself fulfilled. 

The last three months of my life have consisted of calling Inner Vice’s management and meticulously planning everything, from the color of the car that would receive them at the airport to the brand of napkins they would wipe their mouths with. 

Being in higher education as a young, freshly graduated master’s student has its ups and down, but the highs keep me invested. The ability to put together such a large event makes my blood pump and adrenaline race. As a college student myself, I found attending these events a hassle. Looking back, attending them really made me more comfortable and engaged with my undergraduate school. Being someone who plans them now, I value the benefit. 

For the past five years or so, I’ve been somewhat of a nomad. Just as I would unpack and have everything in place, I would find another position at another college and pack up shop again. Although tedious, it was a rush all the same. Roots aren’t something necessarily pertinent to my personal growth. I truly prefer the hustle and bustle of meeting new people, exploring new places, and what each one has to offer me. Before the prospects of this sort of career, I assumed I would become a pilot or a flight attendant. Yet sleep was way too important to me; I wasn’t willing to put that in jeopardy. 

The band Inner Vice consists of Felix on bass and lead vocals, Sam on drums, and Victor on guitar. They are sort of a mix of Coin and Nirvana, upbeat with narrative driven lyrics, definitely up and coming but extremely fast up and coming; booking them for this university even when I did saved my ass, because about a month after they had their first single to break the top 100 on the Hot 100 in America. Ticket sales skyrocketed quicker than that canned seltzer phase I went through. The tickets went from 67 percent purchased to people begging me to add tickets to a venue already at full capacity. I was getting praised on the daily for having the foresight to book such an up-and-coming band and, of course, bringing in revenue to the university, and attention back to my planning and execution skills. 

Today is finally my day to shine and demonstrate all the work I have crammed into a time frame that was about as slim as a car door jam. All whilst not complaining, maintaining impeccable attendance, and staying late almost every day. 

I’d briefly interacted with the band before they went on. Got the obligatory pictures for our social media accounts. 

When Felix first graced the room, my brain had gone temporarily blank. He towered over all of us. I can’t even begin to describe his jawline and smile. Nothing could have prepared me for the height difference he had on me: my five foot seven inches compared to his six foot three inch stature. His hair, a dirty brown and slightly wavy mess, brushes just above his shoulders. His eyes are pieces of chocolate with careful specks of gold. 

“Hey, Georgia. They just finished. We should get more pictures and thank them one more time before they leave,” Brooke shouts at me above the screaming. Her warm fingers brace my wrist and tug me towards backstage before the crowd begins their mass exodus. 

The climax of the encore is hitting its last bracing note allowing Brooke and I to retreat into the makeshift green room. We sit together on the loveseat, discussing the relief we feel now that everything has essentially wrapped. 

Personally, I cannot wait for my boss’s approving and encouraging email in the morning: sold out show, great performers, no technical issues during the show, et cetera. 

As my heart rate returns to a normal pace, the massive door across the room swings open to reveal the band’s manager strutting in with a huge grin painted across their face. Just then, Brin, the band’s manager enters the room. They have been one of the simplest people to work with in this industry. In my twenty-seven years, I’ve never come across someone like Brin. They are organized, helpful, and extremely likeable. Without them, this could’ve been a completely different experience at the forefront. 

“Y’all, that was not only their best show but it went the smoothest behind the scenes. Thank you Georgia and Brooke!” They approach us and swing their arms around us, pulling both of us up off the couch. “I have been running around like a chicken with my freaking head cut off this past month, but this...this is the best part of the past month. Don’t you dare tell them I said that!” They are panting and absolutely beaming at both Brooke and I. 

This is something I treasure, knowing I’ll remain in the archives of someone’s subconscious and that they will regard me as a well-managed and personable communicator. 

“I honestly cannot thank you enough, Brin. You have been the easiest person to work with, well, besides Brooke. If every artist’s manager was as phenomenal as you, I would book shows every week!” I tell them. 

Suddenly, the door flies open again and hits the wall with a clang. Felix is the first through the door, with a scowl etched on his beautiful face, followed in tandem by Victor and Sam, both looking sweaty and exhausted but smiling. Sam seems especially cheerful as she waltzes to the free couch and plants her body across it, letting out a massive grunt. 

“Sammie, come on. We all want to sit!” Felix grunts, eyes rolling upwards to the ceiling. 

“You can take this couch, too. We really don’t need it, since we sat down the whole show pretty much,” I say, not specifically towards any of them. 

“Um, thank you.” Felix’s smile is faint and dives away into the abyss approximately as fast as an Olympic synchronized diving routine begins and ends. 

“Y’all were incredible as usual! I am the most proud of you lot,” Brin practically yells at them while forcefully making eye contact with all three of them. 

“Please don’t make us cry again, Brin,” Victor says before chugging a whole water bottle. 

“Oh but I want to make you all cry. I mean look at you! I watched you go from 200 people at your shows to over 2000. Like, you have got to be shitting me!” Brin grins as their eyes begin to shine. 

“Nope, so where are we going tonight?” Felix asks blandly to none of them in particular.

“To bed.” Victor laughs as he points at Sam, who is already nodding off on the couch. 

Very quickly, I realize that Brooke and I are the only outsiders in the room. I tap her hand and jerk my head gently towards the door, hinting that we should make a quick exit before we overstay our welcome. She and I begin to execute the unsaid plan, but not before Felix steps into the doorway, blocking us.

“No way. You helped us put this on and made it possible. Wherever we go tonight, you both are coming as a thank you.” His tone jolts me. At the preshow meet and greet, he was standoffish, like an introvert. Now, he is forcing us to hang out with them. They all probably have fans from the show dreaming to join them on their bus for reasons that are none of my business. 

Felix has shoulder length dark brown hair, tied back into a loose bun. This move of his sends the girls into a screaming tailspin. His spirit is even tempered, more the quiet type. From the moment we met, he has been generous and kind, yet fiercely loyal to his two bandmates. Sam and Victor are fraternal twins, and regardless of them being remarkably close, Felix fits into the band’s dynamic rather effortlessly. 

“Um, well...I don’t think there are many bars open right now,” I warn them. I glance at my phone; it’s after 10:30 PM on a Wednesday in January, not much to do in Michigan, Well, this area in particular. “I rent a house off campus. It’s pretty big and I don’t have any roommates. We could order some food and hang out there?” I could see Brooke’s eyes bolt to me in shock.

“That sounds great, lemme just—” Sam miraculously sits up and grabs a Red Bull out of the mini fridge next to her. She takes a hefty swig and finishes her thought as she spins her index finger in a circle above her head. “Rally.” 

“Hell yeah, little sis!” Victor looks at his sister and then pumps his fist in the air.

Felix laughs and grabs a Red Bull to chug alongside his best friend. 

“You are three minutes older. Shut the hell up, Victor,” Sam replies with neutral annoyance, as if she has to say this at least five times a day. 

“I will never let you forget it!” He laughs and points finger guns in her direction, she counters with both her middle fingers. 

“Okay, okay, children,” Brin the referee counters gently. 

Everyone shares a collective giggle as I give Brin my address. 

The stage crew reassured me over and over that I did not have anything else to do and cleaning up was for the janitorial staff. After triple checking everything and making sure the band was securely in their bus, I feel just comfortable enough to depart. 

Brooke and I hop in my car, and I stick the key in the ignition to start my engine. As I peer out the rearview mirror and spot Felix’s shadow in the window of the bus, a strange tingle trills over my body and I blush. The interior lights had already dimmed, saving myself from the embarrassment of explaining myself to Brooke, lest she pick up on my every low-key expression. 

“Look, Georgia, don’t be mad, but Tristan got off early. I haven’t seen him in what feels like a whole week.” She doesn’t look away from her phone. Sometimes, it feels like she doesn’t exhibit the ability to focus on anything else when Tristan is in the picture

Her boyfriend Tristan is a 911 operator, and she truly does not see him as often as she insists she needs to. But if we’re being completely honest here, I am not his biggest fan. However, I am Brooke’s biggest fan, so I’ll continue to keep my mouth tightly shut in regards to him and his attitude. 

“Brooke, I am not mad. I’ll happily drop you off,” I explain. She appears slightly upset, and I’m unsure if the emotion is directed primarily at missing the after-party, or if there’s an underlying reason she isn’t quite ready to share with me as of yet. “I can just tell them that you were too tired and have to work in the morning to cover someone. They won’t be hurt.” 

“I know they won’t, but I just don’t want to seem like a party pooper,” she says begrudgingly. 

“Listen. How many times have I left early or not even shown up to events, some of which I planned?” Brooke turns to face me with an accepting look on her face. “Exactly.”

And once I let it sit, my mind starts to run through scenarios of: What if they get there before me? What if they decide not to come? What if they get there and immediately want to leave? I remind myself of the relationship I’d curated with Brin and that it’s one night; it’s not like they’re moving in or like I’m going on a date with any of them. 

Prior to Inner Vice having a Hot 100s single, I had no nervousness about meeting them. In my head, they were just a group of people in their twenties making music. Now, it’s a tad different. They are beginning to have their names published in magazines like Rolling Stone. Their TikTok profile now has well over half a million followers; when I booked them, they had a little over 150,000. 

The reality cascades into me with reckless abandon. And I begin to feel blood rush out of my face as I pull into Brooke’s apartment complex. 

Had I not been so fucking eager to please and banked my savings on them respectfully turning down my offer, I would find myself going through a drive through, eating as I drove home, curling up with a book, and passing out on the couch. And now. Now I had to entertain. Which I was certainly never known for. Not to anyone.

“See you later! Love you, miss you already!” Not many times had I begged for someone to notice my expression, but I had mentally begged Brooke to notice mine, but with the lights dimmed and Brooke eager to see her boyfriend, it’s a nonexistent prospect. Brooke snags her bag from the floor and reaches for the door handle, but before she does that she affectionately grabs my right hand on the steering wheel. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” 

“So what you’re saying is I should go home, lock my doors, and not allow them inside?” 

“Shut up, asshole! You know what I mean!” she retorts. 

“I know, I know. I just like messing with you too much. You make it too easy.” I laugh as she releases my hand and climbs out, a grin plastered on her face. The freezing Michigan air whips at her blonde hair, so she quickly pulls her hair up into a ponytail to avoid the wind turning her hair into a makeshift blindfold.

I watch as she approaches the building steps. She spins around for another wave and mouths, Have fun. Then she playfully points finger guns at me as the door closes behind her. Before I can put any more thought into my action up until this point in the night, I put the car in reverse. 

My house is only five minutes away from here, but the roads I go down require brights because it’s the country country back roads. 

This car has seen me through so much of my life, and I refuse to get rid of it unless it dies beyond mechanical resuscitation. Wayne, as I refer to him, is a dull blue Equinox, circa, I don’t remember the year, but it’s going to continue to get me through life until his last sputtering breath. He got me through so much as well as housed an array of emotional events, including but not limited to: nerves before interviews, accepting new job offers, hearing a song for the first time and emotionally connecting to the lyrics on a spiritual level, and pondering choices made far in the past yet still affect my day to day. How could a new car ever match that sentimental emotional value? 

As I pull up the drive I see in my side view mirror lights from a large bus plowing down the road and coming to a quick halt at my driveway. I cut my engine and rushed inside, almost losing a damn shoe in the process. I do a painstakingly brisk sweep of the house, covering all my bases and making sure nothing embarrassing has been left out. 

Other than a few pop cans on the side table and the garbage being open in the bathroom, the house was spotless. I despise a mess. I prefer places I live to be pristine and have minimalistic designs; it makes it easier to pack up and easier to accompany it with any new place regardless of the time period. 

A ginger knock raps on the door and yanks me out of a mind spiral. I sprint over to answer. 

“Hey! So glad you found it easy enough,” I say to Brin as they embrace me. I do my very best to hide my exasperated breath from running around my house just seconds ago. 

As I recount the last time I allowed guests at this house, I’m transported back three months ago. And still, the anger nearly chokes me..

The only other time my house has seen anyone outside of Brooke or myself, was when Brooke asked to host her boyfriend’s birthday here. And that was a shit show. People filtered in until 3 AM, most of them loud, rude, and obnoxious, with no regard for rental property. They even attempted to play beer pong on my living room coffee table, which is obviously not regulation beer pong, but who the fuck am I to judge. 

“I am just so happy today you don’t even know,” they tell me as I look over their shoulder to see Felix, Sam, and Victor—in that order every time it seemed like—step off the bus. “Felix is in a mood. Surprise, surprise,” they whisper in my direction before the three of them can catch up to my doorway. 

As the three of them file off the bus, I notice Felix’s eyes drag over my body, something I can only describe as hunger, plagues his glances. And it catapults a shockwave to my center. It surprised me so instantly that I blinked as if someone had just told me life changing news. As the trio approaches me, Sam and Victor go in for an embrace of me together. 

Felix stands two steps behind, brow furrowed, face unreadable. Why is he making ungodly amounts of eye contact with me? In the limited number of times we have been in the same room, each time he has created a strange, yet oddly comfortable aura that coats the both of us and no one else. I wonder if he might feel it too?

“Sorry, I guess we just assume everyone is a hugger. Me and Victor grew up in a family of huggers, and Felix had to learn that the hard way,” Sam informs me as she throws a thumb over her back, referring to Felix’s general direction.

“I regret accepting that notion every day of my life. Still don’t like it,” Felix jokes. Victor slaps the back of Felix’s head playfully as I turn and invite them into my small, but big enough for one house. 

“First things first. Let’s order food because I will be grumpy as fuck without something soon,” Victor states as he walks to my couch, admiring the array of coasters on the way, ones I have from various trips. “Shit, have you been to South Africa?” 

I set my wine on one of them, then glimpse over to realize I’d only drank half of my seltzer. A bad habit, only drinking half a drink, getting bored and moving on.

“Yeah. A few years ago, I went on a safari and went to so many animal sanctuaries. One of the best trips of my life,” I tell him, as he continues to look at my other coasters, smiling and eventually sitting on the couch. Though I am a self-proclaimed introvert, I can be coaxed out of my shell for at least a few moments by anyone asking about my travels. My head is still buzzing around the situation I got myself into by inviting everyone over, although at the time, I had considered Brooke would be by my side. 

“Did you go by yourself?” Victor asks, allowing me to finally collapse back into reality. I can tell he is more than interested in my trip. 

“Yeah, I joined some travel blogs and groups and met some other solo travelers while there. It’s easier than you think to travel solo.” 

I’ll talk about traveling to anyone who will tolerate it. And I will tell anyone who can tolerate it to travel as much as they possibly can. Going to new places and experiencing new things keeps me feeling grounded, which would seem the opposite but I can’t explain the feeling I get when I get to investigate new places. They all filter slowly into my kitchen, if you can even call it that. For all intents and purposes, the stove works, the microwave still spins, and the refrigerator keeps my drinks cold.

“That’s pretty sweet. I would be too nervous alone,” Sam adds.

Then a permeating quiet floods the space. My fingertips are cold, even when I had the wherewithal to turn up the heat moments before they flooded my doorstep. 

Brin fills the awkward beat. “Whatever they want, we can use the management card, so don’t even dream of paying!” Brin comes over to tell me as I am pulling menus out of my designated junk drawer. 

“Do you think pizza would be good or do they want more of a takeout option? Most stuff is shutting down within the hour, so pizza might end up being our only option.” I stand in the kitchen with Brin, talking to them about the rather limited options and which pizza places would be fastest versus better tasting.

“Surprise us. We aren’t allergic to anything and we will eat almost anything,” I hear Sam say. 

She seems to be the voice of the band, which is hilarious to watch, as two grown men bow down to her without a second thought. It’s really feminism at its best. Before the show started tonight, I overheard her telling them to Keep it in their pants, followed by groans and We always do and Yes, Mother. From where I was at, her scolding was pointed heavily in Felix’s direction. Which has made me curious as to what situations she has been subject to for her to have a whole speech prepared and ready to pounce. 

We came to an agreement on pizza, but the issue came to a head when we couldn’t agree on toppings. Everyone wanted something specific and different so eventually we ordered five different pizzas. Obviously, that was the only logical choice—at least when it comes to using their company card. 

“I’m telling you all, ham and pineapple. That’s the superior choice. I stand by that. Put that shit on my gravestone,” Felix says confidently as he takes a slice out of the box and shoves a fourth of it in his mouth. 

“He says that every time we order pizza. Sorry you had to be privy to his little diva fit,” Sam cackles behind her black nails. Sam is intimidating in multiple facets, one major reason being how she controls a room with a simple comment or facial expression. Her bright red hair and even brighter opinions set her up for being in a band with two men. 

“I told you to stop calling me a goddamn diva.” And while Felix’s tone attempts to be angry, it comes off as playful as if this conversation is something he reluctantly enjoys. 

“Whatever, man,” Sam sings with a hint of angst. 

“We all know who the real diva is,” Felix remarks, pointing his thumb directly at Victor. 

“You really want to start dude?” Victor shoots back, yet somehow maintains a humorous undertone.

“Maybe everyone should have a drink? Unwind a tad,” I hear Felix say.

“Yeah! I have some cheap beer and some white wine. Actually, I might have some tequila as well.” Before the last syllable comes out of my mouth, I see Victor fist pumping the air, his mouth full of pizza, but still striking with a smile. 

One more shot, and I’m fairly lightheaded and sparkly, as my best friend Brooke puts it. Even though it was only half past 2:00 AM, everyone quickly became restless and tired after five rounds of Mario Kart, and two rather heated rounds of Uno.

Somehow, laughing, being bubbly, and social comes simply with them. As the night winds down, Sam and Victor make their way to the guest bedroom to share the bunk bed Brooke had forced me to keep in there, just to have a fun excuse to use it during our sleepovers. And I had asked her what sleepovers she was thinking I would be having, obviously she won the argument as it still stands as one of the few items in that bedroom. 

“There’s a small half bath in there if you want to wash up,” I shout in their general direction. 

Brin had driven separately and left thirty minutes before now, same as the tour bus driver had departed upon their arrival. They had both wanted to get to their hotel room and sleep to be ready to drive home in the morning. Same story with the driver. However for Sam, Victor, and Felix, I drew the conclusion that sleeping in a real bed in a real house was a comfort that has most likely evaded them while they were on tour. 

Now, all things considered, I’m still content and rather astonished with myself that I offered my place up to them. They all attempted to gracefully decline until I insisted that I never have visitors and I would cook them breakfast, after that there was a collective sigh and everyone commented about how late it actually was. Alcohol made me an overeager beaver. 
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After Sam and Victor make a generally hilarious scene, arguing who will take the top bunk, obviously Sam comes out the victor and sleeps on the bottom bunk. Felix elected for the only other room, my office, complete with the cheapest IKEA desk and futon on their market. I shudder thinking about having to sleep on it. Felix assured me he’s slept in worse places, Sam nodded her head and rolled her eyes then slapped her brother on the arm for laughing along with the joke. 

Felix lingers behind, the one that’s evoking emotions that poke at my insides. Even after it gets quieter in the common area, Felix remains in the main living area with me, facing my entertainment center. 

“What’s your favorite album you own?” Felix asks as he rubs his thumb across my bookshelf of various vinyl records. 

“Am I being honest here or should I lie to seem cool?” I chuckle as I take the last swig of my seltzer before I begin the mass clean up before bed. 

“I mean, you’re already pretty stellar, so give me the truth,” he deadpans before he spins to pin me with a grin, holding my gaze. His one visible tattoo of a majestic looking goat, glows in the dim light of my living room. His compliment comes as a surprise since he spent most of the night observing. He’d provide me with a rare comment when it was objectively necessary or obvious he hadn’t spoken for a beat too long. As if he had to create a dialogue in his head with me before expelling it verbally. As if he might be nervous, but only nervous around me. 

“Well, vinyl wise, sound wise and such, I would have to say Garage Inc. by Metallica, but just listening on my phone while driving into work? I would say Future Nostalgia by Dua Lipa.” Music diversity is one of my best qualities, and the one I rely on. Icebreaker games beware, this is my go to. 

“Marry me?” he jests, accompanied by a velvety laugh. From this specific angle and the light cascading across the living area, I can see a rosy color closing in on his cheeks. “But seriously, both are so great! No hesitation either, you are telling the truth.” Something about Felix is simple and utterly smooth, but not in a calculated way, in a way that makes you asked yourself, Fuck, how cool is he?

“And how would you know that?” 

“You see—I have this built in lie detector, trust me. Something I had to acquire when you start to meet people who aren’t interested in you, but just your name and the fame that you have associated with it.” His face seems to hollow out of any emotion that was previously there. He sits down on the couch, a few feet away from me, but it’s an unsettling feeling being that far away, because I want him closer. Not sure if it was the alcohol talking or the high from the show I executed, but I felt like I needed something substantial to end the night. Not in a selfish way, but in a triumphant one. 

“How does it feel, getting famous?” The question spills out of my mouth, and I bring my hand to my lips. 

He sees my immediate reluctance and waves a tired hand as if to inform me that in fact I wasn’t asking anything too peculiar. “You want honesty?” He grimaces as I nod. 

“I mean I was honest about my music selection, so I expect honesty here from you too,” I joke. He runs his hand through his wavy brown hair, the curls shielding his shoulders just a few inches.

“Well, sometimes I feel like I’m in a fishbowl. Luckily, I share it with my two best friends, but it also gets dangerously lonely,” he huffs rather humorlessly. “It sounds ridiculously cliche, but people I knew before are treating me differently, asking for handouts. I hate all of it.” The way he emphasized that last comment came across as pained, like he was currently going through that exact experience. 

“But you don’t hate the music,” I assure him, as if he were a friend telling me they were going to quit their dream job after someone was mean one time. 

“That’s really the driving factor as to why I keep going,” he admits with no hesitation, his eyes fixed on my record player. 

“Well, I’m glad you hadn’t yet succumbed to that devious Hollywood glow before I met you,” I say, immediately trying to concoct a joke to defuse the intensity of what I had spewed, “Well, at least you haven’t, but your some of your songs certainly might have.” I burst into laughter, which reverberates so awkwardly in my living space. I hope he doesn’t notice. Ultimately it’s my fault, buying decor is seemingly pointless for my lifestyle, but picture frames are my niche. 

It takes him a few beats before he seems to fully comprehend what I’d said. 

“Whoa, hey now! What might you be insinuating by that?” he bolsters as he slams his beer dramatically on my thrifted coffee table. His smile is the smile of someone who could create a cult and I would have no second thoughts about joining. 

“You know yours only is nowhere near the best song in your guys’ discography. Admit it. It’s okay I won’t tell anyone.” I zip my index and thumb across my lips and pretend to throw away the key, accompanied with a flirtatious glance. 

“I mean, they had focus groups and that song did the best. Anyway, what song would you have put out?” Felix’s gaze locks on mine, his eyes hazy from the alcohol but coherent enough to argue. “Since you’re just so knowledgeable about our music.”

“Pen Pals Are For Losers,” I tell him firmly. The first time I heard that song I remember exactly where I was, I had just interviewed virtually for the position I am currently in. I decided an iced coffee would boost my internal confidence so I got in my car and turned on a local alternative radio station. Something I thought was healed until I heard the fucking line, Nothing will fuck you up more than pen pal writing fake promises to bury in their backyard for you to never find. The way this phrase could be applicable to a multitude of situations, varying across a variety of life’s challenges, drove me nuts. Last year, it was my top played song. This year, I assume it will be a contender again. 

His face saturated with admiration—or infatuation perhaps? Either way, it sent an electric sensation deep within me. My center quickly became soaked.

“Thanks, that means a lot.” His head dips to meet the floor, and I swear I can make out a reddish glow on his cheeks. Is he—nervous? “I wrote that one alone after a culmination of problems decided to attack me all at once.”

“It’s an incredible song, Felix. The metaphors and similes the way it paints such a clear yet hazy picture.” 

So, when I realized I could book them within the university’s budget, I knew I had to. It was one of those full circle moments people talk about, like they knew they were in the right place at the exact right time.

We sit on my couch a healthy distance stretches between our bodies as we continue to discuss their discography. Then we transition into an assortment of other music related topics such as Britney Spears, the rise and fall, frontmen of bands dying mysterious deaths, and how quickly the music industry sucks artists in to spit them out dried up and depressed, all but begging for a break or rehab. Felix’s vulnerability is instantly addicting and intoxicating. Mixed with the ebb and flow of our conversation that is effortless and forthright, it’s sort of revealing in the most mature type of sense. His posture loosens and he places his hand on the back of the couch. His feet find a temporary home on the coffee table where haphazard garbage finds itself after tonight’s festivities. 

“I wrote Pen Pals Are For Losers before the band was formally assembled. Damn, that kind of makes us sound like avengers, doesn’t it?” He grins at his own remark and I mirror him. “Was halfway through writing it after my dad tried to kick me out for skipping a whole day of school.” 

I quirk my head to the right and study him. He has his feet firmly on the ground, his arms outstretched behind him. His side profile is defined with a rigid jaw and pointed nose. 

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I skipped about a week without anyone noticing,” I admit. 

It’s no secret that the foster care system isn’t at all sunshine and rainbows, and from what I know, nobody even tries to paint it out to be. And even while working through the trauma all of it caused me, I still find some parts difficult to discuss with someone new. And specifically someone who will certainly be leaving in the morning. And to him, I’ll remain ordinary. 

“And, that song really spoke to me. It kind of made me look back on my life a little more than I would have liked.” And I don’t exactly know why I’m spilling my damn guts to him, but here, at this moment. And why am I spilling my guts? To this man I barely know—meanwhile it took months for me to warm up to Brooke. 

At almost 3:00 AM, it all feels imaginary or maybe a liminal space. Like he’s here just for tonight and then I probably won’t ever see him again. Almost like the outside world is gone and it’s just us. 

“I am truly not just saying that. I’d listened to your music before knowing you were available to book. I truly am a fan.” A glowing blush floods my cheeks because the words burst out of me before I could even edit them to not sound as crazy. 

“Impressive, I’m thankful you enjoy us,” he says, scooting closer to me. His calm and direct ambience makes me feel safe, like I know he will say exactly what he feels, holding back doesn’t seem to be his style at all. “Now...” He rubs his hands together in an attempt to come off as mischievous. “For the hard hitting questions. What’s your proudest accomplishment?” He nurses the beer that is certainly lukewarm at best. 

“Just digging right in, huh?” I ask. My eyes are fixed on the way my wine sloshes against the sides of my plastic wine glass. Because if my eyes become fixed on his, I may melt.

“Maybe I want to dig more.” A flirtatious and playful tone flows from his lips.

“Interesting.” I take a swig of my newest glass of wine and purse my lips, wishing he would say something else.

“Maybe I want to know more about you?” His lips tug upward. His smile is something I would work tirelessly to keep affixed upon his face. Because, sure, he’s beautiful without it, but with this smile, he is obnoxiously breathtaking. 

The question forces me to see myself in an immensely positive light and I am not sure how I will do that. “I guess graduating with my master’s degree?” 

“Why the question? Not everyone graduates college.” His voice, like honey, draws me in closer, sticking to me. “I’m sure you have so much to be proud of, Georgia.” I rack my brain to consider if he has said my name, but it’s no use. My brain is officially mush.

And all at once, it hits me like a semi-truck: He’s hitting on me. But is it because of the alcohol? It can’t be, because at the show he was making stupid obvious eye contact with me, questionably direct eye contact. Brooke had even commented on it, I just brushed her off per usual. And she gave up, since my antics are so known to her.

“I mean, I do.” 

“I bet your parents are so proud of you.” I just nod my head to acknowledge the comment regardless. 

People make comments about parents all the time and I simply ignore or deflect from the conversation topic. 

“So, what’s it like? Touring with your best friends?” 

He takes another sip from his beer before answering, “Scary.”

“Why scary?” I ask.

“Because it feels like the carpet could be taken out from under us at any moment. It’s difficult to wrap my head around sometimes.” He shifts and brings his hands to his thighs rubbing on his jeans back and forth. As if he is preparing for something.

I cut in, wanting to comfort him. “I think all of you have great heads on your shoulders and personalities. And Sam and Victor being siblings, that probably helps.” 

“I mean, that doesn’t necessarily help me, does it?” I expect to see a placid look on his gorgeous face. And I do, but I also lock onto his brown eyes, which are splintered with hurt and anguish.

“Sorry, I... they’re uh...” I choke, not knowing how to salvage this conversation now. 

“No, I get it. People see them and think they’re lucky. Very much like you do. But I don’t share the relationship they have, at least not nearly as deep as theirs.” While he tries to maintain a casual tone, I sense undertones of vulnerability. 

“Sorry, I do understand being lonely. It must be hard to trust anyone, and I fear it may only get worse.” I do my absolute best to patch up the torn conversation. “I struggle to trust and let people in, so I’m in that boat with you.” I give him a shy yet understanding grin. 

Admitting that up front makes it easy for me to ghost my dates or hookups. When someone hears me say I struggle with letting people in and most of the time they back off. But, some of the time, I’d hoped they wouldn’t. Something being lonely also taught me is how to be independent and know the destinations in life I wanted to work towards, alone. Without the distraction of relationships, I was able to finish projects and assignments that would take years for others, such as graduate school; I had a full ride and finished six months earlier than most students. 

“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone,” he whispers.

I pin my eyes to the ceiling, wondering, turning back time, and thinking. While I want to say something surface level, I also have this innate need to tell him something deeper. Something he might question more, so we can talk more. Connect more. And nobody is more surprised than myself. Eventually I fell on telling him that I stole a lipstick when I was ten, because I wanted the same one a celebrity had.

“Why didn’t you just ask for it?” 

“Where’s the fun in that?” I giggle, surprising myself. 

“I like your laugh.” Okay, now it’s more obvious.

“Thanks.” Wow, Georgia. Play it cool, why don’t you?

“I’m thankful you invited us back to your place. It was kind and you didn’t have to.” 

I think of all the other things they could have been doing instead of spending time here with me. Probably writing more songs, practicing...sleeping. As much as I don’t want it to, my brain wanders into other territories, more private ones. Because of course I see the articles, the photo compilations of the parades of girls Felix finds himself linked to one way or another.

As the clock continues to tick into the future, I click my tongue and stand up. But Felix taps my shoulder. “Please, let me.” He reads my mind and removes the wine glass from my hand. And I let him. I don’t know why I let him. 

He collects his three empty beer cans and plates from the coffee table. I hear the door to the garbage open and then shut a few feet away. Then his feet are padding along the floor; he’s coming back to me. It’s so late and he could have turned in hours ago, but he’s out here with me. And we’re laughing, sharing, and basking in each other’s company. None of it is forced. All of it is so—natural. So of course, it’s scary for me. 

“Thanks Felix, you really didn’t need to do that. You’re the guest here.”

“Oh, I know,” he sings, “I wanted to. This night ended so much better than I presumed it would.” 

“You’re a really honest person, aren’t you?”

“Hey, now. Don’t go ruining my mysterious rock star vibe. It’s very important!” he crows, allowing a bigger smile to cross over his lips. 

“Important to who?” 

“Who’s got the hard hitting questions now?” His head tilts as he studies me. For a second, I lose who I’ve become and I let myself soak in the moment. Felix Aruso, who could be anywhere but here, with anyone but me, and yet he’s here with me. Flirting. With me. 

“But really, Felix, who’s the image important for?”

“Honestly, I’ve asked myself that question more often as of recently.” His once lively tone has shifted to a more troubled one.. “Maintaining the image of the fuckboy—it started to get to me and I let it get out of hand.”

His foot is tapping on the floor in an unrecognizable rhythm. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t scrolled upon the rogue post about him leaving after his shows with a fan, or being seen out in public with different D-list celebrities. While I can’t know the specific intentions of those outings, I can now safely assume he’s tired of it.

“How?”

“I let myself become comfortable with the hook ups. It was easy, until it wasn’t anymore.” He’s not whispering because we’re surrounded by people who might hear us, no—he’s quiet because he’s embarrassed. At least from where I’m at that is my analysis of this situation. 

I want to ask him more, delve deeper into his mind. And nobody is as surprised as myself that I’m forlorn to discover more about him.

“You shouldn’t do something you don’t feel comfortable doing anymore. Nobody is listening to your music because of your fuckboy image. They’re listening for the music.” I hope my words provide a little solace for him. 

“Thank you for saying that.” 

“I meant it.”

“I think I’m tired of it. You know? I want something that might last more than a night. Someone I smile when I think about.” 

“I get it, Felix,” I tell him honestly. Because I do. I fucking get it and I wish neither of us had to get it. Understand that we are who we are because people might have wanted us that way at some point in both our existence. 

Vulnerable. I’ve known this man for possibly a collective thirty six hours and he’s being vulnerable with me, and one might attempt to play devil’s advocate; tell me that he’s playing with me, toying with me, stringing me along to get me into bed. But, I can’t help but sense this irrevocable honesty about him. And for whatever reason I can’t shake the feeling that I might be the first one to tell him he isn’t expected to be who other people think he should be. 

My body shivers as he seats himself back onto the couch. But this time, instead of maintaining the unspoken boundary we created moments before he got up, he plops himself down so close his body heat penetrates me. He hums and rests his head on the back of the sofa, closer to me.

Felix’s fingers graze against mine. It’s like a fireworks display lighting off in my head, and my ears begin to ring. He gently moves his hand to splay it on my thigh, closer to my knee than any higher region. The gesture seems comforting, as if he can sense an internal battle in regard to the previous comments made. But how comfortable and easy this felt kind of shell shocked me. I shudder, but do my best to not hint at any apprehension. 

When I shift closer to him, I glide my hands to clasp around his neck. My arms fill up with goose bumps like a piece of art done in pointillism. As I hope he doesn’t notice, his face moves in closer to mine, and soon we are inches away from each other’s mouths. His eyes fluttered between my eyes and mouth. His other hand finds my waist and grips for purchase. 

“Is this okay?” he mutters. 

I can feel his breath on my cheek. “Yes, of course.” 

His other hand leaves my thigh and comes to meet the side of my neck. He traces back to the small of my back, and air rushes out of me. His hands are soft and not at all overeager, like he is ready to take his time and explore however he pleases. Tingles ripple to my middle as our lips brush together, and he kisses the corner of my mouth. A moan leaks out of my lips and into his mouth.

He uses his hand on my back to position my body millimeters from him, until I am practically on his lap, and another hand tangles itself in my hair, tilting my mouth to even up to his. As his mouth opens over mine, his tongue traces the outline of my mouth. Then, when our lips finally meet, everything inside me sparks brilliantly. 

I push my body over his until I’m resting against him. 

His fingers comb through my hair to pull out the scrunchie holding up my obscenely curly hair, it all falls free into his face. I regretfully pull away from the kiss and take him in. 

“You have beautiful hair,” he rasps. 

“Thanks, I—”

He shushes me. “No, Georgia, I wasn’t done. Because your eyes...I think I might fucking drown in them.” He casts the scrunchie across the room with one fluid movement. 

While I’m used to sleeping with people, I don’t know if I will ever be used to someone complimenting me, especially the way he just did, with immense undertones of intimacy. It is emotionally unfurling. 

“Are you still okay with this?” 

“Yes,” I provide weakly. 

His hand sneaks closer to my hips and his thumb casually goes under the waistband of my sweatpants I changed into quickly while they rummaged through Brin’s car, desperate for their back up overnight bags that Brin told them they would thank them for one of these days. I will forgo fashion to be comfortable any day of the week. And I live by that sentiment. 

Suddenly, I recall how I haven’t had sex in almost six months. A string of casual hookups and dates that lead nowhere leaves me having to deal with any sexual tension by myself. Embarrassment crosses my cheeks, accompanied by tingling and burning. Almost as soon as the color melts across my cheeks, his right hand meets my underwear. He feels me stiffen, and as soon as I do that, he retracts contact with every part of my body. 

“Felix?” I pant.

“Yeah, Georgia?” How is it that I want to break every single goddamn rule I have ever made when he just says my name? “Was that too much? I’m sorry, we don’t have to—” 

“No, it’s not that. I just—” We sit up, remaining in each other’s orbits, breathing the same air. “You’re leaving tomorrow, well, today.” 

He covers my hand gently brushing his thumb across my knuckles. “Yeah, I am.” 

“I guess I just don’t want to—”

“Start something we can’t finish?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t necessarily go that far,” I scoff. 

“I would,” he murmurs. “Only if you’d want to of course” 

My cheeks redden and on instinct my body wants to attack him. Because damn, what could it be like with him? I open my mouth but nothing comes out, so I close it and squint. 

“Don’t feel pressured. I promise I still had fun,” he purrs. His hand retreats from mine and I am already dreading the possibility of never feeling him against me again. He grunts when he stands and turns to me. 

“I had fun too. More than I’ve had in a while,” I admit. 

“You are a beautiful mystery, Georgia.”

“Should we keep it that way?” I call after him.

“Depends on how you feel about mysteries.”

The stretch of his facial expressions tells me everything I need to know about tonight. 

I lay in bed knowing he’s on the couch and that, according to him, if I wanted things to go further, they would. And I relish in the reality that he wanted me in more ways than one. The connection was there, palpable and real. 
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​Chapter Three
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Two Months Later

The month of February into March was spent in the grueling interview process, and countless, sleepless nights and waking up to tearstained pillows. However, I got my dream job at Cornell. Brooke cried with me when we realized how short lived our time as colleagues would end up being. There was now an expiration date on my time in Michigan. It’s bittersweet but I needed a change in scenery quickly.

“Don’t leave me yet, George. Who am I supposed to bitch about the incoming freshman with?” I squeeze the phone closer to my ear and shut my eyes, trapping the tears before they escape. 

It’s mid-March and Cornell wants me to come out at the end of April to begin my onboarding so I would be ready for summer events. As well as allowing me to integrate into their tight knit staff. Initially, I was thinking I could finish out the semester here but leaving about a month early is what they made sure I was able to do. If I waited, they told me that moving expenses may not be included in the contract, so I made the devastating decision to leave prematurely during the spring semester. 

“I know, I’m sorry. They just insist on me being there at the end of April. It’s so freaking stupid, I know.” A shaky breath exits my mouth and my body shutters. I half-heartedly laugh to lighten the mood. “Did you see Felix is dating some reality television star from that new show on Netflix? Shit I can’t remember the name.” 

Oh course I’ve seen, I’ve been ruminating on this news. And yes, after just being around him for twenty four hours this obviously is not the most rational or realistic thing to do. It’s dramatic, I know, and totally illogical, especially for me. But for some inexplicable reason, I felt connected to him—and for me, connection is not common. Mostly based upon the simple act that I’m not the most warmth-emitting person, which comes at a great detriment to friendships. 

“Honestly, I could have seen that one coming in a heartbeat. Band gets big, management wants them bigger, blah blah blah, tale as old as time.” Brooke seems to shrug it off like old news. I can almost picture her rolling her eyes and flipping her hair. Brooke prides herself on knowing so much about pop culture that she could blend in on a college campus regardless of being half a decade older than the majority of them. 

“Yeah, but Brin didn’t seem like the type of person to allow that to happen to any of the members.” I speak as if I know them personally enough to make assumptions about personality qualities.

“Honey, they probably have a whole new PR team by now.” 

By now? Damn, it’s only been two months since they were all here. January and February flew by in a blink
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